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Abstract

In recent years, many PC and console video games have seen a shift towards live service
models as a means of generating recurring revenue through in-game purchases called
microtransactions. Microtransactions have been linked to the concept of dark patterns—
design patterns that favour the service at the expense of the end user—due to their possible
negative impact on the user experience. One widespread yet poorly studied microtransaction
is the battle pass, particularly from a player perspective. In order to investigate player
attitudes to dark patterns found in battle passes, we conducted two studies, by looking at
battle passes found in 19 games, and by carrying out a series of discussion workshops, to
identify dark pattern commonalities in battle passes, and to find out how players perceive
and experience dark patterns in battle passes, respectively. Data was analysed by means of
reflexive thematic analysis in both studies. The results show that battle passes attempt to
drive increased player engagement and spending in a number of ways, and further that
players have complex—and often contradictory—relationships to battle passes.

Keywords: dark patterns, battle passes, microtransactions, end users, HCI

1. Introduction

In the past, PC and console video games were typically one-time purchases in exchange for full
access to the entirety of a game’s content. In more recent times, free-to-play models (access to
a game with no upfront cost to the player) and in-game purchases, referred to as
microtransactions, have become popular, generating recurring revenue through repeated
player spending over time (Freeman, Wu, Nower & Wohn, 2022). This shift towards games as
a service, with a focus on continuous online maintenance, updates, and monetisation, has led
to games increasingly being designed to maximise player retention and conversion from free
to paid play (Petrovskaya, Deterding & Zendle, 2022). However, many of the techniques used
to drive monetisation are perceived as unethical due to their negative impact on the player
experience (Petrovskaya et al., 2022) by, for instance, introducing designed frustrations or
intentionally wasting time in order to encourage spending (Freeman et al., 2022). This ties
microtransactions into the ongoing discourse on dark patterns, a topic which in recent years
has received not only significant scholarly attention within the area of HCI (Mathur, Mayer &
Kshirsagar, 2021), but also regulatory attention, with proposed legislation aiming to restrict
the use of dark patterns in the U.S. (Mark R. Warner, 2022), and enforcement actions against
certain dark patterns in the EU (European Commission, 2023) as recent examples.

The concept of “dark patterns” was originally coined and introduced by Harry Brignull in
2010, then defined as “tricks in websites and apps that make you do things you did not mean
to, like buying or signing up for something” (Mathur et al., 2021). The concept has since been
expanded on to include numerous definitions, generally indicating interfaces that aim to
mislead the user, subvert user intent, or serve to benefit the service at the expense of the end
user (Mathur et al., 2021). When it comes to video games, much attention, both in research
and among regulatory bodies, has been focused on a particular kind of microtransaction: the
loot box. Loot boxes are virtual items that can be bought for real money and that contain
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randomised rewards, characteristics which have drawn comparisons to gambling and raised
concerns that they may act as gateways to problem gambling (Zendle, Cairns, Barnett &
McCall, 2019). This concern led to a ban on loot boxes in Belgium in 2018, and more recently
consumer groups in 18 European nations have called for government regulation of loot boxes
(Gerken, 2022).

However, while loot boxes have received disproportionate attention, they are far from the
only potentially problematic monetisation technique. Battle passes can be described as a form
of microtransaction in which players buy the opportunity to, for a limited time, gain additional
in-game rewards through playing the game, as opposed to directly buying specific content
(Petrovskaya & Zendle, 2020). These rewards are typically unlocked by progressing through
tiers of increasingly prestigious rewards which are only available for a set time period
(Petrovskaya & Zendle, 2020), and usually involve completing in-game challenges to boost
progression (Joseph, 2021). The kinds of rewards offered in battle passes are varied and
numerous and include cosmetic skins for avatars and weapons, experience boosters for faster
progression, and loot boxes (Joseph, 2021). Zanescu, French & Lajeunesse (2020) argue that
battle passes contain mechanisms that serve to drive players toward habituated spending and
participation, and, unlike loot boxes, have the capacity to escape regulatory notice thanks to
their complex and changeable natures, and therefore require further scrutiny to be understood.

