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Abstract:

The rapid expansion of mobile gaming has driven the widespread adoption of in-app purchases (IAPs)
as a dominant monetisation strategy. While this model enables scalable revenue through free-to-play
experiences, it also raises significant behavioural, ethical, and regulatory concerns. This narrative review
synthesises recent empirical and conceptual literature to examine the psychological and structural
mechanisms that influence IAP behaviour, with particular emphasis on monetisation strategies,
emotional engagement, and ethical implications. The findings reveal that monetisation systems such as
loot boxes, premium upgrades, and psychological pricing often exploit reinforcement schedules and
cognitive biases, leading to compulsive spending and reduced user trust. Emotional experiences such
as flow, enjoyment, and hedonic satisfaction play a mediating role, influencing both purchase decisions
and long-term retention. Furthermore, the ethical boundaries of these practices remain ambiguous, as
many monetisation features mimic gambling structures and lack transparency. The study highlights a
need for greater regulatory alignment, ethical design practices, and platform-level accountability. It also
proposes future research directions involving trust, consumer autonomy, and the role of game context
in monetisation outcomes. This review contributes to both marketing and game studies by advancing an
integrated understanding of how design, behaviour, and monetisation intersect in mobile gaming

environments.
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Introduction

Background and Rationale of the Study

The global mobile gaming sector has experienced swift growth, with mobile games constituting over fifty
percent of global gaming earnings in recent years. This expansion has been intricately associated with
the surge of in-app purchases (IAPs) as a principal monetisation strategy. Hamari and Lehdonvirta
(2010) found that IAPs are driven by utilitarian and hedonic advantages, with users appreciating both
practical improvements and aesthetic or social prestige. The structural design of games frequently
influences spending behaviour, as reinforcement schedules and the perceived rarity of commodities can

markedly enhance the allure of acquiring virtual goods (King & Delfabbro, 2019; Wardle, 2021).

Researchers have noted that the structure of monetisation methods, including loot boxes and pay-to-
win elements, can reflect gambling-like conduct, prompting regulatory and ethical issues (Drummond et
al., 2020). These mechanisms may exploit cognitive biases, such as the illusion of control or the sunk
cost fallacy, especially among susceptible users (Zendle & Cairns, 2018). Game developers are
progressively utilising behavioural data to enhance monetisation, resulting in vicious patterns that exploit

player psychology and promote microtransaction expenditures (King & Delfabbro, 2018).

Furthermore, consumer interaction with 1APs is influenced by social factors and identity signals. Wohn
(2014) discovered that the number of friends participating in a game directly affected players' propensity
to acquire virtual goods, emphasising the significance of peer networks in digital consumption. Moreover,
marketing methods frequently utilise time-sensitive promotions and visual stimuli to generate urgency
and emotional involvement, a method akin to those employed in online gambling platforms (Griffiths &
Nuyens, 2017).

Notwithstanding the rapid expansion of mobile gaming, a significant disparity persists between
monetisation approaches and user contentment. Despite the prevalence of the freemium model, which
provides games at no cost while depending on IAPs for revenue, this framework frequently leads to
inadequate player retention and diminishing trust (Salehudin & Alpert, 2021). Civelek et al. (2018)
observed that the accessibility of this strategy leads to significant player attrition, as users disengage

after limited gameplay due to intense monetisation pressures.

An essential concern involves reconciling monetisation with the overall gaming experience. Hamari and
Keronen (2017) noted that players are attuned to the perceived equity of virtual products, especially
when in-game benefits seem dependent on expenditure, so converting games into perceived pay-to-
win frameworks. This issue is exacerbated when game design elements detract from enjoyment or

induce frustration, so affecting the intention to continue playing. Harviainen et al. (2018) also found that
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inadequate alignment between player expectations and game progression processes associated with

IAPs might generate adverse experiences, leading to prolonged disengagement.

Moreover, the psychological ramifications of monetisation strategies like loot boxes are still
underexamined. Despite parallels being established between these systems and gambling, significant
study deficiencies remain in comprehending the wider behavioural and ethical implications (King &
Delfabbro, 2020). Research indicates that integrating monetisation mechanisms into fundamental
gameplay may obscure the distinction between amusement and exploitation, especially for susceptible

user demographics.
Aim and Research Objectives

This study aims to examine the impact of mobile game monetisation on player experience and
behavioural consequences, emphasising game design elements, ethical communication, and retention
dynamics. It also aims to rigorously analyse the correlation between game design methods and IAP
behaviour in mobile gaming, emphasising the mediating role of user experience on monetisation results.
The review examines the interplay of game mechanics, emotional involvement, and contextual elements

in shaping player expenditure and long-term satisfaction.
The explicit aims are as follows:

e To examine the influence of monetisation mechanisms, such as freemium models, incentive
systems, and time-limited promotions, on player expenditure patterns.

e To investigate the impact of emotional involvement, encompassing absorption, flow, and
contentment, on the desire to continue playing and the propensity to spend.

e Toanalyse the interaction between game design aspects and player experience, pinpointing
the primary mechanisms that either bolster or detract from ethical and effective
monetisation.

e To discern deficiencies and conflicts in the current literature, particularly concerning player

trust, design equity, and behavioural reactions to monetisation schemes.

