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Abstract  

 

The computer games industry has undergone substantial changes in the way it 

generates a profit with the introduction of micro-transactions - a business model form 

of monetization. Instead of buying a full price for a game and owning all the content, 

game developers are able to release games for public release for free or for a small 

charge and update the game with new additional content for a small fee. Micro-

transactions are becoming increasingly popular within the games industry because it 

brings a new meaning of how players play games.   This research paper will 

investigate how the micro-transactions business model has changed the way game 

developers, designers and publishers release games for public release on different 

platforms for commercial success. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

The computer games industry has found a way to make more money when selling 

their games: Micro-transactions. “Micro-

transactions” are a relatively popular 

business model in the games industry as it 

allows users to purchase virtual goods in 

games for a micro-payment. There are 

multiple forms of micro-transaction and 

they all come from different 

methodologies. For example, Blizzard’s MMORPG “World of Warcraft” has a 

subscription based model where the user needs to pay a monthly fee to access the 

games content and if the user doesn’t pay the subscription fee, then their access is 

revoked. On the other hand, developers of mobile game applications can opt to have 

an “in-game” store where players can buy lives and powerups or they can use 

“Indirect Monetization”. “Indirect Monetization” is where the developers of the mobile 

game release their game onto the mobile app stores for free, but still manage to 

extract a revenue from the user when they are playing. 

 

A common example of “Indirect Monetization” is where players are playing the game 

and an advertisement is triggered mid-game and the player is forced to watch this 

advertisement for around 30 seconds. The game developers are making revenue 

just by the players watching the advertisements and there will be subsystems within 

the app that tracks to make sure the user watches the ad before payment is made to 

the developer. Micro-transactions were a staple of the Apple and Google play stores 

and it allowed players to buy lives or powerups in a game to complete a level or give 

the player an upper hand in the game.  

 

Since then, AAA game developers sought to incorporate micro-transactions into their 

games and have released games for free on distribution platforms and made money 

by selling “additional content” as they saw how well they were doing on mobile 

platforms. In July 2011, a Mobile Web analytics company called Flurry Yahoo, 

[Valadares, 2011] reported that free to play games had taken more revenue than 

premium games through the Apple Store based on its own research on the “Top 100 

Figure 1 Microtransactions on the Steam Store 
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Grossing Applications”.  

 

These are called “Freemium / Pay-to-win games” where players can pay for in-game 

items that give their characters an advantage over other players that don’t want to 

unlock the additional content by grinding the game continuously, or by other free 

means. The business model is built on giving consumers a free game which they can 

play for hundreds of hours to unlock items to be able to partake in games and beat 

their counter-parts or they can spend real life money to gain an advantage in a virtual 

world. Additionally, who are the winners and losers of this business model? Are the 

game developers the losers because the game developers are risking that their 

game will be popular and people will want to buy micro-transactions or are the 

customers the losers because they feel forced into spending real money in order to 

gain advantage over the other players.  

 

Micro-transactions are accessible via a custom online store that game developers 

build around the game. The custom store is designed in a way to market the “best 

featured” items in the game that gives the player a greater advantage over other 

players and these items are normally on a “best price” sale so the developer 

generates a lot more revenue on that item. On the other hand, the custom store will 

also contain in-game items that won’t give the player a “greater” advantage over 

other players but will contribute to the game in one way or another. In-game items 

that are bought through the custom store will either be delivered to the account 

virtually in-game or an email will be sent to the user containing a code to redeem in-

game, that will then unlock the item for the player which can then be used in game 

as the content has been unlocked. 

 

Online gaming distribution companies like Valve who own the platform “Steam”, take 

an unconfirmed percentage of sales which is leaked to be about 30% of any 

purchase in a triple A game, Indie game, Steam’s own marketplace or direct micro-

transaction sold in games. Not only is it just Valve who take an unconfirmed 

percentage of 30%, payments made through Google’s “Google Store” or Apple’s 

“App Store” also take a 30% commission from any sale made on their distribution 

platform. 
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Aims  

1) The first aim of the research project is to extend and exhibit further knowledge 

to publishers and game developers alike regarding other models of 

monetization that can be used in the games industry.  

2) The second aim of the research project is to conduct three case studies that 

encompass;  

a. Mobile Games (As a form of digital media that utilizes micro-

transactions and other methodologies) 

b. Valve (As a digital distribution platform) 

c. Grand Theft Auto 5 (As a game that trades real life money for virtual 

money – Is the “Value for money” and “Consumption of Goods” worth 

it) 

Objectives  

1) Conduct a literature review on micro-transactions and the monetization 

models that already exist and support the video games industry. 

2) Conduct a survey of at least 100 gamers across all platforms asking about 

why the spend money on games – is it to further enhance the experience 

or is to be better than everyone else? Is there an addiction in buying 

micro-transactions? Are we subconsciously making decisions in our mind 

that “we are going to buy this item whatever the price”? 

3) Research 1-2 mobile games that have used the micro-transaction 

business model correctly that works for the player and the company. (The 

survey will link to this objective) 

4) Research Valves “Steam” distribution platform that generates millions of 

dollars a day from player-player trading and the selling of games and 

applications on the “Steam Market” 

5) Research Rockstar Games’ “Grand Theft Auto 5” micro-transaction 

economy. The game trades real life currency into virtual currency to buy 

apartments, ships and new cars. (The survey will link to this objective) 
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Chapter 2: Background Theory and Literature Review 

  

Background Theory  

Candy Crush Saga 

Candy Crush Saga developed by King, is a mobile based tile-matching puzzle game 

with similar game design to games such as Bejeweled (PopCap Games 2001). 

Candy Crush Saga uses the “freemium” business model which allows players to 

complete the game without spending money, however players are able to use real 

life money to buy lives and powerups in the game to clear difficult levels. Michael 

Pachter, a games industry analyst, reports that paying Candy Crush Saga players 

spend on average “$40 a year on the game which is around 8% of the games total 

population” (Diener, 2014). In 2014, King reported that they had 93 million active 

users playing the game. Take 8% of that which is 7.4 million users and times that by 

the average spend of paying users which is $40, King are making just under $300 

million a year through micro-transactions alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Candy Crush Saga has three different ways it monetizes the game for its players. 

The first is through “Consumable Boosters” which located in Figure 2, allows the 

player to purchase them at the start of the game, or during if they find themselves 

stuck on a level. The booster type differentiates per level and once the player has 

used the booster, they will need to purchase the booster again to use it. As there are 

multiple booster types that the player can consume that have different abilities, the 

price can range from £0.69 to £0.99. The second booster type is called “Permanent 

Booster” and these are upgrades the player can buy that they will permanently own . 

For example, In Figure 3 there are 2 permanent boosters with the first called “Charm 

of life” which costs £15 and this upgrades the player’s maximum lives by 3, and the 

second permanent booster called “Striped Brush” which allows the user to select a 

Figure 2 Consumable Booster 
"Color Bomb" 

 

Figure 3 Permanent Boosters 

 
Figure 4 Pay to continue 
mechanic 
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normal candy and turn it into a striped candy to make an explosion around it. This 

booster costs £35 and can only be used once per game.  

