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Know Your Coercive Mone�zation

In response to the shi�ing audience demographics, free-to-play or “freemium” games have
become a hugely popular model for game developers, especially in the mobile and computer
arenas. The number of gaming households has exploded, but the typical gamer is no longer a
teenage boy who spends hundreds of dollars on a dedicated gaming system and happily spends
up to $60 for a new �tle. Now, she’s an adult female who impulsively plays casual or social
games on mul�use devices.1 It’s easier to appeal to such consumers with free �tles and then
encourage them to spend on in-game purchases to enhance or progress their gaming
experience. While there are many ways to ethically implement this prac�ce in a “pay for what
you use”-type model,2 unsavory tac�cs that use metrics and psychological principles (o�en the
same as those used in gambling) are used to mislead players. Ramin Shokrizade refers to this as
“coercive mone�zation” and outlines a number of such techniques.3

� Premium Currencies

� Reward Removal

� Progress Gates

� So� and Hard Boosts

� Ante Games

This resource defines and illustrates each of these tactics in order to educate gamers—and
especially parents of young gamers—about the potentially decep�ve costs in seemingly cost-
free entertainments. Knowing about these prac�ces, and how to tell the difference between
good actors and bad actors in the industry, will allow consumers to make more informed choices
about what they play and may lead them to seek reforms.

Unethical prac�ces in freemium games have already received some a�en�on from governments
in the US and abroad. In 2013, the UK Office of Fair Trading began inves�ga�ng whether such
games illegally exhort children to make purchases.4 Apple reached a se�lement with the FTC
over in-app purchases and has started to promote “pay once and play” games in its App Store.5

1
h�p://www.dailydot.com/geek/adult-women-largest-gaming-demographic/

2
h�p://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/190070/Video_The_ethics_and_psychology_of_the_freemium_mo

del.php
3

h�p://www.gamasutra.com/blogs/RaminShokrizade/20130626/194933/The_Top_F2P_Mone�zation_Tricks
.php
4

h�p://www.escapistmagazine.com/news/view/123245-UK-Government-Investigates-Ethics-of-Freemium-
Games
5

h�p://www.polygon.com/2015/2/13/8033001/apple-responds-to-freemium-hate



Casinos are already heavily regulated; it only seems responsible to extend such provisions to the
same prac�ces being used on games that are already in our pockets, if not our wallets.

While an ethical solution to this issue must come from both sides of the board, raising
awareness among consumers that they are being taken advantage of is an important first step.