The intersection of monetisation strategies and psychological experiences in mobile gaming
underscores a vital area for academic and commercial focus. Hamari and Keronen (2017) emphasised
that mobile game revenue is increasingly reliant on IAP necessitating an understanding of how game
design elements affect user engagement and spending behaviours. The importance is amplified by the
distinctive user context in mobile environments, characterised by mobility, ubiquitous access, and brief
product life cycles, that influences gaming experiences in contrast to traditional platforms (De Prato et
al., 2014).
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The freemium concept and features like loot boxes and mystery crates have raised novel ethical and
psychological issues. Potential analogies to gambling have been shown to generate significant concerns
over consumer vulnerability and the long-term effects of such monetisation on user well-being (Li et al.,
2019). Consequently, examining the convergence of player psychology, game design, and monetisation
uncovers wider ramifications for corporate social responsibility, particularly given that children and

teenagers represent a substantial portion of the user demographic.

From a business standpoint, the importance also resides in enhancing retention and lifetime value.
Huang et al. (2017) found that emotional and cognitive user experiences significantly affect players’
propensity for repeat purchases. Comprehending the design features that elicit specific behaviours,
particularly through the lens of behavioural psychology and environmental stimuli, allows developers to

enhance game performance while maintaining ethical standards (Morford et al., 2014).

Methodology

Search Strategy and Databases

This narrative review adheres to a defined process derived from recognised literature review approaches
to guarantee thorough coverage and theoretical integrity. Preliminary exploratory searches were
undertaken to delineate the scope of literature about IAPs, monetisation tactics, and game design
elements in mobile gaming. To construct a focused yet representative body, we utilised Boolean search

*7

operators such as “mobile gam*” OR “in-app purchase*” OR “gameplay*” AND “monetisation” AND

“design” across databases including Scopus, Web of Science, EBSCOhost, and Google Scholar.

According to Goh et al. (2023), the continual refinement of search terms was crucial to exclude irrelevant
results, including literature unrelated to mobile gaming settings that had generic "game" keywords. This
process produced a more sophisticated data set that includes empirical investigations and critical

assessments pertinent to player behaviour, design choices, and commercial results in mobile games.
Screening and Inclusion Criteria

Only peer-reviewed journal articles published from 2014 to 2024 were considered, indicating the
commercial introduction and subsequent expansion of complicated IAP models in mobile gaming
ecosystem. Research must concentrate on at least one of the following aspects: in-app monetisation
mechanisms, user behaviour in relation to game design, or the ethical ramifications of player
engagement tactics. Grey literature, conference proceedings, and editorials were omitted to maintain

analytical consistency and empirical validity.

In accordance with Gibson et al. (2022), studies that exclusively examined gambling, addiction, or

regulatory frameworks without direct mention of gameplay or design mechanics were excluded.
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Attention was directed towards literature that includes gaming elements such as loot boxes, progression

systems, freemium models, and psychological nudges influencing in-app purchase behaviour.
Data Analysis and Thematic Synthesis

Articles that met the criteria were analysed using open coding approaches, facilitating the inductive
formation of principal themes. This strategy emulates the layered review methodology employed by Gao
and Hallikainen (2019), who implemented a dual-cycle study of both traditional and mobile-specific
gaming literature to identify conceptual trends. The preliminary stage classified material based on
monetisation plan, player psychological reaction, and gameplay framework. A subsequent round
synthesised findings into three unified theme categories: monetisation design frameworks, behavioural

motives and repercussions, and ethical transparency in game-based revenue models.

Results

Monetisation Strategies in Mobile Gaming

The progression of monetisation tactics in mobile gaming illustrates a wider transition towards
behaviourally informed design, wherein player psychology and expenditure patterns are integrated into
the game experience. The freemium model, now the prevailing monetisation strategy, permits
complimentary access to fundamental gameplay while generating cash through 1APs (Ravoniarison &
Benito, 2019). Hamari et al. (2017) noted that the attractiveness of IAPs frequently stems from a
combination of utilitarian and hedonic motivations, encompassing progress enhancement and aesthetic
personalisation. This hybrid approach allows developers to address various objectives while establishing

scalable monetisation strategies.

Central to numerous freemium games are loot boxes — randomised reward bundles frequently available
for purchase with real money (Neely, 2021). These mechanics utilise psychological concepts related to
variable-ratio reinforcement, a pattern historically acknowledged for its addictive capacity in behavioural
science (Clark & Zack, 2023). King and Delfabbro (2019) emphasised that loot boxes leverage structural
characteristics prevalent in gambling, such as near-miss situations and jackpot illusions, thereby
gamifying chance and risk within a commercial context. The implementation of these measures has
been associated with heightened revenue per user, especially among younger individuals or those

susceptible to obsessive habits.