This thesis aims to look beyond the loot box by investigating player attitudes to dark
patterns found in battle passes. Note that when we refer to battle passes, we refer specifically
to battle passes found in PC and console games (as opposed to mobile games), a distinction
that is necessary in order to narrow the scope and focus of this thesis. By investigating player
attitudes to dark patterns found in battle passes, we seek to contribute to both the discourse
on end user perspectives of dark patterns, by highlighting the relatively underexplored
intersection of dark patterns, end user perspectives, and video games, while also contributing
to research on video game monetisation, by examining a poorly studied yet increasingly
widespread microtransaction model. In our review of related research, we start by showing
that most end user dark pattern literature is focused on websites and mobile apps, while the
research on battle passes is scarce, and has no direct end user input. Therefore, we conducted
two studies using a qualitative research approach to address the following research questions:

e  Which dark patterns commonalities are found in battle passes?
e How do players perceive and experience dark patterns in battle passes?

2. Background and related research

In the following section, we present an introduction to dark patterns and their definitions in
HCI, as well as research on end user perspectives on dark patterns. This is followed by an
account of dark patterns in video games and research on battle passes. Lastly, the section
concludes with a description of the methodological toolkit for studying video games used in
the first study of this thesis.



2.1 Dark patterns in HCI

In HCI, Narayanan, Mathur, Chetty & Kshirsagar (2020) argue that, although Brignull’s
neologism “dark patterns” pushed the concept into the mainstream only recently, dark
patterns are actually the result of decades-long trends within the areas of retail, research, and
design: deceptive and manipulative practices in retail (for instance, manipulative pricing),
research into nudging (i.e. understanding how psychological biases can be used to influence
people to act in a certain way), and growth hacking strategies (strategies aimed at rapid user
base growth), respectively. Once digital economies matured, they argue, these trends
converged to form dark patterns.

Common components of dark pattern descriptions include 1) characteristics of user
interfaces that can affect users, for instance, describing dark pattern interfaces as “misleading”
or “deceiving”, 2) mechanisms of effect for influencing users, such as confusing users, or
subverting user intent, 3) the role of the user interface designer, defined either as the designer
abusing their knowledge of human behaviour, or intentionally using dark patterns to achieve
a goal, and 4) the benefits and harms resulting from user interface design, such as benefits to
the service at the expense of the end user (Mathur et al., 2021). Since Brignull introduced the
concept, HCI research has focused particularly on defining and describing dark patterns
(Mathur et al., 2021; Narayanan et al., 2020; Gray, Kou, Battles, Hoggatt & Toombs, 2018), as
well as investigating end user perceptions of dark patterns (Bongard-Blanchy, Rossi, Rivas,
Doublet, Koenig & Lenzini, 2021; Gray, Chen, Chivukula & Qu, 2021; Bhoot, Shinde & Mishra,
2020; Maier & Harr, 2020). Additionally, research has been conducted on the specifics of dark
patterns in video games (Freeman et al., 2022; Petrovskaya et al., 2022; Zagal, Bjork & Lewis,
2013).

Narayanan et al. (2020) describe dark patterns as having a threefold goal: to extract
maximum revenue from users by nudging or tricking them into spending more than they
otherwise would; to invade privacy for online tracking and advertising; and to make services
more addictive, as a user who stays on an app or service longer will buy more, yield more
private data, and see more ads.

