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Abstract: 

The aim for this study is to study the influence of communities in free-to-play mobile 

games in regard to acquiring new players, retaining them over a longer period and for 

players to make a first purchase and their purchase behaviour overall. The online 

mobile game Pokémon GO has been used as an example. 

The theoretical framework discusses the free-to-play business model, what 

acquisition, retention and conversion entails and what communities are in the context 

of online games.  

This is a qualitative study that focuses on the perception of players of the game, which 

are uncovered through semi-structured interviews. The respondents were Dutch 

gamers, who had paid for a F2P game before and had or are playing other F2P mobile 

games as well. They were found using mixed purposeful sampling consisting of both 

theory-based sampling and snowball sampling. 

This study found that in the many ways that communities influence acquisition, 

retention and conversion, this is often in ways that other game functions and triggers 

work too. They do not specifically add unique ways of influencing the user, but add to 

the mechanics that developers have to their disposal to influence their players. Mostly, 

the online communities are an addition of ways to interact, communicate and compete 

with other players which in turn has its effect on acquisition, retention and conversion 

or the purchase behaviour.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

 
Video games are an ever-expanding industry and they are more and more becoming a 

mainstream form of entertainment. Revenues in the sector have also been on the rise as 

in 2005 the industry netted 35.25 billion US dollars (Bloomberg.com, 2005), while for 

2016 it is estimated to yield 99.6 billion dollars (Newzoo, 2016: 10). Even more so, the 

market for mobile games has been booming in recent years and is expected to continue 

growing. The market share of mobile games in the industry is estimated to grow from 33 

per cent in 2015 to 45 per cent in 2019, while the total market is expected to grow 6.6 per 

cent in those same years (Newzoo, 2016: 13).  

 

There are several reasons for this increase in revenue in the mobile market. The 

production process for mobile games has become easier with the arrival of the smart 

phone and its standardized operating systems (OS). The two major OS’s, Android and 

iOS each have their own store for apps that is available on a variety of devices. This makes 

it easier for developers to distribute their product while it also creates so called 

‘multisided’ markets (Nieborg, 2015) where developers, players and advertisers link 

(Gawer, 2009). Secondly, the stores have made it more profitable for developers to 

produce mobile games (Lehtonen and Harviainen, 2016).  

 

To gain the attention of new players, developers have engaged in using different business 

models. An often seen strategy is that of the free-to-play business model. The game is 

free to download by the users, but they have the option and are encouraged to spend 

money in-game. According to an analysis of the top 254 apps in the Apple App Store by 

Brockmann, Stieglitz and Cvetkovic (2015), games made up the majority of all the apps 

and the free-to-play model was used most often. Players can spend money on the app by 

for example paying a one-time fee to remove advertisements or buying in-game currency, 

which can for be spent to gain an advantage over other players. However, the conversion 

rate, that is the number of non-paying players that become paying customers, is often 

small in free-to-play games. According to SWRVE (2015), out of all new players only 2.2 

per cent spend money within the first 90 days of using the product. Therefore, to be 

successful, it is important for game developers to gain a large user base, keep gamers 
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interested enough to keep playing the game and to persuade them to spend money on 

the game. 

 

Some of these games are built to give customers a single player experience; the game is 

played alone without interaction of/with other players. However, many games are 

designed to compete with or work together with others. There are multiple variants of 

multiplayer games. Sometimes gamers can gather and create communities or clans, 

based on existing friendships, nationality or for example affiliation with certain groups 

like websites. Shi, Xia and Huang (2015) divide communities in two groups: informal 

and formal. In short, an informal group is a community consisting of for example a 

player’s friends, family or colleagues that they know well personally and with whom they 

play or talk about a game. The formal group consists of people that often do not know 

each other personally, is more team-based and for which the main cause of existence is 

usually to work together and perform in-game tasks.  In their research, Lehtonen and 

Harviainen (2016: 25) argue that “players who belong to a community are more likely 

to continue playing and thus to spend money”.  

 

This leads one to question how communities, other than improving the retention rate of 

players, exactly influence the conversion rate of users. Can competition between players 

and between communities influence them to invest money into the game if that means 

they have more chance to succeed? Can friends who also play the game influence users 

to spend money to be able to keep up with them? How do game developers create a 

community/environment that retains players and where they are persuaded to spend 

money on the game? Previous studies have focused on purchase motivations (Hamari, 

2015; Hamari et al., 2017, Lehdonvirta; 2009, Shi et al., 2015), often concentrating on 

retention and conversion. Other studies found that sociability and social interaction also 

has an influence (Hamari et al, 2017; Paavilainen et al., 2013; Shi et al., 2015). This study 

takes a new approach by focusing specifically on communities in F2P games and takes 

the whole customer relationship process into the equation: acquisition, retention and 

conversion.  

1.2 Aim of thesis 

The aim of the thesis is to uncover how communities influence consumers to play the 

game and spend money on it. This study focuses on the players’ perspectives, relying on 

qualitative, customer insight-based interviews. The players are asked about their 
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experiences with Pokémon Go, a free-to-play mobile game that was released in July 2016 

and reached tremendous popularity over the Summer. By interviewing several players of 

the game, the goal is to uncover certain themes in their answers which can be useful on 

a practical level for game developers when they develop community functionalities in 

their games. What specific functions and aspects of game communities can persuade 

players to download the game, keep playing the game, or even spend money on it? On an 

academic level, this study can add to the literature about social dynamics and free-to-

play mobile games. By focusing on Pokémon Go and using a qualitative approach that 

focuses on the users and their insights this study contributes to the available knowledge 

for marketing researchers. 

 

Based on the questions in the last section, the research question for this thesis becomes: 

How do communities in free-to-play mobile games influence acquisition, 

retention and conversion? 

Sub-questions for this research are:  

1) How do formal and informal groups influence acquisition? 

2) How do formal and informal groups influence retention?  

3) How do formal and informal groups influence conversion?  

4) How do game developers create a community/game environment where players 

are persuaded to come back to the game and spend money on it? 

1.3 Structure of thesis 

This thesis knows six chapters, beginning with the Introduction. Following, is the 

Literature Review which starts with an explanation of the different business models in 

the video game industry with an emphasis on the free-to-play and freemium models. 

Next, the three measurement models, acquisition, retention and conversion rate, are 

defined along with some key performance indicators. Afterwards, communities in games 

are explained, along with previous research about play and purchase motivations. The 

third chapter is where the method of the study is outlined, with the research strategy and 

the means of data collection and analysis. It also includes a thorough explanation of the 

game Pokémon GO, and what kind of functionalities it has. In the fourth chapter the data 

of the study is presented, followed by chapter five where the data is analysed. The final 

chapter consists of the discussion and conclusion of the thesis, along with 

recommendations for future research. 
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1.4 Delimitations 

This study focuses on the mobile games market; pc/console games are excluded. It 

focuses on the players’ perspectives and their opinion of how communities and 

community functionalities influence their behaviour. Respondents consist of paying 

players, who are a member of both an informal and formal group, have played mobile 

F2P games before and have the Dutch nationality. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review consists of different constructs and topics that should help the 

reader understand the current situation in the video gaming industry concerning the 

different platforms, the multiple available business models and how freemium/free-to-

play fits in. Afterwards the three metrics acquisition, retention and conversion are 

explained, including the different strategies developers use to improve them. Following 

is an explanation of the different monetization strategies that F2P game developers can 

utilize, which influence conversion. Succeeding is the explanation of communities, 

further clarification of informal and formal groups and previous research concerning 

motivations of purchase decisions and game design for F2P games. The literature review 

then provides a source of information for the empirical research. 

2.1 Business models in the video game industry 

 
Kimppa, Heimo and Harviainen (2016) present three different categories for payment 

models of video games that can give an insight into the emergence of the free-to-play 

model.  

2.1.1 Traditional payment models 

For years the video game industry relied on the ‘traditional’ group which has the ‘Pay 

once’, ‘Pay periodically’, ‘Freeware’ and ‘First dose’ categories. In the Pay once model the 

customer pays at the counter and should receive the whole product without having to pay 

anything else afterwards. It is possible for the developer to release an extension or 

downloadable content for a premium afterwards, but those are considered to be free-

standing. Naturally, sales done online can also be in the Pay once model, as long as the 

requirement of the user receiving a finished, ready to play product for a single payment 

is fulfilled.  

 

In the Freeware model, gamers receive the full product without having to pay anything 

for it. As expected, this does not directly benefit the developer as the user is not expected 

to pay in any kind or form. It can however, function as an advertisement to entice gamers 

to buy the next instalment of a certain franchise or another game of the same developers. 

According to Kimppa et al. (2016), many current mobile games belong to the ‘lure-to-

pay’ category. So called freemium games are almost always in this category and offer 
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gamers a relatively big part of the game for free, only to ask the user to pay to play more 

content. Having already played the game quite a bit may have caused the user to become 

engaged in the game and wanting to play more. The user may feel that they have invested 

so much time on the game that it is worth it to pay to be able to keep playing the game. 

With the Pay periodically model the players are required to pay to be able to play for a 

certain period. This varies from month subscriptions or for a whole year. The periodical 

payment is justified by the service the game developer delivers, as they for example 

provide online server service and continuously keep adding content and updates.  

2.1.2 Pay while playing 

The second group of payment models presented by Kimppa et al. (2016) is the ‘Pay while 

playing’ group, consisting of the ‘Pay to win’ and ‘Pay to pass boring’ categories. In the 

end of 2009 Apple introduced in-app purchases (IAP) to the App store, which formed 

the groundwork for the free-to-play business model (Nieborg, 2015). It allowed the 

introduction of in-game virtual currency, where players use real money to receive 

resources in the game which they can use for different options. Kimppa et al. (2016) 

indicate that allocating the money befittingly is both a big part of the game and is 

required to progress in the game. The in-game money can be used to either help the 

player through more boring parts of the game where they often have to ‘grind’ or ‘farm’ 

to advance in the game, which often comes down to the tedious gathering of resources. 

Heimo, Harviainen, Kimppa and Mäkilä (2016) explain that developers often make parts 

of the game time consuming, hoping to convince players to use real money to get past the 

boring parts. Secondly, the in-game currency can be used to shift the balance to the 

advantage of the paying user, for example by getting better weapons or tools. Kimppa et 

al. (2016) express that for the pay to win model the paying players should get a 

reasonable advantage over the other players, limiting the chance of success for non-

paying players. This would make the game unfair and even more boring. Additionally, 

often it is not clear how much money the players will have to pay to keep on having the 

advantage. They “cannot foresee the amount of money one needs to pay to pass all the 

boring parts or to succeed in the game” (Kimppa et al., 2016: 135). At the same time 

however, it is also the biggest revenue source in many successful F2P games (Luton, 

2013). As expected, this model is not a favourite among gamers and is often criticized 

(Harviainen and Hamari, 2015). Offline progress is also used as a tool. Described as the 

‘time-lapse’ by Burroughs (2014) or energy design mechanic (Paavilainen, Hamari, 

Stenros and Kinnunen, 2013), it is one of the core mechanics of free-to-play games and 
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relies on the player’s impatience (Nieborg, 2015). For example, in the game Candy Crush 

Saga by King, players must wait 30 minutes to receive a life to play the game, with a 

maximum of five lives. Players that do not want to wait have the possibility to purchase 

new lives with the in-game currency (Nieborg, 2015).  

 

Pay while Playing has been a payment model that has for a long time been associated 

with F2P games. Recently however, it has also been introduced in the traditional ‘Pay 

once’ model, mainly in big budget console and pc games. One example is the availability 

of ‘loot crates’ that is becoming more and more common. These loot crates are often 

earned while playing the game and can contain cosmetic items, but regularly have items 

that directly impact how well you perform in the game. The origin of these loot boxes are 

from Japan, where they use the monetization mechanic called “Gacha”. Instead of buying 

virtual items directly, players buy a key that can be used to participate in a Lucky Draw. 

When the players uses a key to participate in a draw they can win from a range of prizes, 

with items that are common to super rare (Koeder and Tanaka, 2017). Alternatively, the 

loot crates can be bought with in-game currency which can be earned or bought directly. 

Heimo et al. (2016) explain how different payment models can be considered ‘good’ or 

‘bad’ according virtue ethics. The ‘Pay once’ model can be considered virtuously 

developed if the game is well made, not unnecessarily overhyped through marketing 

efforts and approximately meets the expectations of the player. According to their 

evaluation, ‘Pay while playing’ can be considered to be less virtuous. Both paying to pass 

boring parts and pay to win cannot be good for the character of the game developers 

according to Heimo et al. (2016). They argue that developers should be able to find other 

business models that do not use these kinds of questionable tactics and that paying to 

win can be seen as “cheating in and institutionalised form” (Heimo et al., 2016: 6). The 

game does not anymore revolve about the competition to become the best player, rather 

it is a competition about who has paid the most. Besides being a questionable payment 

model in the Aristotelian sense, it has also received a lot of backlash from the gaming 

community. In a response by a game developer to explain why the by EA Games 

published Pay-to-play game Star Wars: Battlefront 2 included the requirement to play 

for an estimated 40 hours to unlock one game character, they said it was to “provide 

players with a sense of pride and accomplishment for unlocking different heroes.”  This 

comment became the most disliked comment of all time on the popular message board 

Reddit (Matney, 2017). As of the 16th of November, EA Games has temporarily disabled 

all the in-game payment options in the game (Schreier, 2017) and multiple national 
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gambling commissions are investigating whether the use of loot boxes in video games 

should be considered gambling (Taylor, 2017). 

2.1.3 Content and Access 

The third group, consisting of the subgroups ‘Content’ and ‘Access’, include  

“new gaming content, access to use some options in the game, add-ons, downloadable content 
(DLC), possibility for multiplayer and removal of unwanted content such as advertisement” 
(Kimppa et al., 2016). 

As can be seen from the description above, the two subgroups overlap, for example with 

access to new content (Kimppa et al., 2016). Downloadable content is an addition to the 

original game. Previously this content was often sold as an expansion pack in a physical 

format and sold in stores for PC and console games. Nowadays it is more common for 

them to be sold through online stores like Steam or the Xbox Live Marketplace. The 

digital distribution has allowed publishers to make smaller packages of downloadable 

content in comparison with the previous expansion packs (Nummenmaa, Alha and 

Kultima, 2011). On the mobile market, all games are distributed digitally and big packs 

of downloadable content (DLC) are not common. Instead, they often consist of the 

previously mentioned ‘access to certain options in the game’ and the ‘removal of 

unwanted content such as advertisement’.  

2.2 The free-to-play business model 

So, the question is, how do free-to-play games fit in? First, it is important to touch upon 

the difference between freemium and free-to-play. The terms are often used 

interchangeably, but according to Alha, Koskinen, Paavilainen, Hamari and Kinnunen 

(2014) free-to-play (F2P) games are a form of a larger freemium business model 

paradigm. Alha et al. (2014) explain that F2P games started appearing in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s when Asian MMO games started using the model to sell virtual goods. 

When Facebook allowed third party applications it allowed developers such as King and 

Zynga to make easily accessibly games on a viral distribution channel, while at the same 

time developers of downloadable games started to use the model as well.  

Alha et al. (2014) argue that there are two main reasons for companies to use the free-

to-play model. First, it gives developers the ability to offer different flexible price points 

to their potential customers. Gamers can have different levels of willingness-to-pay for 

content and the F2P model allows gamers to decide for themselves how much they want 
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to spend on the game. Secondly, the free-to-play model allows access to the game for a 

broader range of player segments (Paavilainen et al., 2013) in comparison to for example 

subscription fee services that is limited to a more hardcore segment of users (Hamari 

and Lehdonvirta, 2010). Furthermore, the approach of seeing games as a service allows 

the developers to constantly adapt the game mechanics for the benefit of customer 

acquisition, retention and monetization (Hamari and Lehdonvirta, 2010). 

2.2.1 Economic architecture of the F2P business model 

Another difference of the F2P business model with the traditional pay-to-play (P2P) is 

the economic architecture. Davidovici-Nora (2014: p. 87) explains how the P2P model 

has a linear and simple structure: “Development-Monetization-Acquisition-Retention 

(D-M-A-R)”. After the development, the player buys the game (monetization), the player 

discovers and experiences the game (acquisition) and (hopefully) enjoys playing the 

game and will continue to do so (retention). In this model it is required for the retention 

to be strong for the player to be motivated to wait and then buy the next instalment of 

the game. For the developer of the game it is important to create a collective demand 

already before its release to motivate potential consumers to pay for the game’s price 

without having experienced it. Only those with “willingness-to-pay higher or equal to 

the P2P price will buy the game” (Davidovici-Nora, 2014: p. 87).  

The structure of the F2P model is more complex and interactive: Acquisition-Retention-

Monetization-Development. Profitability of the game is less certain since players do not 

necessarily have to pay; the number of players that spend money on the game (or, the 

conversion rate) will be lower in comparison with the P2P model. Since the stage of 

monetization comes later in the process, developers focus on delivering an experience. 

Hamari and Järvinen (2011) explain that modern online services put great effort into 

building customer relationships, since the business performance is so dependent on 

acquiring and retaining a large user base. Relationship mechanisms in games are an 

important part of building these customer relationships as they represent “what 

functions the business model has for relationship building” (Osterwalder, 2004, cited in 

Hamari and Järvinen, 2011: 10). The functions are there to drive the user through the 

different relationship stages of first being a non-user to acquisition, then retention and 

finally conversion or monetization. In short, they are mechanics developers purposely 

put into the game to invite players to take actions that are beneficial to building the 

customer relationship and/or generating revenue (Hamari and Järvinen, 2011). An 
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often-used concept for the customer purchase process is the purchase funnel, consisting 

of Awareness, Interest, Desire and Action (Fields and Cotton, 2015). The customer first 

needs to be aware of the product, have interest in using it, a desire to buy the product 

and finally come into action and make a purchase. Fields and Cotton (2015) explain how 

the purchase funnel can be modified for the F2P model, where Awareness and Interest 

represent acquisition, Desire functions as retention and Action equals monetization. In 

the P2P model relationship building is not as important as it is in the games-as-services 

trend or the F2P model. There it is necessary for the games to be attractive enough to 

convince gamers to buy the game and reach the acquisition status. Reaching that status 

automatically means monetization and in most cases revenue maximization has been 

reached. The approach of games-as-services, to which the F2P model belongs to, shifted 

the focus of game design so that the product would be interesting long enough for 

continuous use and consumption of the game service (Hamari and Järvinen, 2011). 