Empirical research offers additional data regarding the physiological and psychological effects of these
mechanisms. Larche et al. (2021) performed experimental research indicating that gamers exposed to
premium loot boxes demonstrated increased arousal and impulsivity scores, reflecting physiological

characteristics seen in gambling simulations. Zendle et al. (2019) identified a significant positive link
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between loot box expenditure and symptoms of problem gambling, indicating that these mechanisms

may serve as psychological conduits to more hazardous behaviours.

Monetisation in mobile games extends beyond loot boxes. Drummond et al. (2020) examined a
comprehensive array of monetisation options, including battle passes, exclusive content gating, and ad-
based rewards, which influence user behaviour through temporal scarcity, fear of missing out (FOMO),
and convenience. These features aim to monetise engagement while shaping gaming habits, subtly

encouraging users towards microtransactions integrated inside gameplay advancement.

This convergence of game design and monetisation technique creates a significant design tension:
reconciling player delight with revenue generation. Harviainen et al. (2018) discovered that aggressive
monetisation strategies, such as excessive gating or energy systems, frequently interrupt gameplay and
reduce perceived fairness, resulting in player attrition instead of retention. As players become more
discerning and critical of monetisation strategies, even slight breaches of anticipated fairness might elicit

considerable resentment.

Civelek et al. (2018) underscored the strategic implementation of data-driven segmentation, wherein
players are studied and classified into spending archetypes e.g., whales, dolphins, minnows, to
customise offers and incentives accordingly. These methods allow developers to customise IAP choices,
frequently employing psychological pricing techniques such as anchoring, bundling, or significant

discounts on initial transactions (Wolkenfelt & Situmeang, 2020).

Furthermore, monetisation systems are becoming further intertwined with social and identity-driven
incentives. Players are frequently motivated to invest in manners that suggest distinction, exclusivity, or
team involvement. Virtual commodities, avatar skins, and seasonal leaderboards are promoted as
indicators of identity, enhancing both intra-game rivalry and external social validation (Reza et al., 2022).
Although lucrative, this strategy might intensify the need to conform, especially in multiplayer or team-

oriented settings.

The risk of damage in these systems is thoroughly documented. Cerniglia et al. (2017) found that
problematic Internet Addiction behaviour was significantly correlated with psychological suffering and
financial instability, especially among adolescents. Wardle and Zendle (2021) expressed apprehensions
that game monetisation tactics often intersect with psychological stimuli employed in gambling,

highlighting the necessity for regulatory oversight and ethical design considerations.

In conclusion, mobile game monetisation involves a complex interaction of behavioural design,
economic modelling, and psychological manipulation. Although these tactics can markedly improve

revenue, their ethical ramifications and effects on user well-being are still debated. The challenge ahead
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is to create monetisation mechanisms that are effective, transparent, equitable, and conducive to long-

term player pleasure.
Game Design, Emotional Engagement, and the In-App Purchase Decision

The convergence of game design and user engagement significantly influences IAP behaviour in mobile
gaming. Various research indicates that the cognitive and emotional effects of gameplay, specifically
enjoyment, immersion, and perceived flow, can influence player behaviour and their propensity to invest
in virtual goods (Baek & Touati, 2017; Merikivi et al., 2017). The user experience is a dynamic precursor
to purchase intention, influenced by continuous engagement with game design features, including

obstacles, rewards, aesthetic appeal, and gameplay mechanics (Wadley et al., 2015).

An essential element of this relationship is the ability of game design to provide hedonic and social
satisfaction. Merikivi et al. (2017) discovered that perceived happiness and flow experiences,
fundamental aspects of hedonic user experience, act as precursors to the intention to continue playing,
which subsequently promotes |IAP engagement. The authors contended that this experience is
profoundly influenced by the equilibrium of challenge and reward, the pace of the game, and the
customisation of material. Hamari et al. (2017) similarly indicated that unimpeded game flow, attainable
solely through strategic game advancement or premium enhancements, can incentivise players to

acquire in-game material.

This behavioural loop has led to what Civelek et al. (2018) refer to as the necessity to balance enjoyment
and monetisation. In free-to-play (F2P) settings, monetisation strategies must integrate seamlessly with
gameplay to ensure player retention. When game mechanics are crafted to enhance enjoyment and
perceived equity, players are more likely to make purchases not from necessity, but to augment their
experience, a conclusion corroborated by Harviainen et al. (2018), who highlighted pricing optimisation

and perceived value as essential catalysts.

Furthermore, Gao & Hallikainen (2019) emphasise that mobile gaming within F2P frameworks frequently
employs premium upgrades, virtual products, and ad-removal options as monetisation tactics. These
are most effective when regarded as augmenting rather than constraining gameplay. They present a
conceptual model wherein game design elements, mediated by gaming experience, affect both the
intention to continue playing and IAPs, highlighting the significance of emotive experience in

monetisation results.