 

The final monetization in Candy Crush Saga is the “Pay-To-Continue” mechanic as 

shown in Figure 4. As is shown can see in Figure 4, this is letting the user know that 

they have ran out of lives and cannot continue with the game unless they ask a 

friend to send them a virtual heart, or they can pay $0.99 and continue with the 

game. 

 

Although Candy Crush Saga uses the “freemium” model, where the game is free but 

users can pay to play, it is somewhat focused on player progression. The game 

forces players to spend money at every opportunity because the aim of the game is 

to complete levels and progress, and if the user can’t progress and gets stuck on a 

level they’re going to get frustrated and when a message pops up saying “Continue 

on for $0.99” they’re going to fall for the trap. If the game is linked to the users 

Facebook account (which the game was originally intended for) it then adds new 

gameplay features such as “requesting lives” when the player runs out, and also 

“sending lives” when another friend of theirs gets stuck.  

 

The virality of the game consists of two main game design aspects: collaboration and 

competition. If a game designer is deploying to mobile think about the type of 

monetization that would be best in the game because having a free game and 

allowing users to buy small boosters in games using micro-transactions may pay off 

in the long run if the game picks up the audience. 
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Valve/Steam  

Steam, which is owned and developed by Valve Software calls itself the “Ultimate 

Online Entertainment Platform”. In other words, Steam is an online distribution 

platform which provides users access to multiplayer gaming, video streaming, social 

networking services and the ability for independently run game studios to release 

their games on their platform through Steam Direct (Previously Greenlight). When 

using Steam, users are able to download games, additional content, videos, and 

professional software packages for free, or for a fee that is taken out of the users 

“Steam Wallet”. For users to pay for products on Steam they must add funds to their 

Steam Wallet because Steam does not allow the use of third party payment 

processors, this is one way Steam makes its money because it’s customers are 

giving them the full amount of money and they are simple adding “credit” onto the 

account.  Steam allows for it’s customers to add funds to their accounts with different 

incremental values which are; £4, £10, £25, £50 and £100. 

 

When game developers are ready to 

release their game and they have signed 

all of the formal contracts, they are able to 

set the games price and put a discount on 

the game, update the game through 

Steam and finally add additional content to the game for a price. When releasing a 

game on Steam and adding additional content, game developers need to set their 

prices correctly so that when they are releasing a game, they know how much Steam 

takes, how much tax is being paid and how much is coming to them. It is known that 

for every sale of the game the game developer makes and every piece of additional 

content the game developer sells, Steam takes 30% of the revenue leaving the 

developer with 70% of the revenue.  For example, if the publisher sold the game on 

the Steam Market for £19.99 and someone buys said game, Steam would take 

around £6 of the sale leaving them with £13.99 before tax. Hypothetically, let’s say 

that the game picks up a massive audience and is then featured on the main store 

page, £19.99 (Price) x 2500 (players) = £49,975 x 0.3 (Steams cut). Steam makes 

£14,992.50 for hosting the game on their distribution platform. 

 

Figure 5 Steamworks Developer badges for verified 
developers 
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Many indie developers prefer going through Steam Greenlight (Now Direct) because 

it gives them the sense of responsibility, the sense of ownership and above all, 

allows them to keep more of their revenue. By using Steam, the game developer 

loses out on 30% of the revenue, but if they had a publisher or other third parties 

trying to help publish their game they would also be requesting a profit share or even 

a percentage of revenue sales simply because if the game gets noticed, and picks 

up an audience it will no doubt be making a lot of money.  

 

However, on the 10th February 2017 Steam released an update on their blog labelled 

“Evolving Steam” that defined a new path for independent developers  to release 

games going onto the Steam Market. Steam announced that they were scrapping 

the “Steam Greenlight” feature of the platform and announced new distribution 

platform for developers: Steam Direct. Steam Direct is “a better path for digital 

distribution” and is making some core changes in the way developers  use Steam to 

distribute their games. (Alden, 2017) 

 

A new “development account” process will require new game developers to sign 

digital paperwork confirming the contracts of the company with Steam and provide all 

the relevant tax documentations. Once this has been provided the game developers 

will then need to pay a “recoupable application fee” for each game that  they intend 

to release on Steam. The application fee could be as low as $100 to as high as 

$5000 which puts new and emerging game designers in a bad position because they 

may not have the funds readily available, or they must use their crowdsourced 

money or even their own pockets to pay for this fee. 

 

Steam have done this because they want to reduce the amount of “noise” on the 

store with games that copy one another but as said above, new game developers 

need to be able to find the funds to pay the application fee before they can get their 

games distributed which can be a major problem. 
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Rockstar Games: Grand Theft Auto 5 

Grand Theft Auto 5, developed by Rockstar Games, is an action-adventure video 

game where players can complete missions, follow the linear story scenarios with set 

objectives in single player or players can just freely roam around the open world 

being a lawful citizen or by becoming a thug. Grand Theft Auto 5 allows the player to 

play as three protagonists in the game which have their own story lines in Los 

Santos and the game is played with two views: First person and Third Person.  

 

This is the first ever Grand Theft Auto game that allows the player to change the 

view perspective when playing the game and the world is navigated by foot, or 

through the hundreds of vehicles that are available to hijack or purchase. Extensive 

marketing went into Grand Theft Auto 5 and the game broke industry sales records 

and became “the fastest selling entertainment product in history, earning $800 

million dollars in its first day of sales, and within three days it made $1 billion” (Lynch, 

2013). This was just from sales of the game and doesn’t include the newest online 

feature: Grand Theft Auto Online. 

 

Grand Theft Auto Online allows up to 30 players to connect to servers where they 

can engage in gang fights, complete missions, complete heists and also allows 

players to free roam like they would in single player. When player’s complete 

missions, they earn “GTA$” which is the online currency for the game. Players can 

use “GTA$” to buy new clothes, new weapons, new cars, new properties, boats, 

helicopters, airplanes and the list continues, anything that the player is able to 

interact with it is more than likely that it can be purchased. However, there is a catch, 

to buy new products comes at an expense. 

 

 Everything has quite a big price tag and if players don’t keep up with completing 

missions, blowing up armored cars or winning street races then they’re going to be 

running out of money promptly but, Rockstar Games have made it easier for players 

to gain additional GTA$ by unconventional means and that’s by using micro-

transactions. If a player doesn’t want to continuously grind missions for money they 

can buy “Shark Cards” which converts player’s real life money into the games online 

currency GTA$. 
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Shark Cards simply act as a master card that is filled with 

money and they can buy them through Steam or through 

Rockstar directly and they come in the following 

denominations; GTA$ 100,000 (£1.99), GTA$ 200,000 

(£3.19), GTA$ 500,000 (£5.99) GTA$ 1,250,000 (£11.99), 

GTA$ 3,500,000 (£30.99) and finally GTA$ 8,000,000 

(£59.99). With how successful Grand Theft Auto 5 is, it is reported by Rockstar 

Games that they have made sure the economy is designed to be balanced for the 

clear majority of players who want to play for free, and there shouldn’t be any big 

“Paywalls” that will disrupt their game. In a lawsuit against Take-Two interactive, 

details have emerged that “Micro transactions in Grand Theft Auto 5 have a near 

100% profit margin, except for development costs and fees collected by storefronts” 

(Makuch, 2016). 