In short, the Acquisition stage in F2P games consists of luring as many players as 

possible to the game and creating a vast user base. Acquisition can be seen as the 

marketing efforts taken by a company to create the previously mentioned Awareness of 

the product and the Interest to play it (Fields and Cotton, 2015). Using the F2P model, 

players can try the game for free and at the same time generate network externalities in 

both the acquisition and retention stages by for example viral marketing, popularity and 

signalling quality (Davidovici-Nora, 2014). Because not many players of F2P games 

become payers (Nieborg, 2017), developers need to dedicate a lot of time to the mass 

acquisition of users. Making a game available for free does not mean that players come 

flooding. With the introduction of the App stores it has become relatively easy for 

developers to release games, resulting in an influx of free games (Nieborg, 2017) which 

has created a situation where there is scarcity of attention (Lovell, 2013: 22, cited in 

Nieborg, 2017: 6) Developers in the F2P, freemium and other free models fight for 

visibility, resulting in companies spending a great deal on marketing. To become a 

successful, profitable company developers need to carefully measure and optimize 

production, marketing and usage (Voigt and Hinz, 2015, cited in Nieborg, 2017: 2). 

However, instead of price, user choices are influenced by whim and game availability 

(Nieborg, 2017). Therefore, it is important that with the growth of the user base, 

monetization grows with it. Otherwise, the cost of managing the player base will outreach 

the revenue (Davidovici-Nora, 2014).  
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So, what drives users to install an app? According to a study done by Yahoo! Advertising 

(2016) the most common general prompts for downloading a new app are ‘Looking for 

something new/bored’ and ‘Personal recommendation’. However, those looking for 

games are most likely to search in the app store, where reviews/ratings and price are 

critical factors. In addition, the primary barriers to prevent users to download an app are 

negative reviews, phone storage and price (Yahoo! Advertising, 2016). Quantic Foundry 

does an ongoing survey among gamers to find out, including other things, what motivates 

gamers in playing games. They found 12 motivational clusters that are ranked in Figure 

1 below. As can been seen in the graph, Competition is the second and Community is the 

fifth most common motivation.  

Figure 1: Twelve motivational clusters for gamers (Quantic Foundry, 2016: 31). 

The twelve motivations have been grouped together in 6 overarching types as shown in 

Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Game Motivation Model (Quantic Foundry, 2016: 12) 

 

 

 

 

 

Competition and Community are grouped together under Social. If you were to give each 

motivation a score based on its rank in Figure 1, then the combination of Competition or 
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Community gives you the highest score, making Social the highest motivator. Quantic 

Foundry (2017) describes Competition and Community respectively as follows: 

“Gamers who score high on this component enjoy competing with other players, often in 

duels, matches, or team-vs-team scenarios.[..]But competition isn’t always overtly 

combative; competitive players may care about being acknowledged as the best healer in 

a guild, or having a high ranking/level on a Facebook farming game relative to their 

friends.” 

“Gamers who score high on Community enjoy socializing and collaborating with other 

people while gaming. They like chatting and grouping up with other players. [..] They 

enjoy being part of a team working towards a common goal. For them, games are an 

integral part of maintaining their social network.” 

Based on this, it can be said that both competition and community can play an important 

role in gamers’ motivation to play games. In addition, Lin, Chen and Kuo (2011) studied 

motivations for game-playing on mobile devices to find out how the attitude toward 

playing mobile games may be affected by intrinsic motivations (Perceived Ease of Use & 

Perceived Playfulness) and extrinsic motivations (Subject Norm & Social Interaction), 

where “attitude is directly related to intention of playing mobile games” (Lin, Chen and 

Kuo, 2011: 102). This was done by using a modified version of the Technology-

Acceptance-Model (TAM), which was developed by Davis (1985). According to the TAM  

“a potential user's overall attitude toward using a given system is hypothesized to be a 

major determinant of whether or not he actually uses it. Attitude toward using, in turn, 

is a function of two major beliefs: perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. 

Perceived ease of use has a causal effect on perceived usefulness” (Davis, 1985: 24). 

The research showed that all four factors can influence the willingness to play games. On 

top of that, extrinsic motivations can influence intrinsic motivations, as encouragement 

and explanation from friends in the game may influence users to start playing the game 

(Lin, Chen and Kuo, 2011).  

In the Retention stage, developers implement addictive game mechanics to keep users 

playing the game over the long run. Hamari and Järvinen (2011) state that customer 

relationships can be built by adding certain game mechanics. Hamari and Järvinen 

(2011) define game mechanics as play patterns that have two dimensions taking into 

consideration the actions of the player and what the game does in response. The player 

can interact with other players and the game through ‘verbs’, which constitutes the player 
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dimension. The game dimension in turn is where the game acknowledges and responds 

on the interaction between players and with the game. An example of a verb is when the 

player clicks on a particular object in the game. Following, the game acknowledges that 

action by rewarding the player for example with in-game resources or virtual currency.  

The retention rate on itself depicts how many players have been keep playing your game 

for a certain time. Churn on the other hand is the percentage of players who leave, which 

can be calculated with the following formula: 

“1- retention = churn” (Luton, 2013: p. 20) 

A greater retention means that the number of unique players on a certain day, or Daily 

Active Users (DAU), is better (Luton, 2013). Hamari and Järvinen (2011) explain that 

when social games like Candy Crush and Farmville that are popular on Facebook were 

introduced the most important metric was the number of monthly active users (MAU). 

Over time the focus has shifted to DAU, or, profitable players. However, the proportion 

of DAU over MAU is now an important benchmark to measure retention and is called 

“the sticky factor” (von Coelln, 2009). Davidovici-Nora (2014) argues that the longer a 

user plays the game, the higher the chance is for them to make an in-app purchase, so it 

is important for developers to retain users long enough to increase the likeliness of them 

converting to a paying user (Nieborg, 2013). Davidovici-Nora (2014: p.91) explains that 

to make players return the game  

“it is necessary to emphasize emotional commitment through narrative techniques, 
customization, quality of gameplay and different push marketing techniques to stay 
connected to players (…) and to use analytics to manage engagement.” 

Luton (2013: p. 27) explains how important the design of a game is to let players come 

back to the game. He describes several elements that developers can use to retain players 

in the short term and the long term: 

- “Minute-to-minute: The infinitely repeatable actions of core loops. 

- Hour-to-hour: The closure of a session with sessioning and the compulsion to 

come back due to return triggers. 

- Day-to-day: The long-term player motivations and goal systems that create 

and satisfy demand for reward.” 



   

 

14 

According to Luton (2013) games consist of sets of rules that determine what kind of 

actions players can perform and what the reactions of the game are. The base of any of 

those rules are multiple repeatable loops that we call core loops and are the main way for 

the player to interact with the game. Luton (2013) argues that core loops are one of the 

most important mechanics F2P developers need to get right. Problems with a core loop 

are compounded since they are repeated all the time. However, if done well the core loop 

provides something engaging to do for the player while at the same time giving the player 

an option to quit the session, incentive to return and “self-modification to create long-

term goals” (Luton, 2013: p. 32). The most basic core loop is that of action → reward, 

but they can be expanded with additional steps. For example, the core loop can be 

expanded by adding upgrades. By performing actions the player receives rewards, for 

example in-game money. When enough money has been collected the user can for 

instance buy upgrades for his character’s equipment. Luton (2013) states that these 

continuous upgrades engage the player and keeps the gameplay varied. Another 

expansion to the core loop is the wait loop, which is used very often in F2P games. Instead 

of immediately getting the reward, players have to wait after the action to collect it. The 

most known example of this kind of core loop is the game FarmVille where players first 

plant a crop, then have to wait for it to grow and come back later to harvest it. When 

enough crops have been harvested players can invest the earned money to buy new crops 

or improve their farm (Luton, 2013). An alternative to the wait loop is having players 

grind to earn rewards. The loop looks the same as the upgrade loop, but it requires users 

to do repetitive tasks in a shorter time. Players will have to for example repeat levels, 

rounds or quests to gain the required in-game currency to buy the next piece of 

equipment of improved weapon. Both grind and wait loops are effective in keeping 

players to play the game and come back (Luton, 2013).  

The next retention element is sessioning and having return triggers. Sessioning can be 

explained as giving the player an option to exit the game for a while. No one plays a game 

indefinitely, instead users play the game in multiple sessions. This can be for a couple of 

minutes, but also hours. The most important factor for users to exit the session is a time-

value judgement. At some point players reach the point where they are either bored by 

the game, or frustrated. Even though they may have enjoyed playing the game before that 

point, experiencing boredom or frustration can leave a negative feeling. To prevent this, 

developers try to make you quit the session before this happens by making finite loops 

(Luton, 2013). The energy design mechanic that was described in chapter 2.1.2 is one of 
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the methods developers use to end the session. After playing the game for a while, the 

user run out of stamina/lives/energy etc. and will have to wait before it replenishes.  

Return triggers are designed to give the player a reason to return to the game. These 

range from triggers that are tied to a gameplay element to coming back because of event 

in the game. Users can also be persuaded to come back by sending emails or push 

notifications. The core loops make part of return loops, where players play the game for 

a session, leave, get a return trigger and then start a new playing session (Luton, 2013). 

There are different types of return triggers. Luton (2013) explains that appointment 

triggers are the most common for F2P games and they are called that way because they 

allow players to choose when to come back. Examples of appointment triggers are daily 

rewards or coming back to collect points from previous performed actions. Appointment 

triggers increase retention, as the rewards often increase over multiple days and players 

are punished by removing or lowering the reward when they do not come back. There 

are also competitive triggers that push players to come back to battle against other 

players. This can be in the form of a leaderboard, where the players compete against each 

other to become the highest-ranking player. Direct player-versus-player battles also 

spark competitiveness and can create strong emotional reactions (Luton, 2013).  Another 

form of a return trigger is that of social commitment. Some F2P games are designed 

to heavily rely on social interaction. In games like Wordfeud, basically an online version 

of Scrabble, users play the game in a turn-based fashion. For the other player to be able 

to continue, the user must come back to let the game go forward. Therefore, both players 

create return triggers for each other. Something similar occurs in games where players 

have to work in teams and are interdependent on each other (Luton, 2013). Gamers can 

also be compelled to return the game because of their physical location. Location 

triggers reward players for playing the game in the right place. Luton (2013) explains 

that sometimes users are able to compete against rivals to claim territory, which has a 

similar effect as the competitive trigger. Limited-time events are also among the tactics 

used by developers to retain players. These sales and event triggers work because the 

users are only able to benefit from the reduced price or improved bonuses for a limited 

amount of time, persuading players to come back. They often coincide with seasonal 

events like Christmas and New Year. Users can also be persuaded to come back by 

sending emails or push notifications, these are called nudge triggers and are one of the 

weakest return triggers (Luton, 2013).  
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Even with all the tools and mechanics that are described above, it can prove to be a 

difficult task to retain your user base. Stuart (2011) gives an example where the 

developers of a big MMO game made a small change in the game that made it less 

appealing for players, causing the retention rate to drastically drop. Developers should 

aim to balance between making the game fun for both non-paying and paying players 

and those who just downloaded the game and for the veterans. A bad retention rate will 

have a negative influence on the revenue of the game, while continuous players boost 

viral acquisition (Davidovici-Nora, 2014).  

One important difference between P2P and F2p is that with F2P, the collective demand 

for the game cannot be monetized. Instead, developers must assess profitability by the 

individual micro-demands of the virtual items that users can buy in the game. On top of 

that, developers cannot set an objective value for each purchasable item as the micro-

demands are contextual; the price-elasticity of the items is dependent on for example the 

player’s profile and their progress or level in the game. Davidovici-Nora (2014) explains 

that there is a higher willingness-to-pay when the available items are personalized to the 

player’s preferences. However, these preferences will differentiate while playing the 

game, forcing the developer to offer a wide range of in-app items. In other words, with 

F2P games the economic architecture is not based on a ‘simple’ relation between price 

and demand, rather the market is led by contextual micro-transactions.  

Conversion is the actual moment where a user transitions from a non-paying player to 

a paying player. The conversion rate is calculated by dividing the Average Revenue Per 

User (ARPU) by the Average Revenue Per Paying User (ARPPU). It is important to 

increase the conversion rate as it will have a positive effect on the revenue made. 

However, it can be hard for developers to convince users to become a paying player. 

Luton (2013) explains how there is a power law in the F2P model; the higher the 

spending, the lower the number of players. The F2P model both makes the game 

accessible by making it free and removes the upper limit players can pay (Lovell, 2011). 

Looking at Figure 2 below, it can be seen that only around 5 per cent of the players spend 

money on a F2P game. Moreover, 5 per cent is actually deemed to be a good conversion 

rate, often the number is even lower (Luton, 2013).  
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As the numbers show, it proves to be a hard task to convince users to make the first 

purchase. However, Luton (2013) explains that those who do often make repeated 

purchases. This is because they made the decision to invest financially together with their 

time investment. Additionally, once the payment details have been entered, the barrier 

to make another purchase has been lowered significantly.  

Because of the complex economic structure of the business model and the generally low 

paying user base, developers need to monitor certain performance metrics to measure 

how their game is doing. Two of the more important metrics are Life-time Value (LTV; 

or Customer Lifetime Value, CLV) and User Acquisition Cost (UAC; or Cost Per 

Acquisition, CPA). LTV is the average net profit of a player, while UAC is the cost of 

acquiring a player (Sifa et al., 2015; Luton, 2013). However, the UACs have been rising 

as for example Supercell, the developer of the popular F2P games Clash of Clans and 

Clash Royale, has seen an increase of 288% over 2 years (Sifa et al., 2015; Luton, 2013). 

The rise of costs further implicates the necessity for developers to improve the game 

mechanics to boost the conversion rate and average spending to keep the LTV positive 

(Luton, 2013). 

2.2.2 Monetization strategies of the F2P business model 

Nieborg (2015) demonstrates how game developers of the free-to-play commodity form 

have three different monetization strategies. Following the payment models presented 

by Kimppa et al. (2016), the F2P model’s monetization strategies fall in the ‘Pay while 

playing’ category and the ‘Content and Access’ category.  The first one is the optional in-

app-purchase (IAP) as described in chapter 2.1.2 ‘Pay while playing’ above. Like Kimppa 

et al. (2016), Nieborg (2015) specifically divides the IAP’s into the previously mentioned 

energy design mechanic, skill enhancements (pay-to-win) and “access to content”. An 

Figure 3: Spend vs. players power law curve (Luton, 2013: p. 10) 
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important characteristic of IAPs is that the items bought are often consumable 

purchases. This means that players can repeatedly buy said resources. According to 

Luton (2013) that can result in a high variation in money spent on a game, something 

which does not happen with P2P where players pay a fixed price.   

The second monetization strategy concerns the commodification of connectivity or 

“virality”, which is measured by the “k-factor”. Nieborg (2015) uses the example of Candy 

Crush Saga to describe the feature of accessing additional levels of the game by asking 

for help from your friends on Facebook. Players of the game have the possibility to invite 

other players to play the game and to gift boosts, similar to the way of Facebook’s “Like” 

button. It relies on the notion of “prosumer commodification”, where social media users 

are both the content producers and consumers. The value of this is that game developers 

can use the data of the social platforms to target specific player groups, or high-value 

players (Nieborg, 2015).  

 

The third and last monetization strategy described by Nieborg (2015: p. 8) is that of “paid 

player acquisition” or “user acquisition”, which is in-app advertising with the intent to 

direct players to another game. While playing the game, users are shown advertisements 

consisting of videos and pictures of other games. Players can be “individually tracked 

and targeted” (Nieborg, 2015: p. 8), which results in them having their own individual 

price, making the players a commodity.  In Table 1 below the three monetization 

strategies of F2P games can be found with their respective equivalents in other mediums. 

It has to be noted that not every game uses all of the different strategies. The “virality” 

strategy is restricted to games that have a strong connection with a social media platform, 

like for example Candy Crush Saga by King has with Facebook.  

 

Table 1: The free-to-play commodity form (Nieborg, 2015: p. 7) 

 Monetization strategy Commodity type Equivalent 

1 In-app-purchase Product commodity Downloadable content 

2 Virality “Prosumer commodity” Social media connectivity 

3 Advertising Player commodity  Search advertising 

 

Harviainen, Ojasalo and Nanda Kumar (2018) found that F2P monetization strategies 

are sometimes considered too direct and aggressive by the users, for example because of 

banners that obstruct the view or videos that have to be watched during play. Thus, they 

researched customer preferences in mobile game pricing by having interviews with 
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customers and doing workshops with industry professionals. They came up with a hybrid 

model which is supposed to make the monetization less disruptive of the game and where 

the players have a choice in how the game monetizes the user. The recommendations are 

divided in Hard Monetization (e.g., one-time payment, subscriptions) and Soft 

Monetization (e.g., advertising as mentioned by Nieborg (2015) above). After trying the 

game for free the user can choose from the available payment options, which would 

increase the propensity to spend.  

 

Hamari and Lehdonvirta (2010) argue that developers have turned away from making 

the best game artistically in favour of a game that persuades users to buy as much in-

game content as possible. Besides “existing general attitudes, consumption values and 

motivations” (Hamari et al., 2017: 538) players’ purchase decisions are affected by the 

developers’ design decisions. Tools as described in chapter 2.2 like core-loops, but also 

design mechanics intended for social interaction, allow developers to steer users to make 

a purchase (Alha et al., 2014). Hamari et al. (2017) argue that developers will have to 

consider the relation between the game and the products that are being sold in it. Hamari 

and Keronen (2016) describe that the intention to purchase is steered by how satisfied 

the players are with the use of virtual goods and how they feel about using real money in 

virtual environments. It is pointed out that enjoyment of the actual service or game does 

not predict purchases, while at the same time this is considered to be one of the main 

reasons for using the service (Hamari and Keronen, 2016). This can possibly be explained 

by the intentionally implemented ‘grindy’ mechanics to motivate players to purchase 

items to speed up progression in the game. At the same time the game should be 

enjoyable enough to retain players, which in turn increases the likeliness of users making 

a purchase (Hamari, 2015).  Multiple possible reasons are given by Hamari (2015) why 

enjoyment of playing the game is negatively associated with purchase intentions for these 

virtual goods: 1. When players already enjoy the game there are no additional reasons to 

spend money on the game, whereas those who do not enjoy the game as much might be 

motivated to make a purchase in the hopes of making it more fun. 2. The purchasable 

virtual goods might focus on needs outside the core game which may make players who 

do enjoy the game feel like purchasing the goods will not increase the level of enjoyment. 