Nonetheless, emotional connection is not universally advantageous. Over-monetisation through pay-to-
win dynamics poses hazards that can diminish happiness and undermine brand loyalty (Hamari &
Keronen, 2017). Consequently, Harviainen et al. (2018) advised against aggressive monetisation

strategies that hinder flow or create artificial scarcity. The perceived legality of IAPs is crucial; when

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org


https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.glit.45789
https://www.wr-publishing.org/

International Journal of Mobile Applications and Technologies (ISSN: 2944-5671)
an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany.

Volume: 01 Issue: 01 Year: 2025

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.9lit.45789

these transactions are regarded as optional enhancements rather than obstacles to gameplay, players

indicate higher happiness and retention rates (Hsiao & Chen, 2016).

Gao and Hallikainen (2019) found that the mobile gaming experience is distinct from traditional gaming
due to environmental and contextual variables. The context, encompassing the location, timing, and
manner in which players interact with games, can influence the effect of design elements on emotional
reactions and purchasing behaviour. Players in brief mobile sessions may favour immediate rewards or

streamlined interfaces, so influencing the cultivation of enjoyment and satisfaction (Su et al., 2016).

Finally, an increasing volume of studies emphasises the importance of reciprocal causality in this
relationship. While the majority of research suggest that enjoyable gaming results in IAP, some, such as
Hsiao and Chen (2016) argued that the purchases themselves may augment perceived enjoyment and
replay value, creating a feedback loop in which IAP and emotional engagement mutually support each

other.

In conclusion, mobile game design functions not only as a practical framework but also as an emotional
catalyst that can affect, provoke, and strengthen IAP behaviour. This transpires through a complex
interplay between hedonic sensation, perceived value, equity, and the contextual environment of
gaming. Future study might benefit from clarifying these reciprocal effects through longitudinal and

contextual techniques.
Ethical and Regulatory Implications of Monetisation Strategies in Mobile Gaming

The growing complexity of monetisation strategies in mobile games, particularly freemium models and
loot boxes, has sparked significant ethical discourse. Although these tactics facilitate affordable access
and scalable revenue production, they have attracted criticism for their exploitative nature, especially
concerning vulnerable consumers (Bank, 2023). Ethical issues often pertain to equity, informed consent,

and psychological manipulation inherent in gaming dynamics.

Loot boxes and battle passes frequently mimic gambling mechanisms, employing variable-ratio
reinforcement schedules and near-miss tactics to promote recurring purchases. Griffiths (2018) and
King and Delfabbro (2018) observed that these elements exploit psychological triggers, including
arousal and reward anticipation, hence fostering compulsive spending behaviours, particularly among
teenagers and vulnerable individuals. The perception of control and the obscuration of probability
perpetuate a detrimental loop akin to the operation of gambling machines, although devoid of the

regulatory protections commonly mandated in gambling sectors.

These dynamics obscure the distinction between gaming and gambling. Research indicates that
microtransactions, especially those including randomised payouts, may serve as a precursor to

problematic gambling habits, fostering cognitive distortions regarding reward probabilities and control
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over outcomes (King et al., 2020). The psychological susceptibility of players, particularly minors,
presents significant ethical and public health issues.

From a business ethics perspective, the absence of openness in pricing mechanisms and the
employment of misleading design features undermine the tenets of informed consumer decision-
making, as found in Kim and Werbach (2016). Inducements like limited-time offers or cosmetic
enhancements associated with paid features exploit urgency and social comparison. This strategy
emphasises engagement metrics and money at the expense of player welfare and long-term trust. Goh
et al. (2023) emphasised the imperative integration of human behavioural psychology with monetisation
strategies to alleviate these detrimental effects.

The ideas of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) are increasingly being examined in relation to video
game monetisation. Companies are encouraged to transcend basic legal compliance and adopt ethical
design principles that promote user safety. Contemporary literature highlights a deficiency in ethical
supervision procedures within the mobile gaming sector, particularly with self-regulation frameworks.
McCaffrey (2019) highlighted the insufficiency of current self-regulatory frameworks in tackling the

macro-issues arising from microtransactions.

The global regulatory reaction is scattered and inconsistent. Belgium and the Netherlands have
implemented bans on loot boxes through gaming legislation, whereas other regions depend on industry
self-regulation or general consumer protection regulations (Xiao et al., 2022). This fragmented
governance structure generates gaps that developers in global marketplaces can readily exploit.

Regulatory ambiguity presents dangers to both consumer welfare and industry legitimacy.

From a psychological ethics perspective, the design of microtransactions must account for the autonomy
and cognitive abilities of users. Reward systems that exploit addictive tendencies or disguise value-for-
money contravene ethical principles of persuasion. Clark (2014) emphasised that when all six elements
of behavioural addiction i.e., salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse,

are present, such designs warrant examination with the same rigour as that applied to gambling goods.

Aburgeoning field of research examines the social responsibility of platforms such as Apple and Google,
which function as distribution gatekeepers. These platforms enhance the exposure and reach of games
utilising dubious monetisation strategies yet are seldom held accountable for their part in perpetuating

exploitative behaviours, as mentioned in Petrovskaya and Zendle (2021).