 

Rockstar Games have made sure that micro-

transactions don’t create a “Pay-To-Win” game 

by allowing users who want to play for free 

complete missions in Grand Theft Auto Online 

that will reward them with GTA$ Currency. 

What doesn’t help with Grand Theft Auto 5 is 

that the game is constantly being updated with 

new content which is given a higher economy value over other items within the 

game. Players will spend weeks grinding missions and heists to almost have enough 

money to buy the Luxury Yacht located in Figure 7 by which time Rockstar Games 

then release another update that adds a new house or a new vehicle that can cost 

GTA$ 12,000,000 so they’re back to square one trying to gather the funds to buy the 

new item. 

 

Game developers can and will manipulate players by hyping new items which makes 

other items in the game not seem worth purchasing, and by hinting to the fact micro-

transactions do exist in the game, converting £59.99 into GTA$ 8,000,000 does 

seem easier to some players who want instant gratification when they are playing the 

game. 

Figure 6 Tiger Shark Card for GTA 5 

Figure 7 Luxury Yacht in Grand Theft Auto 5 that 
costs GTA$ 8,000,000 
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Literature Review  

According to Matti Mäntymäki, there is an increasing population of young games 

accessing the internet and playing virtual social real world games through their 

browsers. It has been estimated that by 2018, that the total number of young people 

registered in some sort of virtual world will reach 1 billion registrations (Mäntymäki, 

2011). The reasoning behind this is because of the technological advancements that 

have been developed to allow gamers to play games, and be social through an 

online game on a browser. The biggest virtual worlds include Second Life, which was 

publicly released in June 2003 and its most recent figure of registrations surpassed 2 

million users, Club Penguin (which has recently shutdown) was opened in 2005 and 

had an active player base of 200 million users and finally Habbo Hotel which is 

mainly targeted for teenagers which opened in January 2001 has a player base of 

278 million users. 

 

All three of the virtual worlds have something in common, and that’s micro-

transactions, they either have their own currency, they charge a monthly subscription 

fee or they do both. As these virtual worlds are relying on the mass audience to keep 

them running, micro-transactions act as the main bulk of revenue that these 

companies gain. They are selling virtual items and value added services to the users 

to play in these virtual worlds, and the game developers are reinforcing the feeling of 

community with other players by encouraging virtual purchasing because it allows 

players to meet other people and make friends. 

 

However, despite Club Penguin having very good statistics on March 29th 2017, 

Disney who own and develop Club Penguin announced it was shutting its online 

services for Club Penguin as they are “transitioning to an entirely new platform”. The 

new platform which is called “Club Penguin Island” is only developed for mobile 

devices and continues to have the monthly subscription and micro-transactions in 

the game where players can customize their penguin’s island. Is this a sign Disney 

are making more money on mobile devices and the PC version was just barely 

making it through? 
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When players come to an in-game store front page where virtual goods, items or 

trades are available to purchase through micro-transactions, is there ever a time 

where the player looks at “value for money” and “consumer satisfaction” before 

buying the item, or is there a regret after the purchase. Consumer satisfaction is a 

central concept in modern marketing, as it emphasizes on “delivering satisfaction 

and not just products to consumers in order to obtain profits in return” (Kurnia, 2013, 

p.g 14). 

 

 

Figure 8 Oliver (1977) Expectancy-Disconfirmation Model 

The “expectancy-disconfirmation model” which was created by Richard L. Oliver in 

1977, explains the post-purchase or post-adoption consumer satisfaction of when 

customers are going to buy a product. It first starts off with the players own 

expectations of the product which is the attributes and characteristics which can 

influence the players, after the customer or player has purchased the product, 

players then go through a process of perceived performance which refers to the 

players own perceptions of the actual performance of the product vs the player’s 

expectations of the product. Once the player has used the product as intended, and 

has realized that it’s not as good as the player thought it was they then go through a 

disconfirmation of belief, which is where they begin to regret the purchase, however 

disconfirmation can also be a good sign of the players own perceived judgement of 

the product where in fact it outreaches what the player initially thought of the product 

(Oliver, 1977). 
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Game developers create games that will satisfy a general audience by including 

basic characteristics into a game. This suggests that game developers merely create 

games to the standard that they want which is a placeholder for players to interact 

with the virtual world and by adding micro-transactions into a game it allows the 

player to inadvertently create their own game because they are simply changing or 

adding on additional content which others may not get. So although the “value for 

money” may not be worth it at the time, once the “consumer satisfaction” has kicked 

in and they acknowledge that the game or the item they have purchased was worth 

the money they are more likely going to have repurchase intentions. 

 

With the general increase of population in games and with the expectancy-

disconfirmation model showing how players judge “value for money” and “consumer 

satisfaction”, could their sign of dominance or “player status” in-game affect how they 

interact with other players who have spent money on micro-transactions or are they 

happy to play with players who play the game for free? The effects of buying 

ornamental or functional in-game benefits do please some players because it shows 

that they are serious about the game and because they have spent money on the 

game it automatically makes them better. (Bray, 2014) 

 

“Psychological researchers have long been interested in the effects of social 

comparisons” (Weeda, 2015). Strictly speaking, this basically means that when 

players are playing a game, they are self-evaluating their own performance in games 

against other players in the game and because of this, if the other players look 

better, act better, or play the game better the player can feel negative in themselves 

and become frustrated. 

 

Furthermore, if a player is on an online game and they use micro-transactions to 

their advantage to buy in-game goods or items that make them better than other 

players, alternative players become to some extent worse off because they have not 

bought the item that the original player has thus making a “social comparison that 

can make them feel embittered and not making them want to play the game” 

(Tesser, 1988). 
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This suggests that by improving the 

nature of an online character by 

upgrading weapons, armor or vehicles 

the player is giving an instant negative 

impression to the other players who are 

in the virtual world. On the other hand, 

although players make social 

comparisons with other people in an 

online game what are they judging, the 

look of the character or the style the other player plays the game. For example, in 

Team Fortress 2, everyone has the exact same weapon however by buying keys to 

unlock crates, players can unbox other skins for their weapons that “re-skin” the 

weapon that just has an ornamental effect on the item and has no clear in-game 

benefit or advantage to other players. Regardless of the skin that is equipped to the 

weapon, it has the same weapon statistics but it makes the player more unique, and 

that’s what other players get frustrated about. 

 

Despite the fact that the “free to play” business model is very successful if executed 

well, it is disputed that a lot of companies abuse the fact they can charge high in-

game item prices because they have released the game for free. In fact, the 

European Commission in 2014 released a statement stating that they are 

“investigating challenges” in “free to play” gaming because it attracts a much 

younger audience such as children to play games that encourage the use of 

spending real money (Reding, 2014).  

 

 Not only this, free to play game developers are trying to monetize everything they 

can to be able to turnover some sort of revenue when they release the game and 

this has resulted in some intrusive monetization maneuvering which aims for a short-

term profit instead of long-term player engagement and once they have realized a 

drop in cashflow on a project, they can pump more games out with even more micro-

transactions. 