3. Game developers might intentionally decrease the quality of the game to increase the 

demand for virtual goods (Hamari and Lehdonvirta, 2010). The loot crates mentioned 

on page 7 are a good example of how developers use specific tactics and game mechanics 

to lure gamers into buying virtual goods. Hamari (2015) also found that the beliefs of the 

opinion of others towards buying virtual goods is a strong predictor both for purchase 
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intentions and the user’s own attitude about virtual goods. In games that are heavier on 

social interaction this relation was the strongest.  

 

In another, later study, Hamari et al. (2017) show why players buy in-game content and 

which motivations underlie their purchase decisions.  They found six factors of which 

four seem to be responsible for most of the purchase motivations. The first factor is 

named ‘unobstructed play’, including motivations that allow players to keep playing 

without distractions. In-app purchases that fall in the earlier mentioned ‘energy design 

mechanic’ (Paavilainen, Hamari, Stenros and Kinnunen, 2013) are for example included 

in this factor. Besides finding different purchase motivations, Hamari et al. (2017) also 

researched the relationship between why users paid and the amount of money they spent. 

For ‘unobstructed play’ there seems to be a positive relation in terms of the amount of 

money spent in-game. Hamari et al. (2017: 541) name the second factor ‘social 

interaction’, including purchase motivations like “playing with friends”, 

“personalization” and “participating in a special event”. Social motivations have often 

been regarded as one of the main purchase motivations for virtual goods (Lehdonvirta, 

2009).  This study also found that social interaction can form an important purchase 

motivation for players and that there is a positive relation with players using money on 

in-game content. Hamari et al. (2017) state that social interaction indeed drives users to 

pay for a free-to-play game, for example when they buy items that speed up their progress 

to keep up with friends or to be a better member of a social group like the previously 

mentioned formal groups. Personalization or customization of the profile or user’s 

character is also seen as a social motivation as this is how players are seen by other users 

of the game. Hamari et al. (2017) explain that visual alteration is more important for 

games where users can easily see the characters and customized elements of other 

players. The third factor is ‘competition’ and refers to purchase motivations as: 

“becoming the best”, “showing off achievements” and “showing off to friends”. 

Interestingly, Hamari et al. (2017) state that on average competition did not seem to be 

a very important purchase motivation for the respondents. Moreover, it was also not 

positively associated with the money users spend on in-game content. While F2P games 

are often criticised for being pay-to-win (Alha et al., 2014; Kimppa et al., 2016) and 

games are frequently designed to persuade players to buy such content (Hamari et al., 

2017) this research does not seem to support that. This is striking since keeping up with 

friends, as part of social interaction, is deemed to be an important purchase motivation.  
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The fourth factor is called ‘economic rationale’ and is regarded as the most important 

incentive overall, including motivations related to “reasonable pricing”, “special offers”, 

“supporting a good game” and “investing in a hobby” (Hamari et al., 2017: 541).  

2.2.3 Qualification of players 

Sifa et al. (2014) explain that the increasing UAC increases the need for developers to be 

able to qualify different players and player segments. Lovell (2011) has divided paying 

players of F2P games in three different segments: Whales, Dolphins and Minnows. 

Minnows are the lowest contributors and constitute to about 50% of the paying players, 

spending around $1 per month. The middle segment, Dolphins, spend an average of $5 

per month and make up 40% of the total, while the Whales spend approximately $20 per 

month and embody the last 10% (Lovell, 2011).   

Davidovici-Nora (2014) explains that the objective for developers is to first convince 

players to become a paying player (thus becoming minnows). Secondly, they persuade 

players to pay more to become dolphins, or even whales. Figure 2 again shows the power 

curve, but now with the above-mentioned objectives included. It shows that profitability 

does not necessarily need maximization of the player base. Instead, it can be reached 

with for example a small base of players that spend relatively much. The segmentation is 

not static however, as the player base but also the average spending of users changes over 

time. While some players remain dolphins over a longer period of time, others will be a 

whale one month and a free player in the next. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: “Dynamic Players' base and items consumption functions” 
Davidovici-Nora (2013) 
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This makes for a dynamic players base as the willingness-to-pay changes “over time, 

depending on the game genre, on the exact moment of playing, on the environment, on 

the constraints of the gameplay and on the price of the item and its value for the F2P 

player” (Davidovici-Nora, 2014: 90).  Even within the different segments players will 

have different profiles. For example, a dolphin can be a player that made several smaller 

purchases or one bigger purchase.   

2.3 Communities in F2P games 

According to Jankowski (2006), Preece and Maloney-Krichmar (2003, cited in Ruggles 

et al., 2005: 115) and Wenger and Snyder (2000, cited in Ruggles et al., 2005: 115) a 

community is a group of people that share informal relationships that are “intimate, 

enduring, intense, and emotional”. They are composed around a “shared interest, need 

or expertise” (Preece and Maloney-Krichmar, 2003, cited in Ruggles et al., 2005: 115; 

Wenger and Snyder, 2000, cited in Ruggles et al., 2005: 115). Ruggles et al. (2005) 

explain that extensive access to internet has led to groups of people gathering online, 

forming communities and exchanging information and ideas using a range of facilities 

like message boards, news groups and chat. The online communities are often not fixed. 

Wellman, 1998) cited in Ruggles et al., 2005: 115) states that the relationship between 

members of online communities are often loose-knit. Rather than knowing a few 

members very well, members usually know many a little bit. Without the “commitment, 

pressure, and emotional investment associated with face-to-face contact” (Wellman, 

1998, cited in Ruggles et al., 2015: 115) it becomes easier for the members to participate 

in the conversation. However, this does not mean that strong relationships cannot be 

developed in online communities. Wellman (1998, cited in Ruggles et al., 2005: 115) 

states that “deep supportive relationships characterized by frequent, long term, 

intimate contact” can indeed be established.  

 

Hsu and Lu (2007) explain how recently online communities have been used as a strategy 

to achieve customer loyalty. Many businesses that engage in e-business employ 

communities to help their business model. Online communities of consumption, like 

brand communities create value for companies in multiple ways, according to Jäger 

(2010, cited in Burger-Helmchen and Cohendet, 2011: 318). These include supporting a 

product or service, promoting a brand, spreading loyalty to a product or firm or acting as 
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a resource for ideas (Carlson et al., 2008, cited in Burger-Helmchen and Cohendet, 2011: 

318).  

 

Additionally, Kollock (1999, cited in Hamari and Järvinen, 2011: 3) defined four 

motivations why users contribute in online communities: “reciprocity, reputation, 

increased sense of efficacy, and attachment to and need of a group”. Hamari and 

Järvinen (2011: 3) add that when these motivations are applied to playing games the 

social aspects of play benefit the users with an "increased well-being and sense of 

efficacy” and that “play and games can be emotionally rewarding, and they allow 

players to take stylized yet concrete actions towards well-defined goals”. Thus, it can 

be said that online communities offer several benefits for both the developer of the game 

and its users. Lehtonen and Harviainen (2016) add that the interaction of users with the 

game is a mix of collaboration, competition and cocreation. Players of a game might 

request the developer to change or add a certain element or function in a game which 

allows the players to interact. If a developer decides to implement this function they 

receive feedback through the actions of the players. The added element might not 

increase the revenue for the developer a lot or directly, but it can increase player 

retention and in turn possible conversion.  

 

According to Hsu and Lu (2007), specifically online games have been effective in the use 

of online communities. They state that online game communities allow players to 

interact with each other, exchange information and perform certain roles. Ruggles et al. 

(2005: 115) explain that online communities are used to share hints and tips, discuss 

strategies and exchange stories, experiences and content. Hsu and Lu (2007) argue that 

interaction with other players will increase for users that play online games often, which 

in turn leads to an expansion of the game’s community. Furthermore, loyal players 

expand the network effect, where the revenue of a community increases exponentially as 

“the number of users reaches a point of critical mass” (Hsu and Lu, 2007: 1643). Ruggles 

et al. (2005) confirm that reaching a point of critical mass early is important to make the 

game more attractive for new players. Many F2P games have social elements in their 

games, ranging from for example connecting with friends from Facebook to competing 

for the highest score on the leader board with strangers. Shi, Xia and Huang’s (2015) 

research focuses on freemium social gaming. They explain that social dynamics are an 

important element in freemium social games. Gamers can often team up, create 

communities and interact with each other. This can be in an informal group, for 
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example with friends or colleagues. Previous research has shown that in normal purchase 

situations consumers are indirectly affected by their friends in regard to making a 

purchase decision (Sommer, Wynes and Brinkley, 1992). Shi et al. (2015) suggest that 

social interactions between players have an influence on the players’ purchasing 

propensity as well. Informal groups do not necessarily play together in-game, but engage 

in all other social actions, like communication about the game. Often, player statistics 

and their character or equipment is visible for other players to view. Additionally, users 

can compare their progression when they meet in real life. Thus, a user’s friend circle 

serves as an audience and can be used for social comparison. Furthermore, it is stated 

that a bigger group of friends also increases the motivation to improve the player’ 

competence (Shi et al., 2015). The influence of interacting with informal groups on 

spending is that they serve as a social comparison base which stimulates users to 

maintain their self-image (Mangleburg, Doney and Bristol, 2004). Moreover, it has a 

value-expressive influence which means that players’ spending is based on “norms, 

values and behaviours” of others because of identification with members of the group 

(Burnkrant and Cousineau, 1975, Park and Lessig, 1977, cited in Mourali, Laroche and 

Pons, 2005: 165).  

 

Other, formal communities are more team-based, work together and perform in-game 

tasks together. Shi et al. (2015: p. 178) mention that players join groups for “enhanced 

battle power, longer playing time, and so on”. Some groups will also form ranking 

systems with assigned leaders or followers. The relationship between players can be 

anonymous and impersonal. According to Shi et al. (2015) these communities can 

influence consumption behaviour. The influence formal groups have on members is 

mainly utilitarian, as they are spurred to behave according to the groups’ expectations to 

for example receive rewards or avoid cognitive stress (Deutsch and Gerard, 1955, cited 

in Mourali, Laroche and Pons, 2005: 165). Shi et al. (2015) explain that this bandwagon 

effect of people behaving the same way as other members of the group to be accepted can 

lead to a higher purchase propensity. New members of a formal group will enter a 

socialization process where they will feel pressure to conform to the standards of their 

group peers. This process can be accommodated by having a more competent character 

or profile in a game as this will help the new member to make a bigger contribution to 

the formal group (Shi et al., 2015). This has several benefits for both the new member 

and the community as the contributions “can be recognized, appreciated, or rewarded 

by other members. In return, new members achieve a sense of belonging, social 

acceptance, and assimilation” (Shi et al., 2015: 182). In many games, players have the 
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possibility to speed up the progress of their character to make them stronger by 

purchasing in-game upgrades, which in turn is suggested to heighten the purchase 

propensity of new members (Shi et al., 2015).  
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3 METHODS 

This chapter explains how the empirical study has been conducted. It starts off with the 

strategy of the research followed by the data collection and data analysis methods.  

3.1 Research strategy 

To reiterate, in this study it is attempted to uncover what role communities and 

community functionalities play for acquisition, retention and conversion in F2P games. 

Sub-questions for this research are:  

 

1) How do formal and informal groups influence acquisition? 2) How do formal and 

informal groups influence retention? 3) How do formal and informal groups influence 

conversion? 4) How do game developers create a community/environment where 

players are persuaded to come back to the game and spend money on it? 

 

Patton (2002) identifies two kinds of research, qualitative and quantitative. Gummesson 

(2000) explains that qualitative research focuses more on the why and how of decision 

making rather than just what, where, when, or who. On the other hand, Silverman (2006) 

states that the meaning of quantitative research is to simply objectively report the reality 

and that qualitative research can be influenced by the researcher’s political values. In 

other words, qualitative research can be affected by the personal values and opinions of 

the researcher, while quantitative research relies on statistical data and information. 

According to Patton (2002), qualitative methods allow the researcher to explore a 

specific subject in depth using a relatively small sample size, while quantitative methods 

often use standardized questions that do not allow the subject to give elaborate answers, 

but allows the researcher to measure the reactions of many subjects, making it easier to 

generalize. Denzin and Lincoln (1994: 2) explain that with qualitative research it is 

attempted to “make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the meaning people 

bring to them”. 

 

The research by Shi et al. (2015) was quantitative and maybe more abstract, focusing on 

user data statistics. The used data can be seen as highly specific, focused on the particular 

game they utilized. Also, the research by Hamari et al. (2017) is quantitative and gives us 

a big insight to purchase motivations. However, in this thesis a qualitative approach is 

taken, focusing on the players’ perspectives to uncover particular customer insights; 
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what do they deem to be important when it comes to communities in free-to-play games? 

By using a qualitative method, this study can complement previous research and 

hopefully give more understanding of the deeper motivations and opinions of users of 

F2P games regarding communities. Furthermore, Bartunek and Seo (2002) explain that 

qualitative research can add to quantitative research by helping researchers to go beyond 

previous understanding of what phenomena mean in a certain setting. 

 

Silverman (2006) explains how there are different research paradigms and mentions 

positivism, emotionalism and constructionism. According to Silverman (2006), 

positivism is about gathering data that gives facts about the world. Myers (2013: 38) 

explains that  

 

‘’Positivists generally assume that reality is objectively given and can be described by 

measurable properties which are independent of the observer (researcher) and his or her 

instruments.” 

 

By testing it, it is hoped to increase the understanding (Myers, 2013). Positivism can be 

explained shortly as a naive realism where there is a single objective external reality 

(Ponterotto, 2005). Positivism relies on standardized questions and random samples so 

that the data generated is reliable and independent from the research environment 

(Silverman, 2006). The second paradigm is emotionalism, which is about the authentic 

experience of people’s experiences (Silverman, 2006). Silverman points out that within 

the emotionalist research field it is important to understand subjective experiences, 

instead of focusing on obtaining objective facts. The last method according to Silverman 

is constructionism. Ponterotto (2005) writes that constructivism considers multiple and 

equal valid realities. The reality and facts are formed in people’s minds, instead of being 

external singular entities (Hansen, 2004, cited in Ponterotto, 2005: 129). Ponterotto 

(2005) explains that constructivism is a hermeneutical approach, which means that the 

meaning of things can be understood only by reflecting about things. Meaning is 

mutually constructed instead of being accurate facts (positivism) or experiences of 

individuals (emotionalism) (Silverman, 2006). According to Ponterotto (2005) the 

meaning can be found only through the interaction of the object of investigation and the 

investigator. The difference between emotionalism and constructionism is that the latter 

looks at the subject as a topic, that is open for individual experiences but also the 

reflection of these experiences (Silverman, 2005). In an interview this means that the 

interviewer is interested in the interviewees experience but that he/she constructively 
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adds her own reflections and thoughts to the subjects discussed. Table 2 concludes these 

three methods. This thesis uses a constructionist approach because even while it is 

important to gather the interviewees experiences, the interviewer threats these like 

topics that are up for interpretation and reflection. 

 

Table 2: Scientific Paradigms summarized (Silverman, 2006: 119) 

 

 
Patton (2002) points out three different qualitative analysing methods: inductive, 

deductive and abductive. According to Gummesson (2000), in practice the only real 

difference between the inductive and deductive methods is the starting point of the 

research. Inductive research starts out with gathering empirical data first, out of which 

theories may be developed (Gummesson, 2000). Patton (2002: 453) adds that it 

“involves discovering patterns, themes, and categories in one’s data.” After which by 

interacting with the data, findings may emerge. Alternatively, in the deductive method a 

framework is build beforehand with existing theories and concepts. It mainly consists of 

testing the previous research (Gummesson, 2000), which is sometimes done by forming 

hypotheses beforehand which are tested by gathering empirical data. Abduction can be 

seen as a combination of the inductive and deductive methods. Gummesson (2000) 

stresses that abductive research should not be considered as a separate approach, but the 

interchangeable succession of inductive and deductive methods. This study follows a 

deductive method as a theoretical framework has been built at the beginning and the 

questions used in the empirical research are partly based on the theories and concepts 

found in the framework. However, this study has not set up any hypotheses. 

 

Another aspect to consider is the design of the study. Yin (2013) explains that when a 

study revolves around questions of “how” and “why” and when the researcher has little 

influence over the topic at hand a case study is a good strategy to use.  He defines a case 

study as  
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“an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the case) in depth 

and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context may not be clearly evident” (Yin, 2013: 16).  

 

Furthermore, Yin (1981) describes two different designs when using case studies. The 

first one is the single-case design, which can be used to test previous theory. The 

second is a multiple-case design where the researcher uses a group of cases to make 

conclusions. It is often used when a phenomenon exists under multiple situations. 

Patton (2002) explains how case studies can be layered. For example, a study about a 

program can be a single case study. However, the participants of the program can also 

constitute separate case studies. Cross-analysing the data of the participants can be 

part of the program case study. Bernard (2006) adds that the unit of analysis is studies 

should be at the lowest level that is possible. This study uses a single-case study design 

to study the case of the online community of Pokémon Go, where the players are the 

unit of analysis. However, a multiple-case design would also have been appropriate 

by replicating the study for different F2P games that have online communities. 

Unfortunately, having the scope of a Master’s thesis in mind, this is not be possible.  