In conclusion, ethical and legal oversight of monetisation in mobile gaming must progress alongside the
technological and psychological advancements of these systems. There is an urgent necessity for
comprehensive ethical standards across industries, global regulatory alignment, and enhanced

multidisciplinary research that integrates behavioural psychology, law, and digital economics. In the
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absence of such actions, the mobile gaming ecosystem may perpetuate exploitative behaviours that

compromise consumer welfare and industry integrity.
Conclusion and Recommendations

Synthesis of Key Findings

This review delineated three fundamental thematic domains that define the convergence of
monetisation, design, and ethics in mobile gaming: (1) monetisation tactics, (2) emotional engagement

and gameplay experience, and (3) ethical and regulatory considerations.

Theme Subthemes Supporting Literature
Monetisation e  Behaviourally driven freemium and IAP models ~ Hamari et al. (2017); King &
Strategies in e Loot boxes and variable reinforcement Delfabbro (2019); Larche et al.
Mobile Gaming schedules (2021); Zendle et al. (2019);
o Data-driven segmentation and psychological Drummond et al. (2020); Harviainen
pricing et al. (2018); Civelek et al. (2018);
e  Social identity signalling through purchases Wolkenfelt & Situmeang (2020);
o  Ethical risks of compulsive or adolescent Reza et al. (2022); Cerniglia et al.
acreling (2017); Wardle & Zendle (2021)
Game Design, e Flow, immersion, and hedonic user satisfaction =~ Baek & Touati (2017); Merikivi et al.
Emotional e Balance of challenge—reward and customisation (2017); Wadley et al. (2015);
Engagement, e Perceived fairness and user intention to Civelek etal. (2018); Harviainen et
and the In-App purchase al. (2018); Hamari & Keronen
Purchase e Reciprocal reinforcement loop between IAP and  (2017); Hsiao & Chen (2016); Gao
Decision enjoyment & Hallikainen (2019); Su et al.
e Contextual influences on gaming satisfaction (2016); Li et al. (2014)
Ethical and e  Gambling-like mechanics and addictive Griffiths (2018); King & Delfabbro
Regulatory reinforcement (2018); King et al. (2020); Kim &
Implications of e  Greenwashing analogues and opacity in pricing  Werbach (2016); Goh et al. (2023);
Monetisation o Lack of transparency and informed consent McCaffrey (2019); Xiao et al.
e Regulatory fragmentation and CSR failure- (2022); Clark (2014); Petrovskaya &
Responsibility of platform intermediaries Zendle (2021)

Table 1: Summary of Key Findings

The initial theme, Monetisation Strategies in Mobile Gaming, illustrates the crucial role of behavioural
design in revenue generating. Freemium models prevail in the mobile gaming economy, permitting free
access to games while promoting microtransactions via virtual products, loot boxes, and premium
enhancements. These systems often employ variable-ratio reward schedules, like to those found in loot
boxes, which resemble gambling frameworks. Research conducted by King and Delfabbro (2019),
Zendle et al. (2019), and Larche et al. (2021) underscores the manner in which these mechanisms
provoke intensified physiological reactions and correlate with symptoms of problem gambling.

Developers often utilise segmentation tactics to target various user spending personas through
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customised psychological pricing and time-sensitive promotions. Furthermore, monetisation
increasingly exploits social identity, as consumers acquire cosmetic upgrades or status-oriented things
for competitive or affiliative acknowledgement, while these behaviours include hazards of social

pressure and rejection.

The second subject, Game Design, Emotional Engagement, and the In-App Purchase Decision,
demonstrates that gameplay enjoyment and psychological immersion are critical mediators between
design and expenditure. Flow, enjoyment, and the equilibrium of challenge and reward were repeatedly
identified as antecedents of sustained engagement and purchase intention (Merikivi et al., 2017; Hamari
et al., 2017). Emotional satisfaction is not simply a by-product of gameplay; rather, it is a condition that
amplifies the perceived value of IAPs. In certain instances, the act of acquisition itself enhances
pleasure, resulting in a feedback loop between IAPs and emotional reinforcement (Hsiao & Chen, 2016).
Design components must meticulously equilibrate monetisation with equitable progression, since too
aggressive pay-to-win mechanics or contrived obstacles can undermine player trust and sustained

engagement.

The final theme, Ethical and Regulatory Implications, underscores growing apprehension regarding the
psychological manipulation inherent in monetisation strategies. Loot boxes and other chance-based
mechanisms exhibit structural parallels with gambling and exploit cognitive biases, particularly in teens.
The research cautions against a deficiency in transparency, wherein game designs obfuscate pricing
clarity and employ misleading urgency signals (Griffiths, 2018; Kim & Werbach, 2016). Regulatory
responses vary significantly among countries, and existing self-regulatory initiatives are frequently
considered insufficient. Demands for global standardisation, corporate social responsibility, and
enhanced accountability at the platform level e.g., Apple and Google are increasing, particularly as

mobile games penetrate mainstream digital entertainment and engage younger audiences.