A more precise definition comes from Gray et al. (2018), defined as “instances where
designers use their knowledge of human behaviour (e.g., psychology) and the desires of end
users to implement deceptive functionality that is not in the user’s best interest.” Based on this
definition and a corpus of design practitioner-shared examples of dark patterns, they created
a general taxonomy of five dark pattern strategies, based on the designer motivations and
intents behind their use: Nagging, Obstruction, Sneaking, Interface Interference, and Forced
Action. The authors define Nagging as minor redirections of expected functionality, often
manifesting as repeated intrusions that redirect the user’s focus. Obstruction is defined as a
barrier that makes certain actions more difficult to carry out than they must be, with the intent
of dissuading the user from performing those actions. A subtype of Obstruction is
“Intermediate Currency”, in which a user is required to purchase a virtual currency for real
money that is then spent in an in-service shop (typically in video games), with the purpose of
disconnecting the user from the real value spent. Sneaking is “an attempt to hide, disguise, or
delay the divulging of information that has relevance to the user”, for instance, undisclosed
costs or hidden undesired effects of an action. Interface Interference refers to privileging
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certain parts of the user interface over others to encourage certain actions. Lastly, Forced
Action involves situations where the user must carry out a specific action to access specific
functionality. A subtype of Forced Action is Gamification, meaning that certain aspects of a
service must be “earned” through repeated use.

2.2 End user perspectives on dark patterns

End users are generally aware that online designs can influence their choices and behaviours
(Bongard-Blanchy et al.,, 2021; Maier & Harr, 2020), and describe feelings of being
manipulated, but often lack the precise language to describe what is causing this feeling (Gray
et al., 2021). Additionally, end users tend to underestimate the potential harm of dark patterns,
showing a lack of concern that, while not impacting their ability to spot dark patterns, may
negatively impact their motivation and effort to counter them (Bongard-Blanchy et al., 2021).
End users have been found to be good at spotting particularly visible dark patterns (Bongard-
Blanchy et al., 2021), and tend to find these types of dark patterns (for instance, pop-ups) the
most acceptable, considering them more annoying than dangerous (Maier & Harr, 2020).
Conversely, end users are worse at spotting dark patterns based on deception, such as
omissions of information, as these dark patterns require a “correct mental model of
expectations” and “high cognitive activation” to notice said omission (Bongard-Blanchy et al.,
2021), and in the case of other less visible techniques, such as purposefully making a certain
action more difficult to perform, end users might assume that the fault lies with them, rather
than with the designer (Bhoot et al., 2020). Deceptive dark patterns are also considered more
dangerous by end users, especially when it comes to organisations that handle sensitive data
(Maier & Harr, 2020).

Another aspect of end user perceptions of dark patterns is an ongoing assessment and
balancing act of value versus perceived threat, in which users weigh the perceived gain of using
a service against the perceived downsides (Gray et al., 2021). Users are more inclined to put up
with the negative aspects of dark patterns if they feel that they receive value in return, such as
good information, benefits, if friends use the same service (Gray et al., 2021), or if there simply
are no alternative services (Bhoot et al., 2020; Gray et al., 2021). Additionally, some users
contend that there is simply no way to fully avoid dark patterns, arguing instead that one must
learn to live with them (Maier & Harr, 2020).

While the perspectives provided above are not directly related to video games—but rather
are related to dark patterns found in websites and apps—they are nonetheless relevant to this
thesis as they provide a point of comparison for our own exploration of end user perspectives,
as we hope to add to the discourse on end user perspectives by investigating an underexamined
avenue of dark patterns.

2.3 Dark patterns in video games

Zagal et al. (2013) present a definition of dark patterns that is specific to video games: “A dark
game design pattern is a pattern used intentionally by a game creator to cause negative
experiences for the players which are against their best interests and likely to happen without
their consent.” They point out that when determining if something is a dark pattern, one must
first make sure that it is simply not an anti-pattern, that is, a design mistake, or simply a bad
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design; intentionality is what differentiates (as they put it) “Bad Design” from “Designing for
Bad”. Furthermore, they divide dark patterns in games into three categories: temporal dark
patterns, monetary dark patterns, and social capital-based dark patterns (Zagal et al., 2013).
Temporal dark patterns involve the game taking more or less time than expected and may
include difficulties for the player in developing a sense of the required time commitment, a
disconnect between player expectations of time commitment and time required, or a feeling of
the player having wasted their time. Monetary dark patterns involve players being manipulated
into spending more money than expected, for instance by making the player lose track of their
spending, obfuscating what they are getting in return for their money, or obfuscating how
much money they must spend to achieve a certain goal. Lastly, social capital-based dark
patterns rely on the social aspect of games, in terms of social capital, to oblige the player to
play.