 

Additionally, Yin (1981) describes three types of case studies: descriptive, exploratory 

and explanatory. Gummesson (2000) explains that a descriptive case study may 

outline a situation or event. An exploratory research is often used as a pilot study to 

form hypotheses or improved questions for further research. Constructing and testing 

an explanation should be the goal for explanatory research. Gummesson (2000) 

explains that the first two types of studies are often considered to be inferior to 

explanatory cases studies and that they should mainly be used as supplementary 

methods. Yet, Yin (1981) argues that one is not necessarily better than the other, but 

that all have their purpose depending on the objectives of the researchers and the 

existing literature on the topic. Considering all the information above, this study is an 

explanatory single-case study, as it is attempted to test theory using “how” and “why” 

questions.  

3.2 Data collection 

James, Milenkiewicz and Bucknam (2008: 69) divide often used data collection 

techniques in qualitative research in three categories: 
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• Data collected directly in words from people 

o Interviews 

o Focus groups 

• Data collected once or throughout a process of change 

o Reflective journals 

o Field notes 

• Data collected during the event(s) being studied 

o Anecdotal evidence and logs 

o Observations 

 

Myers (1997) explains that in qualitative research the focus is on gathering verbal data 

and that interviews are a useful data source. Seeing as this study tries to uncover what 

attitudes have been developed and what have actions have been taken over a longer time 

while being a member of a community, observations would not be the best collection 

technique. However, interviews are a great technique to uncover this kind of information. 

Byrne (2004) confirms this, stating that qualitative interviews are especially useful when 

trying to bring to light the respondents’ attitudes and values.  

 

Silverman (2006) describes four different interview strategies: structured, semi-

structured, open-ended interviews and focus groups. While structured interviews rely on 

standardised questionnaires and are often used in quantitative studies (Noaks and 

Wincup, 2004), semi-structured interviews require a list of themes and questions that 

will be covered and can vary from interview to interview (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 

2009). Often some kind of interview guide is set up beforehand, but the interviewer can 

decide in which order the questions are asked. With semi-structured interviews, 

interviewers can diverge and follow up on something interesting the interviewee might 

have mentioned, giving the researcher more freedom to extract useful information 

(Noaks and Wincup, 2004). Open-ended interviews are often used in life history, 

biographical and oral history work, where the interviewee has a lot of freedom to talk. 

The social and communication skills of the interviewer are important here, as it is 

necessary to establish rapport with the respondent (Noaks and Wincup, 2004). The last 

strategy is the focus group, where the participants of the group can communicate with 

each other and where the researcher’s main role is that of a facilitator of the group 

discussion (Silverman, 2006). For this study one-on-one, semi-structured interviews are 

be used. Considering the definitions given above, semi-structured interviews seems to be 

the most suitable interview strategy for this research. 



   

 

31 

3.2.1 Sample 

3.2.1.1 Pokémon Go 

The sample of this study derives from players of one F2P mobile game: Pokémon Go. It 

is a location-based game that was released in July 2016. (Pokemon.com, 2017) 

Immediately after its release it became very popular as it became the most downloaded 

app in the first week of its release ever in Apple’s App Store (Dillet, 2016).  In the end of 

January in 2017 it became the fastest mobile game to surpass $1 billion in revenue 

(Nelson, 2017). In the game, users are required to make a character. Using GPS, the 

players can walk around on a map that is based on the real-world map of the geographical 

location of the user (Pokemon.com, 2017). By walking around players can find 

PokéStops, which are “located at interesting places, such as public art installations, 

historical markers, and monuments” (Pokemon.com, 2017) and collect items. Moreover, 

users can find Pokémon and catch them using items, like a Pokéball, that are collected at 

PokéStops. When a player catches a Pokémon, they also receive ‘Stardust’ and ‘Candy’ 

which can be used to improve them. Players can also find eggs that contain a Pokémon. 

However, the players must use an ‘Incubator’ to hatch the eggs. When the incubator is 

equipped the player has to walk a certain number of kilometres, depending on the rarity 

of the egg, to hatch it. By default, the player has an incubator that has unlimited uses, but 

more incubators with a finite use can be bought with the in-game currency.  

By visiting PokéStops and catching Pokémon players will gather experience points and 

level up, allowing them to catch better Pokémon. After reaching level five, players will be 

asked to join one of three teams: Mystic, Valor or Instinct. In the game, players can battle 

each other in Gyms. The three teams compete against each other in a ‘King of the hill’-

like manner, where players can challenge one another and claim the gym for their team. 

If a team is successful in defending a Gym, it will increase the Gym’s Prestige and level, 

allowing more players of the same team to place a Pokémon in the Gym. Claiming a gym 

will reward the players with experience points and every 24 hours users can claim in-

game currency (Pokemon.com, 2017). Besides catching as many Pokémon as possible 

and claiming gyms with your team, players can unlock achievement medals such as 

walking a certain number of kilometres or catching a specific number of Pokémon 

(Pokemon.com, 2017). 

If the literature about the economic architecture of F2P games and community 

functionalities is applied to Pokémon Go, the following can be found. Davidovici-Nora 
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(2014) mentions that for F2P games viral marketing, popularity and signalling quality 

has a positive effect for both the acquisition and retention stages. Pokémon Go owes a 

big part of its acquisition rate to popularity and to the game going viral. Since Pokémon 

Go was so immensely popular, it might be hard to determine what exactly influenced 

users to start playing the game.   

Concerning retention, Pokémon Go has multiple action→reward and 

action→reward→upgrade loops like catching Pokémon which results in receiving Candy 

and Stardust.  Sessioning is implemented by requiring Pokéballs to catch Pokémon. 

Especially in more rural areas players may run out of Pokéballs since there are generally 

less PokéStops in lower populated areas (Paavilainen, Korhonen, Alha, Stenros, 

Koskinen and Mayra, 2017). Furthermore, the game is heavily dependent on the player 

moving through the real world. If the player remains at the same location, there is usually 

not a lot the player can do. Pokémon Go uses multiple return triggers. The most prevalent 

ones are competitive, location and sales and event triggers. The game often features a 

limited-time event where some rarer Pokémon are more likely to be found, spurring 

players to come back and play the game.  

Even though the game can easily be played without spending money, users have the 

possibility to buy in-game currency to make IAP’s. This can be used for numerous items 

that can speed up the process of catching Pokémon or gaining experience. Referring to 

Nieborg’s (2015) division of IAP’s, these consumable items fall under the energy design 

mechanic (Pokéballs) and skill enhancements (pay-to-win). Additionally, the developer 

has added various cosmetic items that can be used to personalize the in-game character.  

In the case of Pokémon Go, the other two kinds of IAP’s mentioned by Nieborg (2015) 

are not used. 

As can be read in chapter 2.3, Shi et al. (2015) divide players into formal and informal 

groups. In the game itself, formal groups are not prominent. There are three different 

teams that players can join, but interaction between them is quite minimal. Other 

players’ characters and their level can only be seen in Gyms. Players can fight against 

each other but cannot talk or interact in any other way. However, outside of the game 

people have organized themselves in groups on online message boards and social media 

to work together. These groups are often based on the three teams and their location. For 

example, there is a Facebook group called Team Mystic, Perth for players who are in that 

team and reside in Perth, Australia. In the group, the players talk about strategy, compare 

Pokémon and characters and discuss how they can work together and conquer more 
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Gyms for their team (Pokémon GO - Team Mystic, Perth, 2016). Informal groups playing 

the game together is also quite prevalent. From my own experience, many friends 

compare unlocked medals, caught Pokémon and their level. In addition, players venture 

out together to find and catch Pokémon in the real world. Paavilainen et al. (2017) explain 

that the sociability is considered as a positive experience in the game. It is mentioned 

that the game “is fun to play together with family and friends”, “the real-life points of 

interests bring players into the same areas” and that it “brings together strangers only 

connected by their interests in the game”, providing a basis for social interaction and a 

fun topic to talk about (Paavilainen, 2017: 2495). 

3.2.1.2 Respondents 

Patton (2002: 243) divides sampling strategies in random probability sampling and 

purposeful sampling. The first one is often used in quantitative studies and its purpose 

is to be representative. Purposeful sampling is about strategically selecting respondents 

that are information-rich and is more often used in qualitative studies. Purposeful 

sampling is then subdivided by Patton (2002) in 16 different alternatives. This study uses 

what is called mixed purposeful sampling consisting of both theory-based sampling and 

snowball sampling. Theory-based sampling is using respondents that meet certain 

criteria that are derived from the theory used in the study. The respondents of this study 

consist of people who have played Pokémon Go, are a member of a formal group and who 

also engage and interact with other players in an informal group, as described by Shi et 

al. (2015). Additionally, the players have at least at one point made a purchase in the 

game. It is important to have paying players to extract any useful information pertaining 

conversion and motivations for buying in-game content. The respondents have also 

played or are still playing other mobile F2P games. For this study, the focus is on Dutch 

groups.  

 

Snowball sampling is where a few representative, information-rich respondents are 

found who will in turn suggest other possible respondents for the study to the researcher 

(Patton, 2002). Respondents have been searched for by finding formal communities that 

formed online on social media/message boards, for example Reddit, Discord, WhatsApp, 

Line or Facebook groups. After gaining access to these groups a message has been placed 

asking members if they are willing to participate in the study if they meet the criteria. 

Following, from those who volunteered a selection has been made. In certain cases, after 

the interview some respondents forwarded the researcher contact information of their 
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fellow group members for more possible interviewees. Using this method, a total of 8 

respondents have been found and interviewed. Guest et al. (2006) explain that when 

interviews are used for qualitative data, elements of themes already surface around six 

interviews and that data saturation will often develop within twelve interviews. In this 

research, saturation already seemed to develop after six interviews, as most of the 

answers given were very similar. Two more interviews were conducted, and the answers 

were in line with the data acquired in the first six interviews. Seeing that doing more 

interviews was not likely to yield new information it was decided to limit the number of 

interviews to eight. 

3.2.2 Interview guide 

An interview guide can be used to help structure the interviews in some way. It allows 

the researcher to have a cheat sheet to make sure all the topics are discussed. Basically, 

it consists of a list of questions, themes or subjects that the interviewer has to address in 

each interview. Seeing that these are semi-structured interviews, the researcher can 

explore and probe to uncover as much interesting information as possible for each 

subject or question. Having an interview guide makes the process of doing multiple 

interviews more systematic (Patton, 2002) and makes the subsequent analysis of the 

data easier if the questions have been asked in more or less the same order. The detail in 

which interview guides are developed differ and depend on the interviewer’s ability to 

form questions and identify important issues beforehand (Patton, 2002). In this case, 

the interview guide consists of both carefully formed questions based on theory from the 

literature review and themes with potential probes.  

 

The interview guide is divided five parts. First there are questions pertaining the 

background information of the respondent and the formal group they are part of. The 

following three parts consist of questions representing the different elements in the 

research question: acquisition, retention and conversion. The last part consists of 

concluding comments, where the respondents are asked about their general opinion 

about communities in F2P games.  

3.2.3 Implementation of the interviews 

After having posted messages on message boards and social media groups in May of 2017 

the qualified respondents were interviewed. All the interviews took place in the same 
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month. The interviews were conducted through the phone and Skype, but video was not 

used. The conversations between the interviewer and the respondents were recorded on 

a digital recorder to be transcribed later. The interviews took roughly between 30 

minutes and an hour each. Since all the respondents are Dutch the interview guide has 

been translated so the interview could be done in the respondents’ mother tongue. Both 

the English and carefully translated Dutch version of the interview guide can be found in 

Appendices 1.1 and 1.2.  

3.3 Data analysis 

According to Silverman (2011) there are three main methods to analyse data. These 

methods are content analysis, thematic analysis and narrative analysis. Narrative 

analysis approach concentrates on story-telling. It is about extracting stories from within 

the narrative forms of data present (Silverman, 2006). This data is often in the form of 

interviews or conversations. Thematic analysis amounts to “identifying, analysing and 

reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 79). Content 

analysis is about first establishing a set of categories and to then count the “number of 

instances that fall into each category” (Silverman, 2006: 159). The main point here is 

that the categories have to be precise so that different researchers can come up with the 

same results. Silverman (2006) points out that for content analysis reliability and 

validity are particularly important. Furthermore, it consists of going through large 

amounts of (verbal) data to uncover and highlight certain themes, trends and “patterns 

of words used, their frequency, their relationships, and the structures and discourses of 

communication” (Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 2013: 400) that are often used or 

mentioned by the respondents (Patton, 200). Considering the nature of the data, this 

study uses content analysis to process the interviews. Seeing that the transcribed 

interviews amount 60 pages of data, content analysis is an appropriate method to find 

meaning behind the respondents’ answers.  

 

Krippendorff (1989) sets forth six steps when doing content analyses. The first three: 

Design, Unitizing and Sampling have already been done for this study. The next three 

steps are Coding, Drawing inferences and Validation. Krippendorff (1989) explains that 

coding is the description of, or classification of the recording units in relation to the 

categories that have been chosen beforehand. Patton (2002) states that when going 

through the data for the first time the aim is to develop coding categories or a 

classification system. The second readthrough is used for the actual coding. However, 
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Stuckey (2015) mentions that categories can already be developed beforehand based on 

theoretical constructs, although often it consists of a mix of predetermined categories 

and those made by going through the data. When a certain theme or pattern has been 

noticed in the data the researcher can assign that concept a code. For this study several 

categories have already been made based on the literature from the theoretical 

framework and the thereupon based interview guide: 

 

1. Background information 

2. Acquisition 

a. Formal 

b. Informal 

3. Retention 

a. Formal 

b. Informal 

4. Conversion 

a. Formal 

b. Informal 

 

Other categories and codes have been made by going through the data manually and 

coding the interviews, like for example: ‘Improving the community’ and ‘Opinions about 

the F2P business model. 

 

Drawing inferences is the next step Krippendorff (1989) mentions and he argues that it 

is the most important step in a content analysis. It refers to relating the coded data to the 

phenomena the researcher wants to know more about, or in other words, to the set 

research objectives. Patton (2002) adds that for qualitative research the findings are 

judged by their substantive significance. The researcher will have to provide arguments 

as to why the findings and conclusions are relative, for example how they contribute to 

the existing theory. Validation, the last step mentioned by Krippendorff (1989) will be 

addressed in the next chapter, Quality of the research.  

3.4 Quality of research 

 

Silverman (2006) states that for research to be credible, reliability and validity are some 

of the most important concepts. Moisander and Valtonen (2006) add that reliability, 
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validity and generalizability are conventionally the criteria along which academic 

research is evaluated.  

3.4.1 Reliability 

“Reliability refers to the degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to the 

same category by different observers or by the same observer on different occasions” 

(Hammersley, 1992: 67, cited in Silverman, 2006: 282).  

 

In other words, reliability deals with how independent and replicable the findings of a 

study are. If another researcher would execute the same study, how similar would the 

yielded results be? To satisfy reliability for a qualitative study, Moisander and Valtonen 

(2006: 28) suggest two possibilities:  

1. “Make the research process transparent by describing the different 

methodological practices and processes in a sufficiently detailed manner in the 

research report” 

2. “Make explicit the theoretical stance from which the interpretation takes place. 

This is because the theoretical frame produces particular interpretations and 

excludes others”. 

 

When interviews are used to gather data, Silverman (2006) argues that the study should 

also satisfy the low-inference descriptors criterion.  This can be done by tape-recording 

all the interviews, transcribing them carefully and showing long extracts of data in the 

study, accompanied with the question that provoked the answer.  

 

Concerning the first way to satisfy reliability according to Moisander and Valtonen 

(2006), I believe the methodology has been described extensively and in such a way that 

it would be possible for other researchers to replicate the study. The interview guide has 

been added in both the language in which the interviews have been conducted and a 

carefully translated English version. However, since it is a semi-structured interview 

certain probes that have been used may be missing. Depending on the respondents’ 

answers the probes that are used will be variable. This study also meets the second 

requirement set out by Moisander and Valtonen (2006). The theoretical framework 

describes which concepts and theories have been used to setup the research and 

according to which the interview questions have been developed. Furthermore, all the 

interviews have been tape-recorded and have been manually transcribed. The results 
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section of this study also contains an ample number of extracts from the data. Yet, 

something that may influence the reliability is the nature of the game that has been used 

for this study. Games like Pokémon Go are often subject to numerous updates over a 

longer time to keep the players interested. As such, since the start of this study and while 

conducting the interviews the game has introduced multiple new functions and 

possibilities for the players which will influence their answers. As an example, as of 

06/2/18 it has been announced that the game will feature story and daily quests, 

requiring the players to complete several objectives that may require working together 

with other players to receive rewards (Frank, 2018). Obviously, these kinds of updates 

will influence the data that is gathered. 

3.4.2 Validity 

 

In chapter 3.3 the six steps for content analyses by Krippendorff (1989) were mentioned. 

The last step, Validation, is something the researcher should really strive for according 

to Krippendorff (1989). According to Gummesson (2000) validity means that a theory or 

a concept describes the reality like a map should give an accurate display of the world. 

However, it requires the researcher to continuously reassess and retest his assumptions. 

Moisander and Valtonen (2006: 24) argue that it is hard to define validity but that it  

 

“...generally refers to the truth or accuracy of the representations and generalizations 

made by the researcher; how true the claims made in the study are or how accurate the 

interpretations are.” 

 

They continue, saying that for qualitative research often no method can deliver an 

ultimate truth (Moisander and Valtonen, 2006). Even though one can use multiple 

sources of data, Silverman (1993: 157 – 158, cited in Moisander and Valtonen, 2006: 25) 

points out that an aggregate of data does not automatically add up to the total ‘truth’. 

Silverman (2006) mentions that even though your research might show that X has an 

effect on Y, there always might be another factor Z that influences them. To ensure 

validity a researcher has to make sure that his respondents are an accurate 

representation of the real world (Silverman, 2006). In addition, Silverman (2006) 

mentions that a researcher can use the constant comparative method, where the data 

fragments of a single case are inspected and compared. It can be helpful for the 
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researcher to have all the data transcribed and to have set up hypotheses or an initial set 

of categories.  