 

 

Figure 9 The Holy Makeral and Unarmed Combat for the scout 
have the exact same weapon stats, just a different skin. 

 



Steven Reynolds 

 A GUIDE TO COMMERCIAL SUCCESS USING MICRO-TRANSACTIONS IN GAMES 
 

19 | P a g e  
 

Through the literature review and the case studies, it’s positive to say that the 

customization of characters in online games is the main driving force to purchase 

virtual items via micro-transactions. These purchases allow the players to 

categorically live their life in the virtual world and express themselves differently to   

others instead of doing it in the real world. 

 

There’s no doubt that there can be positive and negative emotions / consequences 

regarding these purchases. If it’s for competition against another player it is more 

than likely that the player will spend additional money on the game to look better or 

become stronger than their counterpart. On the other hand, if it’s for instant 

gratification where the user doesn’t have time to upgrade the character through 

normal means for example, grinding missions or they don’t have enough time to play 

the game, then emotions for purchasing cheap alternatives through micro-

transactions are going to be increased. 

 

On the contrary, it could be said for Rockstar Games’ Grand Theft Auto 5 that there 

is a pay-to-win model being used and it is anticipated that it is “unfair competition” 

and there are purely negative feelings involved having to spend money in order to 

play the game, or to even keep up with the other players who have spent more 

money on the game to better their character over others. 

 

For this reason, it is propounded that the addition of additional content, powerups, 

lives, or even virtual money conversion via micro-transactions which saves time in 

the long run, should also be attainable through commitment to the game by 

completing missions. 
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Chapter 3: Research methodology  

Game developers, game publishers or anyone who works within the Games Industry 

whether they are independent, or part of a multi-million/billion-dollar company always 

have one question during development. “How are we going to make money from 

this?”. They could generate money through free to play monetization, they could 

generate money through selling the game and then having micro-transactions in the 

game or they could just simply have a one-off payment fee for all the content within 

the game.  

 

This research paper adopts a positive approach and uses both quantitative and 

qualitative research methods to discuss, evaluate and conclude not only the 

research undertaken on the points of Candy Crush Saga, Steam and Grand Theft 

Auto 5 but also participants that answered the surveys honestly and reliably.  Due to 

the study papers objective, which is to establish a guide to commercial success 

using micro-transactions in games, details regarding the survey participant’s 

answers should be taken lightly, and they don’t represent a big enough cohort to 

represent the larger gaming community. 

 

 

A Gantt chart was produced to guide the research project into the correct direction. 

The “waterfall type model” is commonly used in software development because of its 

sequential design process, however, because this is a research project where by the 

end of the project a collection of findings is created, it served to be quite useful for 

completing tasks. 

 

Figure 10 Gantt chart showing research progress from October 2016 to May 2017 
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The literature review, although staggered across the year, proved to be the biggest 

research undertaken compared to the case studies because at least 3-4 journals, 

publications and peer reviewed theses were being read and notes were being taken 

on all significant arguments and conclusions that the retrospective authors were 

coming up with. 

 

Most of the research papers came from Bournemouth University’s own internal 

library however digital libraries such as the AEM, IEEE and Google Scholar websites 

showed a much broader approach of additional reading that could be undertaken, 

and as this is only a “guide” to commercial success using micro-transactions in 

games, it was deemed that not all papers would be relevant. However, making sure 

that the right literature was reviewed means the opinions and thoughts of other 

researchers will assist in the hypothesis of micro-transactions and their “value for 

money” vs “consumer satisfaction” in the virtual world was made priority. 

 

When it came to undertaking the base research for the three case studies; Candy 

Crush Saga, Valve / Steam and Rockstar Games ’ Grand Theft Auto 5, it wasn’t 

about playing the game or trying to see how much could be completed it was to see 

how micro-transactions affect the player when playing the game and through the 

literature reviews read it was a clear understanding that micro-transactions in 

different game genres had different psychological impacts on players. Whether that 

be trying to skip a level, looking cosmetically the best in a game when other people 

had better cosmetic items, that had no in-game advantage or disadvantage at all.  

 

As both Candy Crush Saga, Steam and Grand Theft Auto 5 use some form of micro-

transaction business model that generates revenue for the company hopefully the 

research undertaken and the surveys that were answered can support or contradict 

the findings made in the research project. 
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The first survey called “Final Year Project: Microtransactions data collection” which 

was posted on the 21st of December 2016 collected in total 210 anonymous 

completed responses with 84 responses being deleted and removed from the survey 

because of trolling, fabrication of numbers and figures. “Final Year Project: 

Microtransactions data collection” was created to give a base of knowledge when 

creating the research paper, and to also align what the survey participants describe 

against what the journals, publications and theses of other researchers found to see 

if there was a correlation between the two. Notably, there was a correlation on 

certain occasions where the survey data provided extra knowledge to what other 

researchers were saying and confirmed other researchers hypothesizes “micro-

transactions are good in some games, and micro-transactions don’t work in others”. 

 

Survey Post Analysis 

 

 

The first set of questions asked in the survey “Final Year Project: Microtransactions 

data collection” was some basic demographic information. The reason for why age 

was asked is because research which had been proven suggested that “there is an 

ever-increasing population of younger gamers accessing the internet and playing 

virtual social games” and by looking at the results it’s clear that this is true.  

 

Asking about gender was a question included because it would be good to see if 

there is a dominant gender that spends money on micro-transactions. However, 

what Figure 11 doesn’t show is the fact that included in question A3 was an option to 

select “No comment” just in case people didn’t feel obliged to answer.  

 

 

 

Figure 11 Question Group 1 of "Final Year Project: Microtransactions data collection" 
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The final question(s) in group 1 was “what country do you live in including ethnic 

background” and some survey participants did put the same answer for both 

questions and in hindsight they could have been worded better. The main focus of 

the questions was to see if there was a correlation between the ages and gender of 

survey participants who had spent money on micro-transactions in video games 

against the country that they said they lived in and if there was a country that stood 

out the most in terms of gaining additional content or buying virtual goods. 

 

 

The second batch of questions asked in the survey “Final Year Project: 

Microtransactions data collection” covers the participants use of money spent on the 

PC, mobile or tablet devices and games consoles. Although this research project 

doesn’t have a case study on “consoles”, there is a still a market for micro-

transactions and games such as Grand Theft Auto 5 can still generate money from it.  

 

When participants are on the survey, they don’t need to answer the question if they 

haven’t spent money, nonetheless they are able to provide details about what they 

have spent money on to give a clear understanding to the researcher what players 

think they are spending money on. The results for this question will provide a very 

brief overview of what distribution platforms players mainly spend money on and if 

they have spent any money on more than one device. 

 

Figure 12 Question Group 2 of "Final Year Project: Microtransactions Data Collection" 
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The second survey, which was more targeted against Grand Theft Auto 5 was called 

“Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual Goods” and it was created on the 18th of February 2017 

which collected 1,155 anonymous completed responses with 390 responses being 

deleted and removed from the survey because of trolling, making up of numbers and 

figures or the user left midway through and exited the survey. “Grand Theft Auto 5: 

Virtual Goods” was created and published to major social sites such as Rockstar 

Games GTA5 Forums, Reddit and also on the Steam community pages and is used 

for the sole purpose of the Grand Theft Auto 5 case study. With over 1,000 

responses with a rough estimate of 80% of players spending real life money on 

micro-transactions (not to mention the £30+ price tag for the game) solidifies the 

publications and the lawsuit against Take Two Interactive which states “In a lawsuit 

against Take-Two interactive, details have emerged that micro-transactions in Grand 

Theft Auto 5 have a near 100% profit margin, except for development costs and fees 

collected by storefronts” (Makuch, 2016). 