These findings highlight the intricacy of creating mobile games that are both economically viable and
ethically responsible. Although monetisation and emotional engagement can harmoniously coexist,
achieving equilibrium is precarious and necessitates additional empirical investigation, particularly for

long-term behavioural and psychological effects.
Theoretical and Practical Implications

This paper critiques conventional transactional theories of consumer behaviour by emphasising that
emotional involvement is not merely an outcome of IAPs, but also a key catalyst. Empirical evidence
shows that enjoyment, flow, and psychological fulfiiment often precede spending behaviour, suggesting

a reciprocal relationship, where emotional satisfaction both influences and is influenced by monetisation
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(Hamari et al., 2017; Merikivi et al., 2017). This calls for the adoption of dual-path models of consumer

behaviour.

The integration of gambling theory and behavioural addiction models (Griffiths, 2018; Zendle et al.,
2019) offers a critical interdisciplinary lens. It challenges researchers to rethink how digital environments

may foster compulsive spending in ways that are both affective and potentially exploitative.
From a practical standpoint, the paper proposes several strategic recommendations:

e Developers must avoid monetisation designs that disrupt gameplay, obscure pricing, or
mimic gambling mechanics, as these can provoke user backlash and churn.

e Data analytics should be used ethically, not only to optimise revenue but also to identify and
support users showing signs of compulsive or impulsive spending. Emotional and fairness-

based feedback should be reviewed before releasing monetisation features.
As regulatory scrutiny increases, developers and publishers should proactively adapt:

e Comply with rules on loot box transparency, spending caps for minors, and pricing clarity.
e Move beyond voluntary self-regulation by implementing built-in tools such as parental

controls, expenditure dashboards, and clear disclosure systems.

Finally, the responsibility does not lie solely with game developers. App stores and rating agencies
should share in governing monetisation practices. Just as content receives age ratings, future systems
might include “monetisation risk ratings” to inform users of chance-based features, psychological

triggers, and potential financial risk.
Future Research Direction

Notwithstanding considerable progress in mobile game monetisation research, several conceptual and
methodological gaps remain. First, longitudinal studies are critically needed. Current work tends to

examine purchase intention or behaviour at a single point in time, missing how these behaviours evolve.

e Investigate how flow, frustration, and expenditure interact over extended gaming sessions.
e Assess the cumulative psychological effects of repeated exposure to IAP techniques on

player decision-making and well-being.

Second, the emotional and cognitive mechanisms behind in-app purchases remain underexplored.
While factors such as delight and immersion are widely recognised, the role of trust has not been
sufficiently theorised within gaming contexts. In other digital commerce fields, trust significantly impacts

purchase intention when platforms are transparent in operations, consistent in experience, and user-
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focused in design (Lee, 2025). Applying these elements to gaming may reveal how interface design

either cultivates or undermines trust and spending behaviour.

Third, ethical design within game monetisation warrants deeper empirical attention. Research should

incorporate frameworks from:

e Persuasive design theory
e Gamification ethics

e Behavioural addiction studies
which leads to possible research directions including:

¢ Evaluating the effectiveness of transparency tools (e.g., loot box probability disclosures)
e Exploring expenditure tracking dashboards or Al-generated spending alerts to curb

compulsive behaviour

Additionally, platform-level governance remains a blind spot. App stores and algorithmic
recommendation systems can influence monetisation practices, yet their role is poorly understood. We
ought to examine how digital platforms facilitate, limit, or legitimise exploitative mechanics, particularly

in loosely regulated regions.
Finally, interdisciplinary collaboration is essential. By combining perspectives from:

e Psychology;
e law and regulation;
¢ human-computer interaction;

o digital ethics,

researchers can construct more holistic frameworks for understanding the socio-technical ecosystems

underpinning mobile game monetisation. This is vital for balancing profitability with consumer protection.
References

Baek, Y., & Touati, A. (2017). Exploring how individual traits influence enjoyment in a mobile learning
game. Computers in Human Behavior, 69, 347-357. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.12.053

Bank, D. (2023). Problematic monetisation in mobile games in the context of the human right to
economic self-determination. Computers in Human Behavior, 149, 107958.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2023.107958

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org


https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.glit.45789
https://www.wr-publishing.org/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.12.053
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2023.107958

International Journal of Mobile Applications and Technologies (ISSN: 2944-5671)
an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany.