 

To find an answer for the research objective set for this study it has been chosen to do 

deductive research and make the interview guide an operationalization of theory found 

in published articles. The constant comparative method has been used by first 

transcribing the data and constantly analyse and compare the data to earlier set 

categories and to previous analysed data. The respondents had to meet strict criteria to 

qualify as a participant of the study to make sure they are capable to give valid answers 

to questions. However, the surroundings of the respondents may have influenced their 

answers. How active are the formal and informal groups in which they interact and 

contribute? Do they live in an urbanized or rural area, which influences which Pokémon 

may appear and how easy it is to progress in game?  
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4 PRESENTATION OF THE RESULTS 

This chapter present the results of the empirical study and contains different chapters 

based on the categories made beforehand and those that were found during the coding 

of the data.  

4.1 Background information of the respondents 

The respondents of this study were picked with quite strong conditions and as such make 

up a fairly specific group of players. Table 3 below provides an overview of the 

background information of the eight respondents. 

Table 3: Background information of the respondents 

Respo
ndent 

Sex 
 

Age Team Size of 
community 

Channels 
used 

Money spent Membership 
duration 

1 Male 25 Mystic 150 Facebook €10-15 6 months 
2 Female 28 Valor 35-40 WhatsApp €50 10 
3 Male 40 Mystic 100 WhatsApp ~€150 9 
4 Female 21 Mystic 100 WhatsApp €150 5 
5 Male 23 Valor 500 Facebook 60 10 

6 Female 24 Instinct 12 WhatsApp €40 n.a. 
7 Male 27 Mystic Facebook: Few 

hundred 
WhatsApp: 20 

Facebook 
& 

WhatsApp 

€10-15 10 
 

8 Female 25 Mystic 100 Facebook €50 10 
 

While everyone has played different F2P mobile games before, five out of eight 

respondents answer that they are exclusively playing Pokémon Go at the moment of the 

interview. The communication channel that was used most often is WhatsApp. Those 

who use WhatsApp communicate almost daily, or daily with the informal group. On 

Facebook the activity consists mostly of reading other people’s posts and communicating 

themselves maybe one time a week. Duration of membership of the group ranged from 

five to ten months, were the majority was closer to ten. At the moment of the interview 

the game had been out for about ten months, so most respondents had been a member 

of an informal group for most of their playing time. There are different kinds of activities 

that members of the community engage in. Respondent 7 (2017) states:  

“We catch Pokémon together, takeover gyms and stuff. Sometimes we meet up at popular 
locations like Kijkduin, where we then spend the whole day and catch Pokémon. On 
WhatsApp we talk a lot about the Pokémon we have, how strong they are and for example 
those apps you can use to find them.”  
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Players compare their caught Pokémon, inform each other when they have spotted a rare 

Pokémon in the area, exchange ideas, help new players and arrange meet-ups. The most 

prominent activity among the respondents is gathering to take over gyms together.  

4.2 Acquisition 

This chapter starts out with answers to questions about the general motivations for the 

respondent to play f2p games and why they download them. Following are the sections 

about the influence of formal and informal communities.  

Most of the respondents mention that they play f2p mobile games as a pastime, usually 

when they are bored at home, of for example when they are using public transport. 

Respondent 5 (2017) states that he sees playing f2p mobile games as a hobby. While 

others may paint or play instruments, he likes to try out new games and find good 

strategies to succeed in them. When asked what the most important factors are when 

they decide to download a game or not, respondent 3 and 5 (2017) state that they need 

to be able to properly participate in the game as a F2P player. Some users mention that 

the size of the game used to be important on their older phones, but that it has not been 

that much of factor with their current phones. Half of the interviewees bring up reviews, 

but it is pointed out that they are often just used to filter out the worst games. Respondent 

8 (2017) said: “I check reviews too, but not that I read them or something, but if I see 

that a game has a lot of 4 and 5 stars and barely any 1 star, then that helps in my 

decision.” For five of the eight respondents nostalgia for the 90s animated tv-series of 

Pokémon was one of the main reasons to start playing Pokémon GO. Respondent 4 

(2017) commented that Pokémon was something from her childhood and that at first the 

main reason was nostalgia. “Look I found this one, I remember it from the series! And 

then I was like, okay, now I want them all” (Respondent 4, 2017). Other motivations to 

start playing Pokémon GO that were mentioned include the game’s functions and 

innovative design of using Alternative Reality, making it seems that the Pokémon appear 

in the real world. Respondent 2 (2017) and 8 (2017) mention that Pokémon GO gives 

them a reason to be active and go outside instead of sitting inside all the time. Three of 

the respondents also brought up the social aspect as a motivator to download the game. 

In the next sub-chapters these motivations are discussed further. Respondents were also 

asked how they felt a game signaling popularity and quality might affect which games 

they download. Respondent 2 (2017) stated that she noticed that so many people were 

playing the game and talking about it that she wanted to try it too out of curiosity. 
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Respondent 5 (2017) on the other hand, said that it was not that important for him, but 

that he liked the fact that when you would go outside generally everyone would be playing 

it. Respondent 7 (2017) explained that he usually only downloads F2P mobile games 

from better known companies. He added that previous Pokémon games he played on the 

Nintendo Gameboy had always been of sound quality, which improved his expectations 

for this game.  

4.2.1 Formal 

In this chapter the respondents explain how the ability to join and form formal groups, 

or in-game communities, influences their willingness to download a F2P mobile game. 

Six of the respondents mention that they like to have the ability to interact with other 

players, but three of those also point out that it is not very important and not a deciding 

factor in the end. Respondent 3 (2017) reveals that nowadays almost all games contain 

multiplayer elements where interaction with other players is possible. Respondent 8 

(2017) explains that she likes to have a good mix of games where she can interact with 

others and those where she can play independently. Five of the respondents also refer to 

Pokémon GO, three saying they would have liked for the game to have more ways to 

interact with other players and that you are kind of forced to find other people yourself. 

The other two praise the game, saying they have met a lot of new people themselves by 

playing the game outside, or know of other people who started a relationship with 

someone they met through the game. 

When asked how the ability to form in-game clans, groups or communities influences 

their willingness to play F2P mobile games, the respondents answers were as follows. 

Four of the respondents said that it does not matter for them at all, or that it was not 

important. Respondents 1 (2017) and 7 (2017) answered that they are more willing to 

play if there is an ability to form groups. Following, the interviewees were asked if they 

already knew about the possibility to join a team in Pokémon GO when they downloaded 

the game and if and how it changed their expectations about the game. Respondent 1 

(2017) knew about the team but felt misguided: “I thought being part of a team would 

be a much bigger experience than it actually is in the game. But, I thought it was a cool 

feature, I wanted to take part”. Respondents 2, 4,6 and 7 (2017) also knew about the 

different teams. While it did not really change the expectations for respondent 2, 

respondent 4, 6 and 7 (2017) said that they did not understand what the different teams 

entailed and what being part of one meant for their experience of playing the game. 
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Respondent 7 (2017) did add that the idea of being part of a team did excite him as he 

expected there would be some kind competition between them.  

4.2.2 Informal 

This chapter discusses how informal communities, or the respondents’ family and 

friends, influenced them to download the game and in turn what kind of influence they 

had on their own family and friends. First, the interviewees were asked if their informal 

community was already playing the game when they started playing. For five of the 

respondents this was indeed the case. Respondents 6 and 7 (2017) said that they 

downloaded the game on the day it come out, so for their group they were one of the firsts 

to start playing. Respondent 1 (2017) said that his peers’ opinions are one of the main 

drivers for him when he is deciding to download a game. Similarly, respondents 2, 3 and 

8 (2017) state that their informal community was the biggest reason for them to start 

playing Pokémon GO. Respondent 8 (2017) said:  

“Well, outside influences, my boyfriend for example. I started with him slowly walking 
around. I didn’t have a phone that could handle the game yet, so I took his phone and 
started playing with his phone. So when I got a phone that supported the game, well, then 
it became completely my own thing, but yeah I think my boyfriend was the biggest 
influencer as to why I started to play the game in the first place.” 

Respondent 4 explained that the idea to play with her friends did attract her.  

 

Next, the respondents were asked if they felt that they inspired others to start playing 

the game and how that went about going. Six of the eight respondents said they did 

coerce others to download Pokémon GO. Respondent 1 (2017) commented: 

 
“I told some of my friends to start playing just for the sake of having someone to 
compete against. And, my girlfriend, she got pretty annoyed when I was playing all the 
time, so I made her download it at well so she would get interested.” 
 

Alternatively, respondent 8 (2017) said she started playing relatively late, so a lot of 

people had already tried it. Consequently, she did not feel she inspired anyone to 

download the game.  
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4.3 Retention 

The respondents were asked multiple questions to determine how formal and informal 

groups may influence their willingness to return to a game. Luton (2013) explained 

different types of return triggers that are used by developers to retain players. The 

interviewees were asked to rank the six return triggers mentioned by Luton (2013) by 

importance in the case of Pokémon GO. Figure 3 and Table 4 below show the results.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Importance of return triggers according to respondents 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
The data shows that the appointment and location triggers were the most important for 

the respondents. Sales and Events is considered the 3rd most important. Competitive and 

Social commitment are placed on the 4th and 5th position. Nudge triggers were deemed 

the least important. Respondent 3 (2017) explained what brings him back to the game:  

Figure 5: Importance of return triggers according to the respondents 
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“At this moment I think your own growth, that is the most important. I set goals for 
myself. So, I want this many of these Pokémon, and that many strong ones so that I can 
do everything by myself. For me, that’s the incentive to keep playing the game. The daily 
rewards are also important. Like, you don’t really feel like playing but then you still come 

online to not miss out on the reward.” 

Respondent 7 (2017) said the following:  

“Yeah, so location is the most important. If I’m outside then I just have to quickly open the 

app, or if I know that there is a gym or a stop where I’m at. Or if I’m, uhm, in public 
transport. And those daily rewards, yeah I have to take those as well, so that’s the reason 
I start the game every day. Events do make me play more.. During those Double XP events 
I go wild haha. And those notifications, yeah I don’t really do anything with those, they’re 

only annoying.” 

4.3.1 Formal 

The interviewees were asked how interaction by playing together and communication in 

the game influenced their willingness to keep playing the game. Respondent 4 explains 

that it is not the main reason to keep playing the game, partly because for Pokémon GO 

you have to take initiative to get in contact with people through means that exist outside 

of the game. If Niantic were to implement features that allow interaction in-game, then 

respondent 4 states that it probably would let her play the game for a longer time. 

Respondent 5 (2017) deems interaction important for longer play as well:  

“Especially mobile games are really social. You can see that with Pokémon, it’s actually 

not a lot of fun to do alone because them you’re just walking around by yourself. And with 

games like for example, Candy Crush, you can invite your friends, see where they are. 

That social part, I think it helps a lot.” 

Respondent 7 (2017) answers something similar, saying the limited interaction 

possibilities in Pokémon GO annoy him. He further explains that in another F2P mobile 

game he plays, Dominations, the alliance he is in Respondents 2, 3 and 6 (2017) answer 

positively as well, saying the interaction with other players plays a very big role for them. 

After being asked how interaction in general influenced retention, the interviewees were 

asked to explain the role of being in a formal group or community on their willingness to 

play the game and how competition and social commitment are involved. Respondents 

3 and 5 (2017) stated that it used to be important for them when he started to play the 

game, but that it is not much of a factor anymore. Respondent 3 explains that now there 

is too much drama in the group and too little action, but that during the heydays it was 

very influential. Respondent 5 (2017) describes that in his Facebook group people would 

often share the location of a rare Pokémon, which would rally a lot of people to meet up 
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and go find it. Nowadays the Facebook groups serves more as a place to ask questions, 

find information about updates and a list of known hackers. Respondents 1, 4, 6, 7 and 8 

(2017) all find that the formal group is a big factor for retention. Respondent 1 points out 

social commitment as an example to why the community keeps him playing. Respondent 

6 says something similar:  

“[..]if it’s a level 3 gym, well you take that down easily, but if it’s a level 8 it will be difficult. 

So for me it is important that when it’s necessary, and I’m available, then I usually go to 

help.” 

Respondent 7 states that you are often dependent on your team to take down a gym, so 

he also wants to help others and his team, as they do for him. For respondents 4 and 8 

social commitment does not play as big a role. Respondent 4 explains that for her and 

her group it is more about having fun together and hanging out. Everyone plays as much 

as they like, and they do not require each other to participate if they do not want. 

According to respondent 8 being part of the Facebook group makes her more engaged 

with the game. Seeing a post of a sighting of a rare Pokémon might cause her to start the 

game. However, in the end her own progress is the most important. If she happens to 

help her team by taking over a gym, then she sees it as a nice bonus.  

The next topic in the interviews was whether there was any competition within the formal 

group. Respondents 3, 4 and 7 express that there is. Respondent 4 explains that she and 

her team members often compete to be the first one to reach the next level, find a 

particular Pokémon or find those particular candies. Respondent 7 also says there is 

competition to be, for example, the highest level. However, there is no certain way to 

catch the best and strongest Pokémon since it is mostly based on luck. He says that the 

only way to ‘win’ is to put an insane amount of time into it. Respondent 5 communicates 

that competition within his Facebook group does not really exist. Other then having the 

highest Combat Power, there is not much to compare according to him.  

Respondents were asked how important they deem the competition between the 

different teams in Pokémon GO. Respondent 1 (2017) explains that for him the 

importance is almost negligible. While members of his formal group meet up to take 

gyms together, respondent 1 (2017) argues that there is no feature that incites real rivalry. 

Respondent 7 (2017) made a similar remark, saying that it was important when he 

started playing the game, but that over time it has become boring as the only real 

advantage you get are the coins you earn. Like respondent 1, respondents 2 and 4 (2017) 
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mention that the rivalry between the teams is not very important for then. They do often 

join up with their group members to take over gyms, but not because of a strife between 

the teams:  

“[..]It’s not that I’m like, the gym is yellow and that’s not how it should be and that’s why 

I’ll take it over now. It’s more, okay, I can take this gym, alone or with the people that I’m 

now walking around with, so that’s what I’ll do” (Respondent 4, 2017). 

While the competition between the teams in the game may not be as important for 

respondents 1,2 and 4, they do note that they have some very enthusiastic group 

members who do take it seriously. The other five respondents do find the competition 

between the teams important. Respondent 3 (2017) describes how a fight almost erupted 

between members of team Mystic and Instinct and how members of the two groups were 

reporting other players to Niantic, causing a few players to get banned from the game. 

Respondent 5 (2017) explains that the competition between the teams is an incentive to 

keep playing, despite the hackers that plague the game. He states that it is about showing 

how many gyms you currently own, or how much progress you have made. Additionally, 

he specifies working out what strategy to use and figuring out what works best when 

battling in gyms is a motivation for him to keep playing.  Respondents 7 and 8 (2017) say 

that taking over gyms is an important reason for them to keep playing the game and that 

often you will need your fellow team members to accomplish that. 

4.3.2 Informal 

Concerning the influence of respondents’ informal group on their retention the following 

was found. All the respondents stated that their willingness to come back to the game is 

positively influenced by their family and friends who also play the game. Their 

explanations as to how this went about were comparable. Respondent 2 (2017) said the 

following:  

“Yes, sometimes I feel like, I have had enough of this game. Again a Ratata, again a 
Pidgey, when is there going to be something nice around here again. And, yes, then it is 
because my husband is so passionate about the game and engaged with it that I keep 

playing as well.” 

 

Respondent 3 (2017) explained that he would probably lose interest for the game if his 

friends would stop playing or taking trips to Kijkduin, a popular place in the Netherlands 

to find rare Pokémon. Respondent 6 (2017) also noted that she would stop playing if her 

friends would decide to quit. Respondent 7 and 8 (2017) both mention that the moment 
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a member of their informal group starts to play they want to start up the game as well. 

Respondent 7 (2017) jokingly says that when he is in the tram for example, and his 

girlfriend starts playing the game he immediately reaches for his phone as well to play 

too as to not let her pass him in experience level.  

Lastly, the role of competition within the informal group on retention was investigated. 

Respondent 1 (2017) explained that even though most of his friends are higher up than 

he is, and he cannot possible compete with them, the level of competitiveness still plays 

a role for him. Respondent 5 (2017) states that he and one of his classmates are very 

competitive with each other. He describes that when he is ahead of his classmate he feels 

a sense of proudness, but that lagging behind is a motivation for him to catch up. 

Respondent 6,7 and 8 (2017) also mention the importance of competition and all specify 

how they compare Pokédexes and their levels. Respondents 2,3 and 4 (2017) say that it 

is not as important for them. Respondent 3 (2017) explains that for him and his group it 

is more about a sense of unity and helping each other to excel. 

4.4 Conversion 

Next, the respondents were asked how the formal and informal communities influenced 

their willingness to pay for a game and what their opinion is about the free-to-play model. 

However, first the purchasing behaviour of the interviewees was investigated. As can be 

seen in Table 3 at the beginning of the Results chapter, half of the respondents spent 

about €40-€60, two spent approximately €150 and two spent between €10 and €15. 

(Minnows etc.) Interviewees were asked to explain what the main driver behind their 

first purchase was. For most of the respondents their first purchase was either lucky eggs 

or incubators that sped up their progression. Respondents 4 and 7 (2017) mention they 

bought them during a ‘double candy event’, which means that the player receives more 

candy for every Pokémon that is caught, or hatched with the use of an egg incubator, 

which allows the player the progress faster. Respondent 5 (2017) stated that he kept 

finding the same Pokémon while roaming the streets, and that buying incubators allowed 

him to acquire rarer Pokémon. Respondent 3 (2017) mentioned that his first purchase 

was Pokéballs and that he bought them out of ignorance, since he did not know you can 

acquire them by going past PokéStops. Respondent 6 (2017) frequented an area with 

many rare Pokémon, but with no PokéStops. Consequently, the first purchase was an 

‘Incense’, which makes it more likely that he player will find Pokémon. The products that 

were bought most often were also the consumables that speed up the progression of the 

player. However, the storage upgrade of the bag that hold items and the number of 
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Pokémon a player can keep at the same time was also mentioned often. Respondent 1 

(2017) stated that he bought a storage upgrade twice and that that purchase was also the 

most important for him. Respondent 2 (2017) said she bought the bag upgrade when the 

second generation of Pokémon were released, and that you are kind of forced to do so if 

you want to keep on collecting Pokémon without deleting the ones you already caught.  