 

Similar to question group 1 of the 

“Microtransactions data collection” 

survey, the “Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual 

Goods” survey collects basic 

demographic information about the 

user such as Age, Gender and 

Location.  

 

As Grand Theft Auto 5 is an online, 

action-adventure video game that can 

be played on PC and consoles, it would 

be good to see the demographic of 

players that have not only supported 

the game, but also invested more time 

and money into the game via micro-transactions and to see if there is a correlation 

between the countries, ages and genders.  

 

 

Figure 13 Question group 2 of the "Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual 
Goods survey 
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Unlike the first survey, Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual Goods had an increased turnout 

to the number of participants to the survey which makes the datasets more credible 

on the grounds that more players that had taken the survey, and were all 

summarizing the same thing. 

 

           

“How often do you play GTA5: Online” is quite an open-ended question. Howbeit, 

when game developers are trying to understand players “Value for Money” and 

“Consumer Satisfaction” how much time and money do they need to spend to incline 

towards feeling satisfied and that they have spent their money well. 

 

 By also looking at the time players have spent on the game, game developers can 

also get an understanding (from the other questions if they have answered honestly) 

if they are the type of person to be subject to “instant gratification”. For example, if 

someone has spent 200 hours on the game, and has only spent £5 on the game, an 

assumption can be made that they are playing the game and completing the 

missions in story mode for the monetary gain.  

 

On the other hand, if someone has 20 hours on the game and has spent £50 then 

justifications can be made to see an “instant gratification” type of gamer who wants 

things instantly, and doesn’t want to work hard to reap the rewards. 

 

 

 

Figure 14 Question group 3, question 5 of the "Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual Goods" survey 
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Question 6 of the “Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual Goods” survey is investigating how 

much money the user has spent on the game by converting their currency into GTA$ 

(the games online currency). Players can exchange their money for the 

denominations below; 

• GTA$ 100,000 (£1.99) 

• GTA$ 200,000 (£3.19) 

•  GTA$ 500,000 (£5.99)  

• GTA$ 1,250,000 (£11.99) 

• GTA$ 3,500,000 (£30.99)  

• GTA$ 8,000,000 (£59.99) 

GTA$ denominations are the only micro-transactions in the game and when they 

have bought the GTA$ they can then spend it freely in-game on whatever they want, 

whether that be starting up their own VIP company, buying a luxury yacht or even a 

new property. By asking this “open” ended question, the data collected should show 

that the more money that someone spends on the game the more items and luxury 

goods they should have.  

 

Furthermore, by using the data collected on question 6, the correlation can be linked 

back to question 5 which asks, “How much time have you spent on the game” linking 

in “Value for Money” and “Customer Satisfaction” and expectedly the data collected 

should show a pattern against Figure 8, the expectancy-disconfirmation model and 

the repurchase intentions. 

 

Figure 15 Question group 3, question 6 of the "Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual Goods" survey 



Steven Reynolds 

 A GUIDE TO COMMERCIAL SUCCESS USING MICRO-TRANSACTIONS IN GAMES 
 

27 | P a g e  
 

 

Questions 7, 8 and 9 are all about what the player thinks about the virtual trade they 

perform with their real-life money to GTA$. By allowing the user to rate the value of 

the product in question 7 “Value for Money”, and to explain their reasoning behind 

their answer in question 8 “Consumer Satisfaction”, question 9 falls into place for the 

“Repurchase Intention” if the player was to buy again. It’s essentially performing 

reverse psychology on players because they’re getting them to think about what they 

have purchased, why have they purchased said item, and are they going to 

purchase it again in the future which without a doubt falls into the expectancy-

disconfirmation model which is in Figure 8. 

 

Hopefully, the research paper should now start falling into place because the 

introduction has given a base of knowledge regarding micro-transactions and what 

the aims and objectives are for the research paper. A background theory and 

literature review has taken place which has given a more defined scope of micro-

transactions in; the mobile game Candy Crush Saga developed by King which 

provides users a free to play game with the micro-transaction model that supports 

collaboration and competition with other players and friends, the distribution platform 

Figure 16 Question group 3, question 7, 8, 9 of the "Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual Goods" survey 
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Steam developed by Valve which provides developers  a platform to release games 

onto their market via Steam Greenlight (Now Direct) but taking a rumored 30% 

revenue share of any sales made on the game’s store page and finally, the action 

adventure video game Grand Theft Auto 5 developed by Rockstar Games which first 

of all needs to be purchased, and once it has been purchased the customer can 

continue to play the game for free, or the user can spend their real life money by 

exchanging it for Virtual Money. 

 

As a result of the background theory and literature review being undertaken, survey 

data which has been collected from over 1,200 survey participants via 2 surveys can 

be used to discuss, evaluate and conclude the research that has been found through 

various journals, publications and peer-reviewed theses and also the researchers 

own work from the case studies which investigated the micro-transaction business 

models and the individual program / software it benefited from. 
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Chapter 4: Results  

Survey 1  

 

Out of the 210 survey participants who filled out the “Final Year Project: 

Microtransactions data collection”, 44% of them were between the ages of 15-19 

years old which shows that the research undertaken by Matti Mäntymäki stating that 

the increasing population of young gamers accessing the internet and playing virtual 

social real world games will reach 1 billion registrations by 2018 correlates to the 

survey results.  

 

This is just one survey that is asking for a general response of players who use 

micro-transactions and the age category 15-19 is by far the biggest result in this 

survey, if this was to be distributed further (and based on the results that were 

collected in this survey), the results wouldn’t change. Children and young teens are 

able to access the internet through schools, their smartphones, tablets and 

PCs/laptops at home and their isn’t much parental restriction because when people 

who use the internet log in, parents feel safe and assured that their children / young 

teenagers aren’t going to get into games and be forced to spend money because 

there are no verification checks when signing up to games, users can put in a fake 

birthday and if they meet the criteria the account is created and they can login.  

 

Another interesting fact which has shown in the age results is that there are a lot less 

older gamers in comparison to the younger players (who took this survey). Could 

game companies marketing teams be advertising new games that they know will 

attract a younger audience and then throw micro-transactions at them? For example, 

Figure 17 Results for the Age Bracket in “Final Year Project: Microtransactions data collection” 
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Call of Duty (although not used as a case study) has a 18+ PEGI rating, it is 

continually apparent that there is a younger audience of 12-16 years old’s playing 

the game and they will almost certainly 

buy any new additional content or 

weapon skins to show off to their 

friends.  

 

Out of 210 survey participants, it’s clear 

to see that almost 94% of them were 

males (which totals 196), just over 6% 

were females (which totals 13) and 

0.48% declined to comment their 

gender (which totals 1). It’s always been 

said that males are the more prominent 

gender when playing games and it 

doesn’t attract as many females but 

within the last 10 years, things have changed. 