Video game dark pattern discourse is strongly tied to microtransactions (Petrovskaya et al.,
2022). A microtransaction can be defined as any instance where a player can pay real money
to obtain an in-game item or other in-game benefits (Neely, 2021). Microtransactions can
generally be divided into hedonic and functional purchases (Lehdonvirta, 2009), with hedonic
purchases filling functions of aesthetic and social distinction, while functional purchases
provide either tangible advantages or new functionality. Examples of hedonic
microtransactions include cosmetic character skins that alter your in-game appearance but
provide no advantage (Freeman et al., 2022), while functional microtransactions include items
that directly enhance performance (Freeman et al., 2022), aid in game progression, or unlock
additional playable content (Petrovskaya et al., 2022). When discussing microtransactions it
is difficult to avoid mentioning the loot box, a type of microtransaction which has received
disproportionate attention (Petrovskaya & Zendle, 2021) due to their repeated correlation to
problem gambling—though the causal nature of this correlation remains unclear (Zendle &
Cairns, 2018; 2019). Loot boxes can be described as in-game items bought for real money
which contain randomised rewards of variable value (Zendle et al., 2019). Neely (2021) argues
that randomised microtransactions, such as loot boxes, are difficult to justify ethically, while
other microtransactions can be done ethically as long as they involve no deceptive practices,
such as hiding the necessity of microtransactions until the player has become invested in a
game, or incorporating frustrating elements into the game as a means to drive purchases.

Microtransactions in PC games have experienced a significant increase in exposure in the
past decade, with the percentage of players playing games containing loot boxes and cosmetic
microtransactions on Steam (the most dominant platform for desktop video games) increasing
from 5.3% and 8.3% respectively in 2010, to 71.2% and 85.8% in 2019 (Zendle, Meyer & Ballou,
2020). Among players, features related to microtransactions that are considered misleading,
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unfair, or aggressive are “game dynamics designed to drive spending”, “products not meeting
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expectations”, “monetisation of basic quality of life features”, “predatory advertising”, “in-
game currency’, “pay to win”, and the presence of microtransactions in games in general
(Petrovskaya & Zendle, 2021). In building on this study, it was found that the most prevalently
mentioned issues in negative player reviews of the top 50 grossing games on Steam were “core

parts of the game locked behind paywalls”, “game dynamics designed to drive spending”, and
“overpricing of microtransactions”. Other mentioned techniques included “pay or grind”,



“game experience better if paying”, and “advantage over other players” (Petrovskaya et al.,
2022).

2.4 Video game battle passes

Battle passes are a type of microtransaction by which the player pays to unlock a time-specific
set of content, which then must be earned by playing the game, or making further payments
(Petrovskaya & Zendle, 2021). Seemingly, not much research has been done on battle passes,
with most available studies focusing on the implementation of a battle pass in a single game.
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Figure 1. Screenshot of the battle pass of Apex Legends, showcasing a common layout for a
battle pass containing a free reward track and a paid premium reward track.

In investigating the battle pass available in the game Apex Legends, Joseph (2021) found that
the battle pass served to augment, rather than replace, existing monetisation strategies in the
form of other microtransactions such as loot boxes. This was achieved by giving out rewards
such as loot boxes and cosmetic items that serve to circulate the player through the game’s
customisation and monetisation screens; thus, the player is encouraged to constantly reflect

n “what they have and what they do not have”, while at the same time offering the player
opportunities to make purchases.

Zanescu et al. (2020) characterise the game Dota 2, and its battle pass, as a “hybrid
gambling, labor and play system that hails players toward ubiquitous and habituated
consumption”. They argue that the habituation mechanisms inherent to the battle pass are
linked to the games as a service model and serve to elicit sustained player participation by
continually renewing itself and adjusting to user critique. Furthermore, they contend that,
while loot boxes are comparable to existing technologies such as slot machines, and therefore
are more easily recognised in regulatory terms, the agile and complex nature of battle passes
has allowed them to remain largely unseen.