4.4.1 Opinions about the F2P business model 

The attitudes toward the F2P in general were mixed. Respondent 1 (2017) argues that the 

F2P model is important for from both a developer and a consumer standpoint as a 

business model. Respondent 3 (2017) says that pay-to-play games are a no-go for him 

and that he prefers F2P. When asked what the difference is between the PlayStation 

games that he mentioned earlier in the interview which are mostly pay-to-play and 

mobile games, he answered that in his opinion mobile games often do not offer enough 

value to justify the price. Respondent 4 (2017) argues that games often seem F2P, but 

require you to pay to be able to properly play the game. Respondent 5 (2017) states that 

he specifically dislikes the energy mechanic that is often used in F2P games and argues 

that especially children who are able to play for longer periods of time are susceptible for 

those kinds of mechanics and will be more likely to spend money on a game. On the other 

hand, he states that he very much likes the games that do not utilize the energy mechanic 

and their attitude of “Like, play our game and enjoy it, but if you want to support us 

you can pay us a little” (Respondent 5, 2017). Respondent 6 (2017) says that she likes 

the fact that you can try out games for free and that it would have to be a really good app 

with lots of positive reviews to persuade her to pay beforehand. She continues, saying 

that in general the expectations lie a lot lower when it comes to mobile games in 

comparison to pc and console games and that many are very similar to each other. 

Respondent 7 (2017) argues that the F2P model is a good way to try a lot of different 

games. He says that videos and reviews can give you an impression of the game, but only 

by playing the game you can figure out of it is something for you. However, he also 

mentions that because of the slow progression and grind in F2P games that they get 

boring easily. Respondent 8 (2017) points out the commercials in F2P games. While she 

finds it a smart way to earn money, she also thinks it is annoying for the player. 

Furthermore, she shares the opinion of respondent 4 that F2P games are often pay-to-

win.  
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Then the interviewees were asked to give their opinion about mobile game developers’ 

ability to produce a game that is not pay-to-win. Respondent 2 and 3 (2017) both state 

that having F2P games that are not pay-to-win is a nice ideology, but that it is probably 

not possible since the developers still need to get paid. Respondent 3 continues, saying 

that having just ads was often enough when mobile games were still relatively new, but 

that with the big marketing campaigns it is not maintainable anymore. Respondent 1 

(2017) says that in the case of Pokémon Go they have done it pretty well. He argues that 

as long as you live in the city you are not really required to pay for anything. He mentions 

that it could be different in more rural areas where it sometimes feels like there is only 

one PokéStop in a 5 km radius. The other respondents all say that in their experience 

almost all F2P mobile games are pay-to-win. They do commend Pokémon GO as one of 

the few exemptions. Respondent 5 (2017) explains that with Pokémon GO you can 

experience the whole game and that, optionally, you can pay to progress faster. 

Respondent 7 (2017) says the following: 

“Pokémon is pretty cool, because you don’t have those annoying ads and they are not 
trying to push everything to you. Actually the only things that you have to buy at some 

point are upgrades for the bag because you have to delete items all the time otherwise.” 

When asked how other games can improve in this respect he answered: 

“I think I would buy something if it would benefit me for a longer period of time. So, for 
example Pokémon, I buy one of those bag upgrades and then I can keep on playing for a 

while again, then the expense is worth it. But when I’m just paying for the chance to maybe 
get the item that I need, or just so I can progress a little bit faster..Yeah, no, then it’s not 

worth it for me.” 

So, for respondent 7 the items he buys need to have impact on the game for a longer time 

to justify a purchase and one-time consumables that speed up progress a little are not 

among those items.  

4.4.2 Formal 

How does being a member of a formal community influence players in their purchase 

intention and behaviour? Respondents 1, 3, 5 and 8 (2017) state that they have noticed 

that the community has caused them to spend money on Pokémon GO. For respondents 

1, 3 and 5 a feeling of competition within the group was the main cause for this increase 

in spending. Respondent 1 (2017) answered: 

“[..]being part of the community, I want to be on par with my peers and sometimes I need 

to purchase more to be able to do that. More storage to keep up and level up and such. So 

yeah, there is a positive correlation.” 



   

 

51 

While respondent 3 initially said he is not influenced, he then said: 

“Well, unless if I compare it with the others. I was about 30 levels behind them and by 
now I have caught up to almost all of them, so it is also a little bit of competition that 

maybe caused me to spend some extra, to keep up and to not lag behind.” 

Respondents 1 and 3 also saw an increase in their spending right after they joined the 

community. They both mentioned that their competency was lower in comparison to 

their community members, being both a lower level and not knowing much about how 

the game works (socialization process). As the other group members helped them out, 

respondents 1 and 3 became more active and also increased their spending. Respondent 

8 also increased her spending, but she explained that it was more of an indirect effect. 

Like respondents 1 and 3, the community caused her to play more, but for her it was more 

about information regarding events and sales given by community members that caused 

her to purchase items. Respondent 8 also was not as knowledgeable or experienced as 

other community members when she joined, but this did not bother her in any way. 

Getting a steady stream of information about events, sales and the location of rare 

Pokémon are more important to her. Respondent 6 said that she does not think that she 

is influenced by the community, but then stated that she does indeed buy items when she 

is hunting Pokémon with her fellow community members. However, she did not increase 

her spending just after joining the community. While she is not one of the strongest 

members, she often decides strategies and decides where to go to.   

Respondent 7 says he mostly bought products when there were events, but he is not sure 

whether his purchases were influenced by the community. While he did notice that other 

members were also buying items during events and that that may have had an effect on 

him, he did feel he would have bought the products if he would not have been in a 

community anyway. While respondent 7 did feel he was knowledgeable about the game 

and strategies required to succeed, his caught Pokémon did not stack up against those of 

his community members. According to him, this was mainly due to the fact that he was 

not a very active player. Following his joining of the community he did not start to spend 

more on the game.  

Respondents 2 and 4 state that the community did not have an effect on their purchase 

intention and  behaviour. Respondent 2 did increase her spending after she joined, but 

she came aboard when the game was just released. Respondent 4 explained that her 

community focuses more on helping each other than competing.  
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4.4.3 Informal 

All the respondents but respondent 4 feel that one way or another their purchasing 

behaviour has been influenced, but their motivations, or how it came about differ. One 

factor that often comes forward is competition among friends. Respondent 1 (2017) 

explains that he buys Pokéballs to be able to keep playing when he is out with his friends. 

For respondent 3 (2017) there is a lot of overlap between his formal and informal 

community, so he explains that the effect is the same for the informal community as it is 

for the formal: he spends a little bit more to keep up and to not lag behind his community 

members. Respondent 7 (2017) usually buys items together with his girlfriend during 

events. He did not want to buy bag upgrades, but caved when he saw his friends and 

girlfriend could continue playing without having to delete items and Pokémon all the 

time. The incubators and eggs he buys are mainly for respondent 7’s own progress, but 

he explains the effect it has on the comparison with his friends are a nice side-effect. 

Similar to respondent 7, respondent 8 buys lucky eggs and incubators during events so 

she can play with her boyfriend. She admits that she has bought lucky eggs or incubators 

maybe once or twice outside of an event to get ahead of her friends. After which she refers 

to the formal community, saying that maybe she is not as much influenced by them, but 

more by her close friends and boyfriend.  

Respondents 2 and 6 got advice from the informal group to spend money on the game. 

Respondent 2 (2017) said that her husband persuaded her to buy a Google Play Card that 

can be used to buy items in Pokémon GO, as he had bought many before as well. For 

respondent 5 (2017) this was the opposite. Instead of having a positive effect on 

conversion, respondent 5’s girlfriend tried to retain him from buying more items:  

My girlfriend did try to stop me, because otherwise I maybe would have spent more 

money, like ‘Yeah, are you sure about that?’ And then I think, yeah probably not, it is not 

smart to do so” (Respondent 5, 2017). 

4.5 Improving the community 

The last section of this chapter is about ways game developers can improve communities 

in F2P games according to the respondents. First, the respondents were asked how 

Niantic can improve Pokémon GO when it comes to social interaction and creating a 

sense of community. Except for respondent 3, all respondents suggested to implement a 

chat function in the game. Respondent 1 (2017) puts forward the trading of Pokémon and 

candy between players, which he thinks has been promised before by the developer. He 
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believes there is a reason they did not implement social functionalities within the game 

because of constant notifications and perhaps also because the game was already quite 

heavy for flagship phones at the moment of release. However, he does suggest an 

alternative solution. For example, Niantic could develop an additional app or website 

with the sole purpose of connecting players.  

Respondent 4 (2017) talks about a trading and chat function in Pokémon GO, where 

players of the same team can see each other on the map if they are near, allowing you to 

connect with other players. Respondent 5 (2017) thinks it is a shame that players have to 

find communities independently instead of being able to do it in the game. He proposes 

a friend list, being able to chat and especially trading. He motivates the trading function 

as it being such an integral part of Pokémon and its games. Respondent 6 (2017) says it 

can be hard to take down gyms because it is difficult to bring people together. She recalls 

instances where she would wait at a gym with a friend, hoping another team mate would 

join them and no one would show up. Like the other respondents, she proposes some 

kind of friend function. However, she states it would be good to have an individual code 

for every player that can be used to add friends. She adds it would benefit the game as 

well if you can then see where your friends are on the map.  

Respondent 7 (2017) explains that it bothers him that he cannot communicate with other 

players in the game. Furthermore, he states that he would probably play the game more 

often if there was the option to create local clans or alliances with other team mates. 

Alternatively, he proposes a local chat where players can chat with other players within 

a certain distance. Respondent 7 also suggests hosting competitions between the teams, 

for example which team has owned the most gyms at the same time within a week. To 

improve social interaction further, respondent 7 also refers to a trading function, 

leaderboards, the ability to give gifts and a chat function. When asked about the teams, 

he says that they are quite useless as there is no way to interact with them directly. 

Respondent 8 (2017) suggests something similar to respondent 7, as she says Niantic can 

consider having a worldwide competition between the teams in Pokémon GO. 

Respondent 3 was a bit more critical, saying that Niantic should be more attentive to 

player feedback, and should be stricter to cheaters. Also, the storage space for Pokémon 

and items should be unlimited instead of capped at a 1000. He also believes leaderboards 

do not work because there are only cheaters on top. A chat function or something else to 

connect players in the game was also not necessary according to respondent 3 and would 
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only cause distraction. To improve the community, Niantic should have events that 

actually matter for the player, that makes them connect more.  

Following, the respondents were asked how developers of F2P games in general can 

improve communities in games in such a way that it would improve their acquisition, 

retention and conversion. To get more players, respondent 5 (2017) puts forward the idea 

of implementing a coaching system similar to game developer Blizzard’s ‘Recruit a 

Friend’, where players can earn rewards for inviting their friends to play the game. For 

retention the respondents again mention chat functions and the implementation of 

location-based leaderboards. Respondent 1 (2017) explains his motivation for wanting 

neighborhood-based leaderboards:  

“You know, not every game has that. Maybe country, or state, but not neighborhood. It's 
hard to become the best in your country, but a lot of people feel good about the game if 
they're like: Ah, I'm third in my neighborhood.” 

 

Respondent 5 (2017) suggests adding a filter to the leaderboard for friends where you 

can follow their overall progress. In the case of Pokémon GO you would for example be 

able to see your friends’ strongest Pokémon and what badges they have. Respondent 7 

(2017) argues that it depends on the game, as chatting in a game like Angry Birds is not 

necessary while for Clash of Clans it is imperative. He also adds that some kind of alliance 

or clan always brings a lot of value to a game and is a reason for him to play the game 

longer. Respondent 3 (2017) argues for the importance of timing when introducing new 

functions in a game. They should not be too short after each other, but not too late either. 

For conversion respondent 3 says developers should offer players something special for 

the first sale, as after the first purchase the barrier to make another is smaller. 

Respondent 8 (2017) states that developers should be more attentive to the pricing of 

items, as in her opinion in many items in F2P games costs way too much for what you 

get.  
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5 ANALYSIS OF THE RESULTS 

In this chapter the data that was presented in the previous chapter is analyzed by 

comparing it to theory found in the literature review. A reminder to the research question 

that is ultimately to be answered and the sub-questions that will help in doing so: 

How do communities in free-to-play mobile games influence acquisition, 

retention and conversion? 

Sub-questions for this research are:  

1) How do formal and informal groups influence acquisition? 

2) How do formal and informal groups influence retention?  

3) How do formal and informal groups influence conversion?  

4) How do game developers create a community/game environment where players 

are persuaded to come back to the game and spend money on it? 

5.1 Acquisition 

In the literature review it was discussed that modern online services put great effort into 

building customer relationships, since the business performance is so dependent on 

acquiring and retaining a large user base (Hamari and Järvinen, 2011). The purchase 

funnel was mentioned, where in the F2P model of Acquisition-Retention-Monetization-

Development, creating Awareness and Interest represent acquisition. Acquisition can be 

seen as the marketing efforts taken by a company to create Awareness of the product and 

the Interest to play it (Fields and Cotton, 2015). In short, the acquisition stage in F2P 

games consists of luring as many players as possible to the game and creating a vast user 

base. However, because of the big collection of games available on the mobile app stores, 

there is a scarcity of attention (Lovell, 2013: 22, cited in Nieborg, 2017: 6) and instead of 

price user choices are influenced by whim and game availability (Nieborg, 2017). 

However, when users want to download a game (both P2P and F2P) they are most likely 

to look for them in the App store and review/ratings and price are critical factors in the 

decision-making process. Moreover, the primary barriers to download a game are 

negative reviews, phone storage and price (Yahoo! Advertising, 2016).  

 

In this study, the respondents were asked what the most important factors are when they 

decide to download a game or not. In many cases the responses were similar to the 

literature. Phone storage was mentioned by a couple of interviewees, but with the 
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addition that this has been less of a problem with their recent phones as storage has 

increased a lot. Reviews were also brought up by half of the respondents, but they were 

often not read in-depth. Instead, having many four or five-star ratings and few 1-star 

ratings is used as an indicator whether the game is worth their time. In addition, the 

respondents mentioned some new factors that they include in their decision-making 

process, such as their peers’ opinions and the consideration whether a F2P game is pay-

to-win and if they would be able to properly participate in the game as a non-paying 

player.  

 

Like the theory suggests, viral marketing, popularity and signaling quality (Davidovici-

Nora, 2014) was indeed an important factor for Pokémon GO as well. The respondents 

explained that the game’s popularity incited their interest in the game. For example, 

Respondent 2 (2017) started to play the game out of curiosity after noticing that so many 

people were playing it and talking about the game. It should be said that the hype for 

Pokémon GO is unrivaled by any other F2P mobile game thus far. Since it is quite an 

outlier case in that regard it is hard to compare it to other games.  

5.1.1 Formal 

Studies have found multiple motivations that influence users’ willingness to play. 

Research by Quantic Foundry (2017) and Lin, Chen and Kuo (2011) have shown that, 

among others, competition, community and social interaction positively influence 

gamers’ attitude toward playing games. When asked about their main reason to start 

playing Pokémon GO, the most common factor was nostalgia for the animated tv-series 

of Pokémon. The game’s design was also mentioned often, as the respondents were 

curious about the game’s functions and innovative design with the use of Alternative 

Reality.  

 

When it comes to social interaction, the respondents explained that they like to have the 

ability to interact with other players, but that it is not a deciding factor. However, an 

often-heard response is that in the case of Pokémon GO they would have liked for the 

game to have more ways to interact with other players. In regard to how the ability to 

join and form formal groups, or in-game communities, influences the respondents’ 

willingness to download a F2P mobile game half of the respondents answered that it does 

not matter for them at all and only two out of eight said they are more willing to play if 

there is an ability to form groups. So, in accordance with the theory it seems that social 
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interaction overall is deemed fairly important. However, in this case the explicit function 

of forming online groups in the game does not seem to play a significant role in the 

respondents’ decision-making process.  

5.1.2 Informal 

How do informal communities influence users to download a game and vice-versa? 

Yahoo! Advertising (2016) stated then when people are looking to download a new app, 

personal recommendations from friends are one of the biggest influencers. In addition, 

Lin, Chen and Kuo (2011) explained how in their modified TAM extrinsic motivations 

can influence intrinsic motivations, as encouragement and explanation from friends may 

influence users to start playing the game. Three of the eight respondents explained that 

their informal community was the biggest reason for them to start playing Pokémon GO, 

and for one other respondent his peers’ opinions are one of the main drivers when he is 

deciding to download a game. Respondent 2 (2017) explains how her daughter and 

husband were playing the game and they would go out to the park. While at the beginning 

she would tag along to read a book, later she got inspired by her family to play the game 

with them. In addition, the respondents also influenced their informal community as six 

out of eight respondents felt that they inspired others to start playing the game. 

Respondent 1 (2017) explained how he encouraged his friends to start playing the game 

because he wanted to have people to compete with. Others stated that they were just 

talking to their friends about the game to see if they were interested so they would 

download it too, so they can play together. Many of the respondents actually actively tried 

to recruit new players in their social circle.  

 

The main influence of informal communities on acquisition seems to be that the 

respondents enjoy playing with people they know, so they try to coerce them to download 

the game too. As opposed to formal communities, informal communities seem to be 

congruent with the literature, as respondents’ friends and family had a positive influence 

on their willingness to download a game and so did the respondents on their informal 

group.  

5.2 Retention 

In the literature review it was explained how in the retention stage it the developers’ goal 

is to keep users playing the game over the long run. Luton (2013) introduced multiple 
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return triggers that developers use to make user play the game for a longer period. In 

Figure 5 on page 43 it can be seen that the appointment and location triggers were the 

most important for the respondents. Sales and Events is considered the 3rd most 

important. Competitive and Social commitment are placed on the 4th and 5th position. 

Nudge triggers were deemed the least important. Luton (2013) explains that 

appointment triggers are normally the most common for F2P games. Due to the nature 

of the game, the fact that location placed so high is no surprise. The social return triggers, 

competitive and social commitment, seem to be less important for the respondents in 

comparison to the other triggers.  