 

 Females are now starting to play games, whether it be through PC, consoles or 

mobile devices there are just as many females who play games as there are males. 

There are female YouTubers who surpass male YouTubers and in this day in age, 

people who make videos about games, or social blogs about their life are looked up 

to by the younger audience because they aspire to be like them, and there is a 

strong sense that because he/she is playing this, the viewer will also have to play. 

This can also be used within micro-transactions, if a YouTuber is playing a game, 

and they buy a virtual good and they have players watching them from all around the 

world, the viewers are going to feel inclined to buy it because the person they have 

looked up to has expressed an interest in it too. Although the example of playing and 

uploading games to “YouTube” can’t directly be linked to this theory, when thinking 

about trying to generate an audience to play a game, YouTube can indirectly 

contribute in marketing the game because when someone is playing it, it becomes a 

“watch before you buy” theory of monetization. 

 

Figure 18 Results for the Gender in “Final Year Project: 
Microtransactions data collection” 
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This result of male / female is of the same conclusion as the age brackets question, 

if the survey was distributed further, the male to female ratio would even out and a 

clearer picture would of “which gender spends more on games” would be unveiled 

but from this, it shows that males spend more on micro-transactions than females. 

 

 

Figure 19 Results for the Country Demographic in “Final Year Project: 

Microtransactions data collection” 

Figure 19 displays where the survey participants claimed their country of origin was. 

The top 5 countries that filled in the survey were; United States of America which 

had 70 respondents, United Kingdom which had 28 respondents, Canada which had 

19 responses, Germany which had 15 respondents and finally India which had 7 

respondents. The top 5 survey participant’s countries all come from developed 

countries that are considered MEDCs (More Economically Developed Countries), 

salaries are higher than other countries and people are generally having a good 

social life but it is apparent on Figure 19 that there are countries where some 

participants have answered where typically one wouldn’t think there would be people 
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able to spend money on micro-transactions. For example, Southern Africa and 

Southern Brazil where working conditions can be bad and a good salary is hard to 

come by.  However, could the “gaming” market in these less economically developed 

regions be picking up, where micro-transactions are lower than normal rates to allow 

for people who are on lower salaries to still enjoy themselves while playing games. 

What Figure 18 doesn’t show is where the users are spending money, when we talk 

about micro-transactions we are including PC game virtual goods, console virtual 

goods and mobile / tablet virtual goods. 

 

Now we know the basic demographic of the 

210 survey participants, where are they 

spending their money? 190 participants have 

answered “Yes” to spending money on micro-

transactions on a PC / Laptop game and 20 

have answered “No”. Survey participants 

were given a text field where they could give 

an answer to how much they have spent on 

micro-transactions on PC / Laptop and the 

smallest figure was £5 and the biggest figure 

was up to £5000 which the participant stated, 

“was over several years”.  

  

The number of survey participants who spent 

money on mobile / tablet devices was 

considerably lower than PC. Only 61 

participants said they had spent money on 

mobile / tablet games and 149 said they 

hadn’t spent money. Surprisingly enough, the 

participants who did spend money 

commented on buying additional “features” 

for software applications on the mobile device 

and not entirely on games. The participants 

who said yes to spending money on mobile 

Figure 20 Results for PC Microtransaction spend in 
“Final Year Project: Microtransactions data collection” 

 

Figure 21 Results for Mobile / Tablet Microtransaction 
spend in “Final Year Project: Microtransactions data 

collection” 
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devices on games reported that most money was spent buying powerups on Clash 

of Clans or buying Pokéballs in the Augmented Reality game: Pokémon GO.   

It’s interesting to see that people are willing to pay for additional features for software 

on mobile devices and not on games but with higher amounts of people now 

finishing work and taking work home with them people need to be able to work 

remotely so paying for additional features on some applications may be worth it 

compared to spending money on games. 

Lastly, the results of survey 

participant’s micro-transaction 

spend on consoles. 42 survey 

participants said that they had 

spent money buying additional 

content and/or virtual goods on 

the console market and a whole 

168 survey participants said they 

hadn’t bought virtual goods 

through consoles. 

 

 When looking at the additional 

feedback, it’s clear the participants 

who did buy virtual goods on 

console were not spending large 

sums of money, with the minimum 

estimate of £6 and the maximum 

at around £120 it’s clear that the micro-transaction business model on console isn’t 

as effective as previously thought. 

 

  A lot of the feedback given by survey participants suggest that they were only 

interested in cosmetic items that have no real value to the game and only the way 

they look. Its ornamental value over functionality on consoles and this is shown a lot 

in survey feedback. 

 

 

Figure 22 Results for the Console Microtransaction spend in “Final 
Year Project: Microtransactions data collection” 
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When asked if they thought about “Value for Money” and “Consumer Satisfaction” it 

was only after survey participants had bought the item that they had started to regret 

it, because they will only use the item a couple of times, get bored of the game and 

forget about it. 

 

However, although some participants did leave the game(s) when they had bought 

the virtual good, they were happy that they supported the development team further 

that allowed them to continue to make more games. When buying additional content, 

game developers will hype a new expansion pack and put quite a hefty price tag on it 

which then doesn’t live up to the expectations of the player and when thinking about 

the expectancy-disconfirmation model of consumer satisfaction, there is a correlation 

between the survey results and the “disconfirmation” period of after-sales. 
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Survey 2 

 

Out of the 1,155 survey participants for 

the micro-transaction survey 

concerning Grand Theft Auto 5 Virtual 

Goods, 757 (65%) of survey 

participants were aged between 18-24. 

This is a substantial increase to their 

general micro-transaction survey and 

shows just how many younger people 

are playing the game.  

 

There is a pattern to the first survey as 

well, where the older the person is, the 

less of them there are. Now, although 

Grand Theft Auto 5 is an 18+ PEGI 

rated game, it is reasonable to assume 

that there would be more older players on the online game but from this result, it’s 

completely wrong.  

 

The younger generation on both surveys have dominated both results and just 

establishes real data to suggest that by 2018, 1 billion young children / teenagers will 

be on virtual social games. 

 

 

 

Figure 23 Results for the age bracket in “Grand Theft Auto 5: 
Virtual Goods” 
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As to be expected with Grand Theft Auto 

5, there is a greater Male : Female ratio 

who play the game. Reasons for this 

could be due to the violence, sexual 

content and gore within the game. 

 It’s not typical that data would support in 

favor of females playing the game, but the 

results show that out of the 1,155 survey 

participants, 38 of them were females. 

 

 

Figure 25 looks almost the same as Figure 18 (Microtransactions data collection 

survey results) in the fact that most of the survey participants come from the same 

locations however we do have a few more additions to the map. The United States of 

America and the United Kingdom are still the top 2 countries that the survey 

participants came from but there is an increase of countries from Europe and Africa 

and Asia Pacific which could suggest that although micro-transactions are readily 

available in these countries, it depends on the type of game and platform the 

participant is playing before they spend any additional money. This could be true, 

because Grand Theft Auto 5 retails in the United Kingdom for £39.99 which is €47  

(Europe), $51 (United States), and $70+ (Asia Pacific Dollar). 