Petrovskaya & Zendle (2020) conducted a study on user attitudes to battle passes in Dota 2
by analysing user posts on Reddit. They found that users complained about the difficulty of
gaining battle pass levels by playing the game, as opposed to simply paying to progress, and
that some users felt this was intentionally done to incentivise spending money. Furthermore,
this fostered a feeling of elitism to some, as the difficulty of attaining rewards by playing created
a sense of exclusivity favoring those who purchased battle pass levels. Conversely, others
praised the attractiveness of battle pass rewards and additional features or focused their
discussions on strategising about how to, for instance, level the battle pass most efficiently.
Additionally, the authors found that, while average peak daily player numbers have decreased
since the introduction of the Dota 2 battle pass, this is directly inverse to the amount of money
spent on the battle pass yearly, which has increased year on year.

Lastly, in a study investigating player perspectives on monetisation in video games in
general, Petrovskaya & Zendle (2021) found that some players mentioned battle passes as an
exploitation of player time and money, by making players who buy battle passes play a specific
game a lot to get maximum value from their purchase.

2.5 Playing video games as a research method

Aarseth (2003) makes a case for playing video games as a researcher when studying them,
claiming that in order to understand a game, one must understand the gameplay, as “merely
observing the action will not put us in the player’s shoes”. He argues that simply studying the
mechanics or relying solely on secondhand sources is likely to lead to misunderstandings, as
the full player experience, and most crucially, the “invisible mental interpretation and
exploration of the rules”, can only be accessed by play. However, he also states that combining
play with other sources is crucial to gain a complete understanding, arguing for a balance
between free play, analytical play, and non-play sources (Aarseth, 2003).

Consalvo & Dutton (2006) build on Aarseth by arguing that play “must be augmented by
careful analysis of the various components of the game itself.” They outline a template for a
methodological toolkit for studying video games containing four components: Object
Inventory, Interface Study, Interaction Map, and Gameplay Log. The purpose of each
component is to focus the researcher’s attention on a specific part of the game as they play it
to answer a particular research question. Object Inventory involves cataloguing items that the
player can interact with and their uses in order to ask larger questions about the game.
Interface Study is about examining the user interface (beyond mere usability) to determine the
options it affords to the player, what kind of information is privileged, and what information
is missing. Interaction Map involves recording and understanding interactions with other
players or non-player characters, or interaction choices available in general. Lastly, Gameplay
Log is focused on understanding the larger game world and systems that make up the
mechanics of the game. Taken together, the four components are meant to provide a systematic
approach to studying games by playing them, while still being flexible enough to apply to a
variety of genres and research questions (Consalvo & Dutton, 2006).

This method was used in Study 1 as a means of investigating battle passes in a systematic
manner, by providing different lenses for viewing the relations between battle pass and game.



3. Methods

This section outlines the methods used in the two studies that make up this thesis. The section
opens with ethical considerations, followed by a description of the procedures of both studies,
a description of the selections of participants and games, and a description of the analysis
process. Study 1 is a reflexive thematic analysis of gathered empirical data from 19 games
containing battle passes; Study 2 consists of a series of discussion workshops aiming to find
out how end users perceive and experience battle passes.

When deciding if something constitutes a dark pattern, we used Zagal et al.’s (2013)
definition, as it is specifically focused on video games. However, as intentionality on behalf of
the game creator is difficult to ascertain without interviewing developers, we particularly drew
from their three categories and descriptions of temporal, monetary, and social capital-based
dark patterns when determining if a particular aspect of battle passes was “dark” or not.

3.1 Ethical considerations

To ensure adherence to GDPR requirements in Study 2, all data gathered from participants
through online forms were submitted anonymously. Additionally, participants were required
to sign a consent form for personal data processing prior to discussion workshops. This form
informed participants of the length of time their personal data would be processed, and that it
would be stored in such a way that only the authors and authorised university staff would have
access to it. Additionally, it informed participants of their right to, at any point, request access
to their personal data, get their personal data corrected, have their personal data deleted, and
have the processing of their personal data restricted.