5.2.1 Formal 

How do formal communities influence retention? Ruggles et al. (2005) explain that for 

many online games being part of an online community is one of the most important 

motives to play the game. Formal communities are team-based, its members work 

together and perform in-game tasks together. Shi et al. (2015: 178) mention that players 

join groups for “enhanced battle power, longer playing time, and so on”. The 

aforementioned return triggers ‘social commitment’ and ‘competitive’ can also be found 

in formal communities. This can be in the form of a leader board, where the players 

compete against each other to become the highest-ranking player. Direct player-versus-

player battles also spark competitiveness and can create strong emotional reactions 

(Luton, 2013).  In many games with formal communities the members have to work 

together and are interdependent on each other to succeed in the game (Luton, 2013).  

 

The motives of the respondents to be part of a formal community and the activities they 

engage in are similar to those mentioned in the literature. The interviewees explain that 

they compare their caught Pokémon, inform each other when they have spotted a rare 

Pokémon in the area, exchange ideas, help new players and arrange meet-ups. Meeting 

up to take-over the gyms of other teams was one of the most common activities that 

respondents engaged in with their team members, which confirms the motivations 

mentioned by Shi et al. (2015: 178) of enhanced battle power and longer playing time. 

Luton’s (2013) argument of players being interdependent to succeed in the game is also 

true for Pokémon GO as it is practically undoable for a player to take down a high-level 

gym by themselves, and as such they work together to accomplish their goals.  
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Overall, being part of a formal community seems to be a big factor for retention; and for 

several reasons. One of them is the social commitment that was mentioned earlier by 

Luton (2013) as a return trigger. Several respondents point this out and the answer of 

respondents 6 (2017) speaks volumes:  

 

“[..]if it’s a level 3 gym, well you take that down easily, but if it’s a level 8 it will be difficult. 

So for me it is important that when it’s necessary, and I’m available, then I usually go to 

help.” 

Respondent 7 (2017) answers virtually the same, explaining that he wants to reciprocate 

the help he has gotten from his team members.  

 

Another way how the formal community improves retention is through competition, 

where the distinction is made between competition among members of the same formal 

group and competition with rival teams. Even though there are no in-game communities 

in Pokémon GO where players would be able to earn rewards, there is still competition 

among the members of formal groups. This manifests itself through members trying to 

be the first to reach the next level, finding a particular Pokémon or earning particular 

candies in the game. However, this is not true for every community. Respondent 5 (2017) 

explains that other than maybe having the highest Combat Power (strength level of 

owned Pokémon) there is not much to be compared.  

 

Due to the nature of the game there is bound to be competition between the teams who 

are battling for the ownership of the Gyms. Some respondents argue that the game does 

not incite real rivalry and that the only real advantage you get are the coins you earn. 

They still group together and take over the gyms from other teams, but the intent does 

not stem from rivalry. Still, even those who argue there is not a lot of rivalry between 

teams admit that they have members within their formal group who do take the 

competition seriously. The other five respondents did state that they find the competition 

between the teams an important factor for retention. Making strategies to be as effective 

as possible, showing off how many gyms you own and earning coins by owning and 

defending Gyms over a period of time were mentioned as reasons why.  

 

For most of the respondents interaction with other players plays a big role, which is why 

they were disappointed with the fact that Pokémon GO offers little when it comes to 

interaction in-game. Respondent 5 (2017) explained that playing the game solo is not a 
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lot of fun and that the social part helps a lot considering playing the game for a longer 

time. Respondent 7 (2017) stated that for another game that he plays, his formal 

community and the interaction with other players in the game is what keeps him playing 

and that he probably would have already quit the game if it weren’t for the alliance. In 

addition to social commitment and competition, the formal community may give 

Reminders about the game. For example, respondent 8 (2017) explained how seeing a 

post on her Facebook from someone in her group mentioning Pokémon GO or stating 

the location of a rare Pokémon might cause her to start up the game. 

  

Wellman (1998, cited in Ruggles et al., 2005: 115) already mentioned the possibility that 

“deep supportive relationships characterized by frequent, long term, intimate contact” 

can be established in online communities. This was also found as a factor that influences 

retention. Several respondents explained how they have developed friendships with 

people they met through their formal community. Respondents 2 and 3 (2017) described 

how they have had barbeques with them, watch football together and even had sleep-

overs. Respondent 4 (2017) argues that the group also is about having fun together and 

hanging out. Playing the game for them is a way to support and develop these 

relationships, as Pokémon GO is the overhanging phenomenon that brings them 

together.  By meeting up and playing the game they have a reason to see each other, and 

conversely seeing them is a reason to play Pokémon GO. The four factors of being part of 

a formal community that influence retention that were found in the data have been 

summarized in Figure 6 below.  
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While social factors like social commitment and competition were not considered to be 

very important in comparison to other return triggers like appointment and location in 

Pokémon GO, as can been seen at the beginning of this retention section, the formal 

community does seem to influence retention quite heavily.  

5.2.2 Informal 

The respondents unanimously agree that their informal group influences retention. 

From their answers it can be deducted that their retention in ways is quite dependent on 

their friends and family. For example, multiple respondents argued that they would 

probably stop playing the game altogether if their friends would decide to quit. On the 

other hand, seeing their informal group play makes the respondents also want to play the 

game again. Respondent 7 (2017) explains that he immediately reaches for his phone 

when he is travelling with his girlfriend and he sees that she is playing, because he does 

not want her to pass him in experience level. 

 

As respondent 7’s experience above tells, also in the informal group there is competition. 

Respondent 5 (2017) describes that being ahead of your friends does give a feeling of 

proudness, while lagging behind is a motivation for him to catch up. When friends see 

each other, they often compare Pokédexes and experience level to see who has progressed 

more in the game.  

 

Other than competition among friends, and the desire to play Pokémon GO together no 

other distinct factors arose from the data. This may be because the overall effect of the 

informal group on retention is less strong. Family and friends are not per se connected 

through Pokémon GO, and interaction still exists without the game. Factors like social 

commitment and the upkeep of formed relations are possibly not important due to the 

nature of informal relationships.   

5.3 Conversion 

As the power curve by Luton (2013) on page 16 shows, convincing your users to make a 

purchase is one of the hardest things a developer must accomplish. As can be read on 

page 19, the four factors that Hamari et al. (2017: 541) found that seem to be responsible 

for most of the purchase motivations are 1. Unobstructed play (keep playing without 

distractions), 2. Social interaction (“playing with friends”, “personalization” and 
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“participating in a special event”), 3. Competition (“becoming the best”, “showing off 

achievements” and “showing off to friends”) and 4. Economic rationale (“reasonable 

pricing”, “special offers”, “supporting a good game” and “investing in a hobby”. For 

most of the respondents their first purchase was a consumable that sped up progression 

like an Incubator or a Lucky Egg. Based on the explanations of the respondents the most 

common motivations for making the first purchase was either that of Economic 

Rationale or Unobstructed play.  

5.3.1 Formal 

Four of the eight respondents were personally convinced that the formal group 

influenced their purchase behaviour. For three of them this was caused by within-group 

competition. Respondent 1 (2017) explained:  

 

“[..]being part of the community, I want to be on par with my peers and sometimes I need to 

purchase more to be able to do that. More storage to keep up and level up and such. So yeah, 

there is a positive correlation.” 

Competition between rival teams was not seen as a reason to make a purchase according 

to the respondents. Respondent 6 (2017) explained that this is partly due to the items 

that are for sale in the game. She said that if players were able to purchase potions to heal 

their Pokémon in between fights, that Niantic would probably earn a lot of money with 

that. Of course, at the same time it would make the game at lot less competitive for non-

paying players. The formal community also served as promotion for the game. 

Respondent 8 (2017) explained that she often received updates from members of her 

formal group about new sales and events in the game, which then led to her making a 

purchase.  

 

While respondent 6 (2017) did not feel that she was influenced by the community, she 

did explain that she often buys consumable items when she is hunting for Pokémon and 

taking over Gyms with her community members. She states that to be able to properly 

participate in these community activities she sometimes needs to purchase items.  

 

Shi et al. (2015) discussed the socialization process, where new members of a formal 

group feel pressure to conform to the standards of their peers, which can be done by 

becoming a more competent player. These contributions “can be recognized, 

appreciated, or rewarded by other members. In return, new members achieve a sense 
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of belonging, social acceptance, and assimilation” (Shi et al., 2015: 182). Three 

respondents said that their spending increased immediately after they joined the 

community. Respondents 1 and 3 (2017) mentioned that their competency was lower in 

comparison to their community members, being both a lower level and not knowing 

much about how the game works. Based on this, it can be said that respondents 1 and 3 

did undergo the socialization process, as described by Shi et al. (2015), causing them to 

spend more money on the game. To summarize, Figure 7 below shows the four distinct 

factors that were found in the data.  

Figure 7: Influence of formal community on conversion 

 

5.3.2 Informal 

All but one respondent felt that their purchasing behaviour was influenced by the 

informal community. Again, within-group competition was found to be a factor to 

influence purchase behaviour, as is Spend to participate. Respondent 1 (2017) explains 

that he buys Pokéballs to be able to keep playing when he is out with his friends. 

Additionally, the informal group was found to persuade other members, trying to 

rationalize a purchase by explaining they have spent money too, and stating that it will 

make the game so much easier. On the other hand, the informal group can also have the 
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the informal group: 1) Within-group competition, 2) Spend to participate and 3) 

Persuade to buy. 

 

Looking back at Hamari et al.’s (2017) study, a lot of overlap can be seen, but a few new 

motivations have arisen in this study. According to Hamari et al. (2017), economic 

rational was the most important predictor for purchases. For the formal group, there is 

the Promotion of sales and events, while for the informal group some respondents 

mentioned they sometimes decide to buy together with their friends during events, so 

they can continue to play together. 

 

Interestingly, while competition was deemed “rather unimportant” (Hamari et al., 2017: 

543), within-group competition seems to be a meaningful motivator in this study for both 

formal and informal communities. One possible explanation for this discrepancy can be 

the different descriptors used for competition. In this study, when talking about 

competition, respondents would often talk about comparing caught Pokémon and trying 

to beat each other to reach the next level, but in a quite friendly manner. As such, within-

group competition is maybe more closely related to “Playing with friends”, which is a 

descriptor for Hamari et al.’s (2017) Social interaction. Alternatively, Hamari et al. (2017) 

describe competition for example as “Showing off to friends” and “Becoming the best”, 

where it can be interpreted as competition being taking a lot more serious. So, ‘rival team 

competition’ that is also found in the Retention chapter above, is probably more closely 

related to competition as described by Hamari et al. (2017). Rival team competition was 

also not a strong motivational factor in this study.  

 

Next, for the formal community Spending to participate was found as a motivator. This 

factor can be ascribed to both Hamari et al.’s (2017) Unobstructed play and Social 

interaction. While the direct effect of buying items is that the players can continue to play 

the game for a longer time, specifically the reasoning behind the purchase is that the 

users want to continue playing with their friends and team members. 

  

Two more factors of how communities influence the purchase behaviour were found, but 

they do not directly fit into one of the four motivations set out by Hamari et al. (2017). 

The data of this study was in accordance with the socialization process as described by 

Shi et al. (2015). In addition, the community had a persuading effect on the respondents 

when they were considering a purchase, and they helped to make a decision.  
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5.4 Improving the community 

In this chapter the recommendations from the respondents regarding improvements for 

communities in games are summarized. An often-heard complaint was the lack of social 

interaction in the game itself. The respondents brought forward different solutions. The 

ability to add friends was mentioned repeatedly, and in different variations. One of these 

is the possibility to add people that are near you on the map of the game. Additionally, 

the option of giving every player a personal code was suggested, which can be used to add 

your friends. All but one respondent liked the idea of having a chat function in the game. 

Like the option to add people as friends that are near you, it was suggested to be able to 

chat with people in the vicinity. Respondent 1 (2017) hypothesized that Niantic 

purposefully did not add functions that allow people to communicate because the game 

was already quite heavy for flagship phones at the moment of release. However, he does 

suggest an alternative solution. For example, Niantic could develop an additional app or 

website with the sole purpose of connecting players.  

Many of the respondents talked about a trading function, where players can trade 

Pokémon and possibly also Candy. It was brought up that this was such an integral part 

of the original Pokémon games on the Nintendo Gameboy and that it should have been 

implemented in Pokémon GO too. Lastly, the respondents like to see the ability to send 

and receive gifts as a way to interact with other players. The improvements for Social 

interaction can also be found in Table 5 below.  

Table 5: Improvement points for social interaction and sense of community 

Topic Improvements 
 Social interaction 
 
 
 
 
 

Improve interaction and 
sense of community in 
Pokémon GO 

- Adding friends 
o Add people that are near 
o Add through a personal code 

- Chat function 
o Local chat with people in the vicinity 

 

- Trading of Pokémon and Candy  
- Gift function 

Competition 
- Create local clans or alliances 

- Hosting competitions between teams Mystic, Instinct and 
Valor 

o Potentially worldwide  
- Leaderboards 

o Based on location 
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There were also some suggestions that can improve a feeling of competition, which can 

also be found in the table above. The respondents set forth the issue of the fact that taking 

down Gyms can feel unrewarding after a period of time, since the only real advantage of 

winning are the coins that the player gets. To solve this, they proposed the ability to 

create local clans or alliances within the game, where they can also communicate. These 

would be similar to the formal communities created on Facebook and WhatsApp, but 

then implemented in the game. Additionally, the idea came up to host competitions 

between the teams Mystic, Instinct and Valor. An example of this can be which team has 

owned the most gyms at the same time within a week. This would rally players to become 

more active and work together.  

 

Leaderboards were also proposed. Respondent 3 (2017) argued that they do not work 

because the ones who are on top are only cheaters. However, respondent 1 suggested that 

the game implements leaderboards based on location. So instead of competition with 

everyone else in the world, players would fight to become the best of their state, city or 

neighborhood.  

 

Next, the respondents were asked how developers of F2P games in general can improve 

communities in games in such a way that it would improve their acquisition, retention 

and conversion. One respondent explained a coaching system that game developer 

Blizzard utilizes, caked ‘Recruit a Friend’, where players can earn rewards for inviting 

their friends to play the game. The previously mentioned leaderboards were specified 

again, but now particularly to improve retention in F2P mobile games. One respondent 

added the ability to filter the leaderboards to find your friends and keep up with their 

progression when you are playing the game. Respondent 3 (2017) suggested that that 

developers should be more conscious about the timing and release of new content and 

functions. He finds that they are often too early or take too long in between.  

 

For conversion, one respondent proposed to offer the player something really special, 

basically an offer you cannot refuse. After that, the barrier to make another purchase 

should be lower. This is also supported by Luton (2013), who states that those who 

purchase once often make repeated purchases. Respondent 8 (2017) argued that the 

pricing for F2P seems to be out of tune with what they are offering. However, it can be 

assumed that developers have done their due diligence when it comes to pricing and 

know the most effective ways to generate profit. Still, respondent 8’s response proves the 

point made by Harviainen, Ojasalo and Nanda Kumar (2018) about F2P monetization 
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sometimes being too aggressive. Again, Table 6 below provides a summarized overview 

of the suggestions made by the respondents.  

 

Table 6: Improvements for acquisition, retention and conversion 

Topic Improvements 
 Acquisition 
 
 

Improve community to 
enhance acquisition, 
retention and conversion 

- Recruit a friend 
Retention 

- Location based leaderboards 
o Filter leaderboards to follow friends’ progression 

- Create clans or alliances 

- Improve timing of new content and functions 
Conversion 

- Offer something special for the first sale 
- More attentive of pricing  
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6 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

6.1 Conclusion 

The time has come to answer the research question, which will be done by answering the 

sub-questions with the analysis from the above chapter. The first sub-question is ‘How 

do formal and informal groups influence acquisition?’. Overall it seems that despite 

social interaction being an influential factor as the theory suggested, the ability to form 

online groups in the game does not seem to play a significant role in the respondents’ 

decision-making process. For informal groups it seems that they can influence potential 

players to download the game, making it congruent with previous literature.  

So, what about retention? For the formal group, four factors were found that influence 

retention: 1) Social commitment, 2) Competition, 3) Reminders and 4) Formed relations. 

Competition also has a sub-division, being Within-team competition and Rival team 

competition. Three of the factors confirm previous literature, but as far as the writer 

knows, Reminders seem to be a new way in which formal communities influence 

retention. For the informal group two factors were found: 1) Within-group competition 

and 2) Playing when others play.  

Formal groups were found to influence conversion in four different manners, being: 1) 

Within-group competition, 2) Promotion of sales and events, 3) Spend to participate and 

4) Socialization process. For informal groups this was: 1) Within-group competition, 2) 

Spend to participate and 3) Persuades to buy. Now, when comparing the results to the 

literature in the theoretical framework many of the factors can be fitted in the 

motivations found by Hamari et al. (2017), and one more with Shi et al.’s (2015) study. 

The only factor that was not before found in literature is the factor for informal groups 

‘Persuades to buy’.  

The last sub-question is ‘How do game developers create a community/game 

environment where players are persuaded to come back to the game and spend money 

on it?’ To answer this question the respondents were asked to give recommendations for 

developers. The specific answers can be found in the previous chapter, but it can be 

summarized as making sure there are ample ways for users to interact with each other, 

both by communicating and for example trading, but also by being able to compete 

against each other. To conclude, the respondents gave tips about how developers can 
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improve acquisition, retention and conversion in their opinion. A complete overview of 

these tips can be found in Table 6.  

6.2 Discussion 

6.2.1 Method 

Overall the execution of the study went well. There were no hard obstacles to overcome 

and everything went quite smoothly. The choice of utilizing in-dept semi-structured 

interviews proofed fruitful as many deep and elaborate answers were given by the 

respondents that would not have been found in a simpler set up survey. Due to the 

popularity of Pokémon GO the respondents were relatively easy to find. Transcribing and 

coding this qualitative study manually did take a lot of time, but it also resulted in a better 

understanding of the data.  