Volume: 01 Issue: 01 Year: 2025

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.9lit.45789

Civelek, I, Liu, Y., & Marston, S. (2018). Design of Free-to-Play Mobile Games for the Competitive
Marketplace. International Journal of Electronic Commerce, 22, 258-288.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10864415.2018.1441755

Clark, L. (2014). Disordered gambling: The evolving concept of behavioral addiction. Annals of the New
York Academy of Sciences, 1327(1), 46—61. https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.12558

Clark, L., & Zack, M. (2023). Engineered highs: Reward variability and frequency as potential
prerequisites of behavioural addiction. Addictive Behaviors, 140, 107626.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2023.107626

De Prato, G., Feijoo, C., & Simon, J. (2014). Innovations in the Video Game Industry: Changing Global
Markets (SSRN Scholarly Paper No. 2533973). Social Science Research Network.
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2533973

Drummond, A., Sauer, J. D., & Ferguson, C. J. (2020). Do longitudinal studies support long-term
relationships between aggressive game play and youth aggressive behaviour? A meta-analytic
examination. Royal Society Open Science, 7(7), 200373. https://doi.org/10.1098/rs0s.200373

Gao, S., & Hallikainen, P. (2019). Understanding the Mobile Gaming Context and Player Behaviour: A
Review and a Research Agenda. ACIS 2019 Proceedings. ACIS 2019 Proceedings.
https://aisel.aisnet.org/acis2019/78

Gibson, E., Griffiths, M. D., Calado, F., & Harris, A. (2022). The relationship between videogame micro-
transactions and problem gaming and gambling: A systematic review. Computers in Human Behavior,
131, 107219. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107219

Goh, E., Al-Tabbaa, O., & Khan, Z. (2023). Unravelling the complexity of the Video Game Industry: An
integrative framework and future research directions. Telematics and Informatics Reports, 12, 100100.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2023.100100

Griffiths, M. D. (2018). Five Myths About Gaming Disorder. Asian Journal of Social Health and Behavior,
1(1), 2-3. https://doi.org/10.4103/SHB.SHB 21 18

Griffiths, M. D., & Nuyens, F. (2017). An Overview of Structural Characteristics in Problematic Video
Game Playing. Current Addiction Reports, 4(3), 272—283. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-017-0162-y

Hamari, J., Alha, K., Jarvela, S., Kivikangas, J. M., Koivisto, J., & Paavilainen, J. (2017). Why do players
buy in-game content? An empirical study on concrete purchase motivations. Computers in Human
Behavior, 68, 538-546. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.045

Hamari, J., & Keronen, L. (2017). Why do people play games? A meta-analysis. International Journal of
Information Management, 37, 125-141. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2017.01.006

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.glit.45789
https://www.wr-publishing.org/
https://doi.org/10.1080/10864415.2018.1441755
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.12558
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2023.107626
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2533973
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.200373
https://aisel.aisnet.org/acis2019/78
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107219
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2023.100100
https://doi.org/10.4103/SHB.SHB_21_18
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-017-0162-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.045
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2017.01.006

International Journal of Mobile Applications and Technologies (ISSN: 2944-5671)
an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany.

Volume: 01 Issue: 01 Year: 2025

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.9lit.45789

Hamari, J., & Lehdonvirta, V. (2010). Game Design as Marketing: How Game Mechanics Create
Demand for Virtual Goods (SSRN Scholarly Paper No. 1443907). Social Science Research Network.
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=1443907

Harviainen, J., Bienia, R., Brind, S., Hitchens, M., Kot, Y., MacCallum-Stewart, E., Simkins, D., Stenros,
J., &  Sturrock, l. (2018). Live-Action Role-Playing Games (pp. 87-106).
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315637532-5

Hsiao, K.-L., & Chen, C.-C. (2016). What drives in-app purchase intention for mobile games? An
examination of perceived values and loyalty. Electronic Commerce Research and Applications, 16.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.elerap.2016.01.001

Huang, M., Ali, R., & Liao, J. (2017). The effect of user experience in online games on word of mouth: A
pleasure-arousal-dominance (PAD) model perspective. Computers in Human Behavior, 75, 329—-338.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.05.015

Kim, T. W., & Werbach, K. (2016). More than just a game: Ethical issues in gamification. Ethics and
Information Technology, 18(2), 157—173. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-016-9401-5

King, D. L., & Delfabbro, P. H. (2018). Internet gaming disorder: Theory, assessment, treatment, and

prevention (pp. x, 276). Elsevier Academic Press.

King, D. L., & Delfabbro, P. H. (2019). Loot box limit-setting is not sufficient on its own to prevent players
from overspending: A reply to Drummond, Sauer & Hall. Addiction, 114(7), 1324-1325.
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.14628

King, D. L., & Delfabbro, P. H. (2020). The convergence of gambling and monetised gaming activities.
Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences, 31, 32—36. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2019.10.001

King, D. L., Delfabbro, P. H., Billieux, J., & Potenza, M. N. (2020). Problematic online gaming and the
COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 9(2), 184-186.
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00016

Larche, C. J., Chini, K., Lee, C., Dixon, M. J., & Fernandes, M. (2021). Rare Loot Box Rewards Trigger
Larger Arousal and Reward Responses, and Greater Urge to Open More Loot Boxes. Journal of
Gambling Studies, 37(1), 141-163. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10899-019-09913-5

Lee, G. K. S. (2025). Trust in Social Commerce: Challenges and Opportunities for Building Consumer
Confidence and Shaping Purchase Intention. International Journal of Applied Research in Business and
Management, 6(1). https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.2025.9ltt.45761

Li, W., Mills, D., & Nower, L. (2019). The relationship of loot box purchases to problem video gaming
and problem gambling. Addictive Behaviors, 97, 27-34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.05.016

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.glit.45789
https://www.wr-publishing.org/
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=1443907
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315637532-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.elerap.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.05.015
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-016-9401-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.14628
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2019.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00016
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10899-019-09913-5
https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.2025.gltt.45761
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.05.016

International Journal of Mobile Applications and Technologies (ISSN: 2944-5671)
an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany.