Figure 24 Results for gender in “Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual 
Goods” 

Figure 25 Results for the Country Demographic in “Grand Theft Auto 5: Virtual Goods 
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To really understand “Consumer 

Satisfaction” and “Value for money” the 

survey asked how often does the 

participant play Grand Theft Auto: 

Online and as we can see, there is 

almost an equal percentage of players 

who play the game Daily, Weekly, Bi-

Weekly and Monthly. 

 

 Participants who put “Other” detailed 

that they no longer play the game 

because of the repetitiveness or trying 

to grind for money, or they come back 

when there is a new update and they have said that they do buy any new additional 

content for money when it’s released because they don’t play the game much.  

 

This is where the “instant gratification” of gaming comes in, where the players don’t 

want to have to spend hours grinding missions to be able to finally afford something, 

when they could cut out the hard work, spend real money on virtual GTA$ and get it 

instantly. 

 

Figure 26 Results for the time spent in “Grand Theft Auto 5: 
Virtual Goods” 
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For the real question, “How much 

money have you spent on buying 

virtual currency / goods on GTA5: 

Online” and as the results show, 710 

survey participants have said they 

have spent an additional £0 to the 

game.  

 

It’s actually quite the opposite, 

because 92 participants have stated 

“other” the survey automatically 

suggested it was a text answer and 

selected it to £0, but some users 

have stated that they have spent in 

an excess of £1400 through micro-

transactions on Grand Theft Auto 5, 

and their reasoning was “I want 

everything now, and I need 

everything, I buy shark cards when they go on sale so when a new update is 

released I can buy everything new instantly”.  

 

On the other hand, there are only a handful of people who have spent money 

through micro-transactions to buy additional content, so what does this show for the 

genre? Is it that players are willing to support an open-world adventure game by not 

only paying for the game but buying virtual currency for it too, or is it that players 

need to spend additional money to get what they want because it’s so expensive.  

 

Bearing in mind that the survey was conducted for PC players only, there is still an 

additional 445 players who spent more money on the game than the games actual 

recommended retail price just to get virtual items quicker and easier instead of trying 

to grind for it. 

 

Figure 27 Results for the money spent in “Grand Theft Auto 5: 
Virtual Goods” 
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Finally, how would survey 

participants who have spent money 

on the game rate the value for 

money they are getting back and 

how “consumer satisfied” are they 

with their purchases in Grand Theft 

Auto 5: Online.  

 

It’s quite clear that over 28% of the 

participants say that their value for 

money is “Poor” and the reasoning 

behind this is because they feel that 

the conversion of real life money to 

GTA$ is too low. A lot of the in-game features are expensive, and are not worth the 

money but players are still enticed to spend real money to get them because it would 

take quite a considerable amount of time to earn enough to purchase it.  

 

Due to the inflation of the economy in-game, participants have stated that they have 

actually paid a third party to either hack, duplicate, or boost their character levels and 

GTA$ so they wouldn’t have to and they can think of that service as essentially being 

a micro-transaction, because they are paying for a service, and once it’s completed 

they have gained from it and although cheating is against the terms of service with 

Rockstar Games, players fall back onto this because they would much rather spend 

less money and gain more via illegal ways than paying for Shark Cards that aren’t 

properly configured for the Grand Theft Auto 5 economy.  

 

After the survey, participants commented that they have realized that “Why would I 

spend $50 on a single car in a video game, when I could go and spend that in the 

real life” and this is good, because it’s getting the participant to think about their 

purchasing which could help them in the future when they are thinking about buying 

another virtual item that in fact, they could do so much more with that money.  

 

 

Figure 28 Results for the value for money in “Grand Theft Auto 5: 
Virtual Goods” 
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However, micro-transactions as a business model for games will always exist and 

will be available to support developers in any form the developers see fit, whether 

that is delivering additional content, providing a virtual currency to spend in the game 

or just through ornamental cosmetic items that provide no functional gameplay 

features to the player what so ever. 

 

Additionally, survey participants that had bought virtual currency said that their 

“Value for Money” was excellent and further went on to portray that their interest 

towards the game was increased because it means that they could have more fun in 

the playing with their friends buying new virtual goods without having to worry about 

running out of money. 

 

Survey participants that said their “Value for Money” was average acknowledged that 

the “base game” of Grand Theft 5 is great value for money, but with the addition of 

micro-transactions, and constantly being forced into spending money felt that it 

ruined their online experience because they were not able to have what the high 

micro-transaction spenders had paid for. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and conclusions 

Micro-transactions has proven to be a successful business model in the recent 

generation of games that are available on PC / Laptops, Mobile devices / Tablets 

and Console gaming and it’s going to be successful for the years to come as 

companies are developing new and intuitive ways of creating games and allowing 

access of additional content through micro transactions especially with mobile 

gaming market as it continues to grow. 

 

Candy Crush Saga is a great example of a game that game developers can release 

for free which can be downloaded by anyone at no cost, but allows the players to 

pay for micro-transactions that makes millions in revenue and profit. When creating 

free-to-play games game developers need to ensure that the community of gamers 

enjoy the business model the company is adopting by making sure that it’s fair for all 

players and players who do spend additional money on the game don’t get massive 

in-game advantages. Not only that, game developers shouldn’t market the game in a 

way that micro-transactions look like a “paywall” because players who do get angry 

at the game, because they aren’t able to complete levels and the only way through is 

to pay real money to complete the game are going to drift away from your game to 

another game developers.  

 

Especially with mobile games, as it’s easy for game developers to release new 

applications and games onto the App Stores instantly, there is a great variety of 

games that will offer the same gameplay mechanics and experiences. When creating 

free-to-play games, game developers who wish to use 

 

Micro-transactions in their games should sit through the expectancy-disconfirmation 

model themselves, and look to see whether they have any regrets after the purchase 

or quite the opposite, they felt the “Repurchase Intention” was far greater than the 

disconfirmation period. Consumer satisfaction is key when creating a free-to-play 

game and using micro-transactions as your main source of revenue needs to be 

treated seriously if you want to be successful. 
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Steam / Valve is a good example of how distribution platforms should be supporting 

independent game developers and also AAA game developers. It allows players to 

access the latest games, online multiplayer features directly with their friends and 

other players who they haven’t met online before and this brings in a sense of 

community to the platform. Independent game developers and AAA game 

developers can release their games on this platform, and generate an audience all 

through a store page that they don’t control and what do they lose? A rumored 30% 

of any micro transaction that goes through the store page.  

 

Steam isn’t a “paywall” for game developers, Steam provides an Ecommerce 

platform which tracks users viewing habits, playing habits and finally buying habits 

that can assist new game developers when they are trying to market their game on 

the Steam Market. When it comes to micro-transactions through Steam, there is 

more you need to take into consideration as game developers and players because 

Steam offers competitive pricing to make sure that you buy through Steam, meaning 

they get their cut through Steam Wallet and the game developers get there cut of the 

revenue. Steam provide users with lots of extra benefits for your gamers with the 

inclusion of achievements, virtual trading cards that can be traded with other users to 

increase players Steam experience levels and finally the mass collection of games 

available to players, every time players are searching for the next big game, it could 

be yours.  