 

For this study the requirements to be a suitable respondent were quite high. Demanding 

that the respondents have paid for a F2P game and have played other F2P mobile games 

before allowed the writer to ask questions regarding purchase behaviour and what 

persuaded them to make the first purchase. However, what about those who have never 

paid for a F2P game before? It would have been interesting to find what withholds them 

from making a purchase and uncovering what it would take for non-paying players to 

converse. As a result, this study sheds a light on what the respondents found important 

for their first purchase and on their purchasing behaviour overall, but maybe does not 

paint a complete picture of conversion since the views of non-paying players are omitted.  

The respondents of this study are users of a certain phenomenon, namely F2P mobile 

games. The results of the study therefore represent the perception of the players, giving 

the reader an insight of the mind of the user, or customer. While this has produced 

valuable data and shows how users experience playing games, working with this kind of 

data has a downside, being that it only represents the effects that have been consciously 

noticed or observed by the respondents. According to Zaltman (1997, cited in Braun-

LaTour et al., 2004) there may be effects that influence the interviewees below their 

conscious awareness. Online communities may have influenced the respondents in ways 

they have not realized, and as such this kind of data is not found in this study.  

 

In addition, when you ask a person how Y influenced them in regard to X, people tend to 

deny the effect it has on them. This is confirmed by literature as Clark (1985: 13, cited in 



   

 

70 

Braun-LaTour et al., 2004: 9) explains that when people are "[a]sked about the power 

of advertising in research surveys, most agree it works, but not on them". People do not 

like to admit that they have been influenced. During the first interviews the writer first 

explained what the socialization process is and noticed that the respondents were 

reluctant to admit that they maybe had spent money to be appreciated and fit in with the 

group. Later, this explanation of the socialization process was omitted, and the 

respondents were asked straight up if they had seen an increase in their spending right 

after joining the formal group and how they stacked up in terms of competence in 

comparison with other group members. The respondents seemed more relaxed and open 

to answer the question when that approach was used.  

  

At the time the use of Pokémon GO as a case for F2P mobile games seemed like an 

obvious one. The game was very popular, and everyone was talking about it. However, in 

hindsight the choice of Pokémon GO may not have been the most ideal. Especially 

because the game was so popular it is quite an outlier in comparison with other games in 

terms of use and experience. For this reason, the choice was made to use respondents 

that have played F2P mobile games before and were not just players who jumped on the 

hype but had no experience otherwise. Still, the popularity of the game has probably 

resulted in an experience that is not very likely to be had with other F2P mobile games. 

Especially the experience the respondents had with the informal group may not be 

representable for other games. If you were to download a random game from the App 

store, some of your friends, family of colleagues may have heard of it and some even may 

be playing it. But the install base of Pokémon GO was so high and the hype around it was 

so great that almost everyone had either heard of it or was playing it. During its peak the 

game was even a regular topic in mainstream news media, for example about how the 

number of players caused disturbances in popular Pokémon GO areas (RTL Nieuws, 

2016). All of this has possibly resulted in a different experience when it comes to the 

informal group in comparison with other games.  

6.2.2 Conclusion 

While for example purchase motivations and the reasons to play of users has been 

studied quite often (Hamari, 2015; Hamari et al., 2017; Lehdonvirta, 2009), the distinct 

role of online communities in this was unclear. This study hoped to shed a light on this, 

and found that in the many ways that communities influence acquisition, retention and 

conversion, this is often in ways that other game functions and triggers work too. They 
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do not specifically add unique ways of influencing the user, but add to the mechanics that 

developers have to their disposal to influence their players. Mostly, the online 

communities are an addition of ways to interact, communicate and compete with other 

players which in turn has its effect on acquisition, retention and conversion or the 

purchase behaviour.  

 

Unfortunately, the completion of this thesis has taken longer than previously anticipated. 

The interviews with the respondents were done in May of 2017 and therefore the answers 

of the respondents reflect that state of how Pokémon GO was around that time. Since 

then the game has undergone several changes. In the last chapter of the analysis, where 

the respondents give their view on how developers can improve communities, many of 

the interviewees suggested for example the implementation of a friend list and a trading 

function. This is a function that has since been added (Green, 2018).  

6.3 Recommendations for future research 

This study tried to take a new approach by looking at the whole customer relationship 

process of F2P games at the same time, while focusing specifically on online 

communities. Hopefully this study can be beneficial for both developers in the gaming 

industry as well as the scientific community. However, the results do bring up some new 

questions that can be answered by future research. As was brought up in the discussion, 

having a study that is focused on the players’ perspectives means that the communities 

may have an effect on the user that cannot be found with these kinds of interviews. 

Following studies can be more hands-on, including observation of the behaviour of the 

users when they play the game.  

In addition, informal communities in the context of online mobile games seem to be a 

relatively undocumented phenomenon in the literature. While trying to find previous 

research about the concept concerning acquisition, retention and conversion not a lot 

was found. It is an area that definitely deserves more attention, and the writer hopes that 

this study can serve as a beginning to be built upon.  
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APPENDICES 
 
 
Appendix 1: Interview guide in English 
 

- Background information of the respondent: 

o  Age  

o Which F2P mobile games have  played / are you playing? 

o Can you describe the (formal) community you are in, in Pokemon GO? 

▪ Which team? 

▪ How big is the community? 

▪ How do you communicate? 

▪ How often do you communicate with them? 

▪ How well do you know them? 

▪ How long have you been a part of the community? 

▪ What kind of activities do you do with them? 

 

- Acquisition  

o What is your main reason for playing F2P mobile games? 

o If you are considering to download a game, what are the most important 

factors for your decision to download a game? 

o How does the ability to interact with other players influence your 

willingness to start playing a F2P game? 

o How does the ability to form groups/clans/communities influence your 

willingness to play a F2P game? 

o What was your main reason to start playing Pokémon Go? 

o Do/did your friends play the game? If yes, how did this influence your 

decision to play the game?  

o Did you know about the ability to join a team in Pokémon Go before you 

downloaded it? If yes, did this in any way alter your expectations about 

the game? 

o Have you recruited/inspired others to play the game?  

▪ How did this work? 

o Davidovici-Nora (2014) mentions that for F2P games viral marketing, 

popularity and signalling quality has a positive effect for both the 

acquisition and retention stages 

o Have you bought cosmetic items and if yes, for what reasons? 
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- Retention  

o For retention: emphasize emotional commitment through narrative 
techniques, customization, quality of gameplay and different push 
marketing techniques to stay connected to players (…) and to use 
analytics to manage engagement” (Davidovici-Nora, 2014).  

▪ How do you think about the ability to customize your character 
or profile in a game? How does the possibility to customize your 
character influence your willingness to play the game? What are 
the main reasons for customizing your character? Mainly for 
yourself, or to show and compare with others? 

 
o How does the possibility to interact with other players influence you to 

come back to a game?  
 

o How important do you deem the competition between the different teams 

in Pokémon Go? 

▪ How does it influence your willingness to start up the game again? 

o How would you explain the role of being in a community on your 
willingness to play the game?  (competition / social commitment 
(Fighting for gyms)) 
 

o (After explaining return triggers) How would you rank the importance of 

the following return triggers? 

• Appointment 

• Competitive  

• Social commitment 

• Location 

• Sales and events 

• Nudge  

(Luton, 2013) 

 

o How do you feel about the importance of fighting for your team/ 
clan/community /to help the community? 
 

o How can Niantic (developer of Pokémon GO) improve the game when it 
comes to social interaction / sense of community?  

 
▪ Are there any game mechanics / functionalities that need to be 

fixed/removed/added? 
 

o For F2P games in general, what kind of social functions do you like to 
see, which would improve the likeliness for continued play? 
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o Do your friends (informal group) influence you to return to the game? 

How? 

▪  How does competition / comparison of character competence 

among your friends play a role? 

- Conversion  

o How do you feel about the F2P model for mobile games?  
 

o How do you feel about the developers’ ability to not create games that 
become Pay-to-win? What changes would you suggest for developers? 
 

o How much would you say you have spent on Pokémon Go? Which 
products do you buy most often?  

▪ Have you bought cosmetic items and if yes, for what reasons? 
▪ What are were the main drivers for buying these specific items? 

o In Pokémon GO there is the possibility to acquire in-game currency by 
competing in gyms. How do you feel about this functionality? 

▪ How do you feel about this in relation to games being ‘pay-to-
win’? 

 

o How do you feel being part of a formal community has influenced your 

purchase decisions?  

o What role do you feel that competition among your formal community 

has played on your purchase decisions?  

▪ Reason for next questions: “New members of a formal group will 

enter a socialization process where they will feel pressure to 

conform to the standards of their group peers. This process can be 

accommodated by having a more competent character or profile 

in a game as this will help the new member to make a bigger 

contribution to the formal group (Shi et al., 2015). This has several 

benefits for both the new member and the community as the 

contributions “can be recognized, appreciated, or rewarded by 

other members. In return, new members achieve a sense of 

belonging, social acceptance, and assimilation” (Shi et al., 2015: 

182). In many games, players have the possibility to speed up the 

progress of their character to make them stronger by purchasing 

in-game upgrades, which in turn is suggested to heighten the 

purchase propensity of new members (Shi et al., 2015).” 

• When you joined the community, how do you feel you 

stacked up against your team mates in terms of 

competence?  



   

 

82 

• How did it feel to be a member of a group with a shared 

cause 

• Have you made more purchases right after joining the 

community? Has your spending in general increased? (If 

yes: ) What triggered this? 

 

o Has competition between teams led to a purchase?  

▪ For example to be able to be able to take over Gyms 

o How does the place where your live influence your play? 

▪ How has it influenced your purchase decisions? 

 

o How have friends influenced your purchase decisions 

▪ How much have they spend on the game? 

▪ Is there a lot of competition among friends?  

▪ Have you ever made a purchase to get ahead of them? 

 

o How do feel about making purchases for a F2P game? How does it make 

you feel? 

▪ Something new / something useful / rewarding good design? 

▪ How does it feel in comparison with purchasing a game from the 

store? (Pay-before-playing) 

 

- Concluding comments  

o How do you feel about community functionalities in F2P games?  

▪ What kind of functionalities would you like to see? 

▪ If you take into account acquisition/retention/conversion, what 

would you tell game developers to improve about social 

interaction/communities in games? 

 
Appendix 2: Interview guide in Dutch 
 

- Background information of the respondent 

o Leeftijd 

o Welke mobiele F2P games heb je gespeeld / ben je nu aan het spelen? 

o Kan je de groep/community waarin je zit beschrijven? 

▪ Welk team 
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▪ Hoe groot is de community? 

▪ Hoe communiceren jullie? 

▪ Hoe vaak communiceren je met ze? 

▪ Hoe goed ken je ze? 

▪ Hoe lang maak je al deel uit van de community? 

▪ Wat voor activiteiten voer je met ze uit? 

Drie belangrijke cijfers voor ontwikkelaars, acquisitie of instroom van nieuwe spelers, 

retentie of hoe lang spelers het spel blijven spelen, en conversie of hoeveel spelers 

daadwerkelijk een aankoop maken. Onderzoek gaat dus over hoe communities een 

invloed hebben over deze drie cijfers. 

 

Maken daarnaast onderscheid tussen formele en informele groepen. 

- Acquisitie (Hoe heeft het bestaan van communities invloed op de instroom 

van nieuwe spelers) 

o Wat is de belangrijkste reden om mobiele F2P games te spelen? 

o Hoe speelt de mogelijkheid om je karakter/profiel aan te passen een rol 

voor jou om te beginnen met een game? 

o Als je overweegt om een game te downloaden, wat zijn voor jou de meest 

belangrijke factoren die daarin meewegen? 

▪ Grootte / Reviews / Genre / Functies 

o Hoe speelt de mogelijkheid tot interactie met andere spelers een rol in je 

bereidwilligheid om te beginnen met het spelen van een F2P game? 

o Hoe speelt de mogelijkheid om groepen/clans/communities te vormen 

in een game een rol in je bereidwilligheid om een mobiele F2P game te 

spelen? 

o Hoe belangrijk vind je de mogelijkheid om je karakter te kunnen 

customizen? 

o Wat had je over de game gehoord van tevoren? Wat voor verwachtingen 

had je? 

▪ Hoe speelde populariteit en idee van kwaliteit een rol? 

o Wat was voor jou de voornaamste reden om Pokémon Go te spelen?  

o Speelden je vrienden/familie de game al voordat je begon? Zo ja, hoe 

had dit invloed op je keuze om de game te gaan spelen? Was het 

belangrijk? 
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o Wist je al dat je een team kon joinen toen je de game downloadde? Zo ja, 

veranderde dit je verwachtingen over de game? 

o Heb je andere mensen geïnspireerd/overgehaald om de game te spelen? 

▪ Hoe ging dat in zijn werk? 

 

- Retentie (Het behouden van spelers) 

o Hoe denk je over de mogelijkheid om je karakter aan te passen in games 

(niet per sé PK:GO) 

o Hoe speelt de mogelijkheid om je karakter/profiel aan te passen een rol 

voor jou om een game te blijven spelen? 

o Wat zijn de belangrijkste redenen om je karakter aan te passen? Voor 

jezelf, of om aan anderen te laten zijn? 

o Hoe speelt de mogelijkheid om met anderen te 

communiceren/samenspelen een rol in het blijven spelen van een game? 

o Hoe belangrijk acht je de competitie tussen de verschillende teams in 

Pokémon GO, dus denk vooral aan het battlen voor gyms? 

▪ Is het voor jou een belangrijke reden om de game te blijven 

spelen? Waarom? 

o Hoe speelt het lid zijn van een team/community een rol in je keuze om 

de game te blijven spelen? (competition, social commitment(fighting for 

gyms) 

- Na uitleggen van return triggers 

o Kun je de volgende triggers op volgorde van belangrijkheid zetten? 

▪ Afspraak (appointment) 

▪ Competitive (competitie) 

▪ Social commitment (sociale plicht naar je team) 

▪ Locatie 

▪ Sales en Events 

▪ Nudge (Meldingen) 

o Wat denk je van de belangrijkheid van het vechten voor je 

team/groep/om de community te helpen? 

o Hoe kan Niantic de game verbeteren als het gaat over sociale interactie / 

gevoel van community?  

▪ Zijn er bepaalde game mechanieken / functies die 

gerepareerd/aangepast/toegevoegd moeten worden? 
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o Voor mobiele F2P games in het algemeen, wat voor sociale functies zie je 

graag? Waarvan je denkt dat ze zullen toevoegen aan het blijven spelen 

van het spel? 

o Hebben je vrienden/familie die de game spelen of speelden een invloed 

op je bereidwilligheid om te game te blijven spelen?   

▪ Hoe speelt onderlinge competitie een rol? Vergelijk van Pokémon 

/ Level 

▪ Hoe voel je je als je minder goed bent / beter bent? 

 

- Conversie 

o Wat is over het algemeen je mening over F2P model voor mobiele 

games? 

o In het algemeen, hoe denk je over het kunnen van ontwikkelaars in 

relatie tot het ontwikkelen van een game die niet pay-to-win is? Wat 

voor suggesties zou je hebben voor ontwikkelaars? Waarom zou dit 

werken denk je? 

o Hoeveel heb je ongeveer uitgegeven aan Pokémon GO? Hoe vaak doe je 

aankopen?  

▪ Waarom eerste aankoop? 

▪ Welke producten heb je het meeste gekocht? 

▪ Wat waren de belangrijkste redenen om deze specifieke items te 

kopen? 

▪ Heb je ook cosmetische producten gekocht? Zo ja, om welke 

redenen? 

o In Pokémon Go is er de mogelijkheid om in-game currency zelf te 

verdienen door in gyms te vechten. Hoe denk je over deze mogelijkheid? 

▪ Hoe denk je hierover in relatie tot games pay-to-win zijn? Vind je 

dat Pokémon Go p2w is? 

o Hoe heeft het lid zijn van een groep/community invloed gehad op je 

aankoopgedrag? 

- Nieuwe leden van een groep ondergaan vaak een assimilatie of socialisatie 

proces waar er druk is om je aanpassen aan de normen van de groep. Als je een 

beter karakter/profiel heb wordt die proces over het algemeen makkelijker. 
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o Toen je lid werd van de groep, hoe goed/sterk vond je dat je was in 

vergelijking met de andere leden in relatie met het kundigheid/weten 

van strategieën / hoe sterk je bent 

o Hoe voelde het om lid te zijn van een groep (met een gezamenlijk doel)? 

o Heb je meer aankopen gedaan net nadat je lid was geworden van een 

groep? Zijn je uitgaven in het algemeen gestegen sinds je lid bent 

geworden? Waardoor komt dat denk je? 

o Heeft competitie tussen de verschillende teams in Pokémon Go geleid 

tot aankopen? 

o Hoe heeft jouw woonplaats invloed gehad op jouw speelgedrag? 

▪ En je mening van het spel? Je aankoopgedrag? 

o Hoe hebben je vrienden/familie jouw aankoopgedrag beïnvloed? Wat 

voelde je daarbij? 

▪ Weet je hoeveel zij ongeveer hebben uitgegeven aan de game in 

vergelijking met jou? 

▪ Wat kan je zeggen over een gevoel van competitie onderling 

vrienden en familie? 

▪ Heb je ooit aankopen gedaan om sterker te worden dan je 

vrienden, of dichter in de buurt van hen te komen? 

o Hoe denk je over het betalen voor een F2P game? Hoe laat het je voelen? 

▪ Voelt het alsof je echt iets nieuws koopt? Iets dat bruikbaar is, 

iets dat in verhouding staat tot de prijs? Is het een manier om de 

ontwikkelaar te ondersteunen? 

▪ Hoe voelt het om voor een F2P game te betalen in verhouding tot 

een PBP game? 

 

- Laatste comments 

o In het algemeen, wat denk je over de verschillende community functie 

die bestaan in F2P games? Denk aan het maken van clans, competitie 

onderling, giften, leaderboards. 

▪ Wat voor functies zou je nog meer willen zien? 

o Als je goede acquisitie/retentie/conversie in gedachten houdt, zou je dan 

tips hebben voor ontwikkelaars om communities te verbeteren? 

 

 