Volume: 01 Issue: 01 Year: 2025

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.9lit.45789

McCaffrey, M. (2019). The macro problem of microtransactions: The self-regulatory challenges of video
game loot boxes. Business Horizons, 62(4), 483—495. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2019.03.001

Merikivi, J., Salovaara, A., Mantymaki, M., & Zhang, L. (2017). On the way to understanding binge
watching behavior: The over-estimated role of involvement. Electronic Markets, 28.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12525-017-0271-4

Morford, Z. H., Witts, B. N., Killingsworth, K. J., & Alavosius, M. P. (2014). Gamification: The Intersection
between Behavior Analysis and Game Design Technologies. The Behavior Analyst, 37(1), 25-40.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40614-014-0006-1

Neely, E. L. (2021). Come for the Game, Stay for the Cash Grab: The Ethics of Loot Boxes,
Microtransactions, and Freemium Games. Games and Culture, 16(2), 228-247.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412019887658

Petrovskaya, E., & Zendle, D. (2022). Predatory Monetisation? A Categorisation of Unfair, Misleading
and Aggressive Monetisation Techniques in Digital Games from the Player Perspective. Journal of
Business Ethics, 181(4), 1065—-1081. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-021-04970-6

Ravoniarison, A., & Benito, C. (2019). Mobile games: Players’ experiences with in-app purchases.
Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing, 13(1), 62—78. https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-06-2016-0060

Reza, A, Chu, S., Nedd, A., & Gardner, D. (2022). Having skin in the game: How players purchase
representation in games. Convergence, 28(6), 1621-1642.
https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565221099713

Salehudin, 1., & Alpert, F. (2021). To pay or not to pay: Understanding mobile game app users’
unwillingness to pay for in-app purchases. Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing, 16(4), 633—
647. https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-02-2021-0053

Su, Y.-S., Chiang, W.-L., James Lee, C.-T., & Chang, H.-C. (2016). The effect of flow experience on
player loyalty in mobile game application. Computers in Human Behavior, 63, 240-248.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.05.049

Wadley, G., Carter, M., & Gibbs, M. (2014). Voice in Virtual Worlds: The Design, Use, and Influence of
\oice Chat in Online Play. Human-Computer Interaction, 30, 336-365.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07370024.2014.987346

Wardle, H. (2021). Games Without Frontiers?: Socio-historical Perspectives at the Gaming/Gambling
Intersection. Springer Nature. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-74910-1

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.glit.45789
https://www.wr-publishing.org/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12525-017-0271-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40614-014-0006-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412019887658
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-021-04970-6
https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-06-2016-0060
https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565221099713
https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-02-2021-0053
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.05.049
https://doi.org/10.1080/07370024.2014.987346
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-74910-1

International Journal of Mobile Applications and Technologies (ISSN: 2944-5671)
an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany.

Volume: 01 Issue: 01 Year: 2025

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.9lit.45789

Wardle, H., & Zendle, D. (2021). Loot Boxes, Gambling, and Problem Gambling Among Young People:
Results from a Cross-Sectional Online Survey. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking,
24(4), 267-274. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0299

Wohn, D. (2014). Spending real money: Purchasing patterns of virtual goods in an online social game.
Proceedings of CHI 2014, 3359-3368. https://doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557074

Wolkenfelt, M. R. J., & Situmeang, F. B. |. (2020). Effects of app pricing structures on product
evaluations. Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing, 14(1), 89—110. https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-
11-2018-0141

Xiao, L. Y., Henderson, L. L., Nielsen, R. K. L., & Newall, P. W. S. (2022). Regulating Gambling-Like
Video Game Loot Boxes: A Public Health Framework Comparing Industry Self-Regulation, Existing
National Legal Approaches, and Other Potential Approaches. Current Addiction Reports, 9(3), 163—178.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-022-00424-9

Zendle, D., & Cairns, P. (2018). Video game loot boxes are linked to problem gambling: Results of a
large-scale survey. PLOS ONE, 13(11), e0206767. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206767

Zendle, D., Meyer, R., & Over, H. (2019). Adolescents and loot boxes: Links with problem gambling and
motivations for purchase. Royal Society Open Science, 6(6), 190049.
https://doi.org/10.1098/rs0s.190049

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany — The Open Access Publisher.

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijmat.2025.glit.45789
https://www.wr-publishing.org/
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2020.0299
https://doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557074
https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-11-2018-0141
https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-11-2018-0141
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-022-00424-9
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206767
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.190049