 

You can make sure it’s yours by marketing the game right through Steam. Steam 

provides game developers lots of tools via the Steam Developer SDK portal and 

when the game is ready to be released, you can select the genres your game falls 

under, the more genres you select the bigger the audience will see the game and 

ultimately, which will boost the games rankings for more users to see. 

 

Rockstar Games’ Grand Theft Auto 5 is a good example of where the user pays for 

the base game and allows everything in-game to be earned for free, however if the 

player so wishes too, they can spend real money on virtual currency to be able to 

buy the luxury items in the game, that would take a while to gain for free. Based on 

the results from the Grand Theft Auto: Virtual Goods survey, it’s clear that over 50% 
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of survey participants who had bought virtual goods or currency in the game said 

that they did not get their money’s worth in regard to “Value for Money” and 

“Consumer Satisfaction” and the biggest reasoning behind this, is because the 

inflation of the economy in Grand Theft Auto is huge, everything in-game is 

expensive and will require most users to spend money on the game to be able to 

purchase something they want, which is considered a paywall because it’s stopping 

the free roaming gameplay and stopping you from continuing on with the game 

because you aren’t as good as other players.  

 

When buying micro-transactions in any game there is going to be positive and 

negative consequences and there is going to be “Winners and Losers” after the 

purchase. Positive consequences don’t have to be bad for example, players who pay 

for additional content whether it be for powerups in a mobile game, vehicles in a 

console game or weapon skins on a PC game, these payments support the game 

developers which allow them to create more content for paying users. Normal 

gamers will also think that the additional content could be targeted at wealthy 

gamers who do have that extra bit of money to spend but game developers can 

bundle up items to allow normal users to gain the full advantages and benefits that 

premium players would pay for.   

 

In comparison to positive consequences, there is a negative consequence to micro 

transactions and for example, players who have additional time in Grand Theft Auto 

5 can grind missions to increase their GTA$ and buy the luxury goods which puts the 

game developer at a loss because although they have players who have bought the 

game at the recommended retail price of £39.99 and playing the game, they aren’t 

spending money on the game to further their progression faster. Likewise, players 

who are willing to spend money on the game to get the latest weapons, vehicles and 

character upgrades will become too powerful for the normal user when they are met 

in the game, which leaves the players who don’t pay for additional content 

undermined. “They have no way in protecting themselves and will most probably just 

leave the game because they aren’t willing to spend additional funds, on top of the 

games retail price to enjoy the game.” (Tassi, 2016) 
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Globally, micro-transactions as a business model if executed well, can and will lead 

to commercial success when using them in games development but the company 

developing the game needs to make sure that they don’t get too greedy and offer 

extreme game changing features that puts the consumer satisfaction as the last 

priority as players will just leave the game and find other games similar to what they 

were playing. Based on the research conducted, and the data collected via the 

surveys, the best implementation of micro-transactions is to allow the user to 

customize their online presence. Participants have stated that they don’t like players 

who have gained an unfair advantage because they have spent more money on the 

game. However, depending on the platform you are releasing the game on, you will 

need to take into consideration the ornamental valuables that you want the user to 

have control over using micro-transactions and also the functional valuables that 

directly affect the games core mechanics.  

 

Using the data collected through the two surveys regarding micro-transactions in 

general and Grand Theft Auto 5 Virtual Goods, most survey participants were 

positive with the microtransaction business model because it meant there was 

additional content that they could purchase and use with their friends. A big “Yes” to 

when micro-transactions are involved, in where players do spend real money is 

when there are cosmetic upgrades available to purchase and mentioned that it was 

good to create your own virtual presence. In Virtual Social Games such as Club 

Penguin, Habbo Hotel and Second Life, it’s important the people could express 

themselves differently and not everyone looked and acted the same and this gave 

them the satisfaction of their money being spent well because they could create an 

online presence of themselves and with additional content being released for skins 

and clothes there repurchase intentions were high.  

 

Although there was positive feedback for micro-transactions to customize yourself, 

70% of survey participants in “Final Year Project: Microtransaction data collection” 

did say that the mobile games industry are using micro-transactions as pay walls to 

force customers to pay for powerups to complete the games. 
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Yes, although Candy Crush Saga has reportedly done extremely well in using micro-

transactions as their main source of revenue, it offers the replay ability and thought 

of core gameplay mechanics is shown because the content doesn’t directly influence 

the gameplay where everything is made easier, powerups and perks can be used to 

help aid the player in completing the missions.  

 

Research data suggests the players who use micro-transactions to buy functional 

advantages in games (buying additional premium weapons, vehicles) were less 

respected by other players because they felt they were up against someone who has 

spent the most money on the game, and not on skill. The findings shown in this 

research project will provide insights for game developers on how to monetize their 

games for better commercial success and reduce negative effects. While that may 

sound easy, game developers have their hands tied between balancing between a 

fun game and trying to gain revenue to support the game further.  

 

The subject of micro-transactions is very interesting and seeing how companies are 

making huge profits as a business model is amazing since their first uses back in the 

1980s. While this dissertation covers the objectives, and aims set, there were some 

constraints to the conclusions of micro-transactions where the dissertation did not 

focus on. A lot of research and survey data undertaken was used against the 

“Expectancy-Disconfirmation model” however, no research was taken to see what 

motivates players not to spend money on micro-transactions and an investigation in 

this range would endorse the work achieved in this research project.  

 

As a result of the research undertaken and the data collected, the researcher 

believes that the future of micro-transactions will stay the same for years to come 

because the business model works for the games industry and for the players across 

the globe who want that additional content available to them. There is nothing to 

suggest that players are going to revolt micro-transactions but what is suggested is 

that games that offer more functional advantages rather than cosmetic upgrades are 

not liked by the players because it becomes a pay wall for some players who aren’t 

as willing to spend more money. 
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If game developers are currently in the final stages of releasing their game for PC 

and this is also applicable to games consoles, think about how much control you 

want the players to have over the core mechanics you have already developed.  

 

Players want more ornamental upgrades than functional advantages that ruin the 

game for others just because they haven’t spent as much money as they have. Look 

at Grand Theft Auto 5, it has a huge player base that have bought the game in their 

countries RRP, but to progress quickly and to be able to afford the luxury in-game 

they need to spend more money to achieve a good player status. 

 

Although within the mobile games market game developers don’t have enough 

hardware to create games such as Grand Theft Auto 5, but when the game is in final 

stages of development, think about the additional boosters you can provide for your 

players to complete the game. Candy Crush Saga is a free to play game, that allows 

players to complete levels with the help of their friends or they can spend real money 

to get consumable boosters that will help them progress within the game and King 

have turned over millions of dollars because they have implemented the micro-

transactions well. 

 

For future work or anyone considering looking closer into the commercial success of 

micro-transactions in games, it would be good to set up multiple scenarios where the 

participant has a virtual bank of £50 and the participant played a free-to-play game 

with micro-transactions and the participant had to pay for a game and then spend 

additional funds on micro-transactions. At the end of the experiment, record the 

participant’s thoughts on the experience and see which business model they 

preferred. 
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