3.2 Identifying battle pass research

Here we describe our process for identifying battle pass related research. First, we searched for
the terms “battle pass” and “battle passes” using the ACM Digital Library, Google Scholar, and
Umed University Library website. This yielded three articles of relevance (Joseph 2021;
Petrovskaya & Zendle, 2020; Zanescu et al., 2020), with each focusing on investigating the
battle pass within a single game (two of which focus on the same game, Dota 2). Then, using
the same resources, we broadened our search to include various configurations of terms such
as “video game”, “dark patterns”, and “microtransactions”, reading through the abstracts to
identify potentially relevant articles. We then searched through particularly promising ones for
mentions of battle passes. This process yielded one further article briefly mentioning battle
passes as part of a greater investigation into video game monetisation (Petrovskaya & Zendle,
2021).

3.3 Study procedures

To investigate battle passes and establish dark pattern commonalities between them in study
1, we adapted Consalvo’s & Dutton’s (2006) toolkit for studying video games. This toolkit was
chosen as it is specifically geared towards video game analysis and has additionally already
been applied in a study investigating a battle pass (Zanescu et al., 2021). To verify that this
toolkit would yield relevant data, both researchers individually tried applying it to the game
Apex Legends. We then compared our results and, based on those, formulated a final, common
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template that was used for the rest of the games. The data from the pilot test was included in
the study.

In concrete terms, we gathered a list of 19 games that contain battle passes and split it so
that each researcher had a roughly equal number of games assigned to them. We then played
each game for an average of 90 minutes, recording the entire playtime for later analysis. All
games were played on PC, but many of the games have console versions that are, for our intents
and purposes, identical to the PC version, and often feature crossplay functionality. We created
an Object Inventory for each game we played in the form of a table focusing specifically on
battle pass rewards, documenting each reward’s type, frequency of occurrence (in both free
and paid parts of the battle pass), and descriptions of their use within the game. We conducted
an Interface Study for each game in which we analysed each screen of the interface in relation
to the battle pass with a focus on affordances. We made an Interaction Map for each game by
describing in text form every social player interaction related to and enabled by the battle pass.
Lastly, we made a Gameplay Log, recording specifically how the gameplay feeds into the battle
pass, and vice versa; for instance, how gameplay feeds into battle pass progression, and how
battle pass rewards impact gameplay (if at all).

To investigate user perceptions and experiences of dark patterns in battle passes in Study
2, we asked participants to choose one (or more) games to play from a list of eight games (see
3.4 Selections) containing battle passes, and to then perform six tasks related to the battle pass
in that game. Afterwards, three discussion workshops were conducted. To facilitate this, we
created a website themed to resemble a battle pass, explaining the study in general terms, as
well as allowing participants to view and complete the tasks (called “challenges” on the website,
in keeping with the theme). The tasks involved looking at certain parts of the battle pass (for
instance, the in-game battle pass reward track) or doing certain things in the game (such as
completing one of the in-game challenges), and then answering questions tied to these actions.
The time allotted for completing this part was roughly two weeks. The tasks were designed to
get the participants to reflect on battle passes ahead of the workshops, as well as to provide us
with preliminary data to help formulate the discussion guide.

Three discussion workshops with eight participants were conducted in person, with one
group containing four participants, and the other groups two each. The workshops were carried
out in a semi-structured manner to allow for follow-up questions and discussions on topics we
might not have thought of beforehand. Workshops focused on discussion were chosen to allow
participants to build on each other’s answers, and to potentially present differing opinions that
could then be discussed. Both researchers were present at all workshops, with one acting as
moderator, while the other handled recording and note-taking. The workshop guide (see
appendix 3) was based on the results from the first study, as well as preliminary data from the
website. All workshops were audio recorded and later transcribed for analysis. One workshop
was conducted in English, and two in Swedish, due to some participants not being native
Swedish speakers. Quotes extracted from the Swedish workshops were therefore translated.



As a “thank you” for participating, each participant was given a number of rewards themed
after a battle pass, ranging from “filler rewards”, such as a straw or lollipop, to more desirable
ones, such as a custom keychain made to resemble a battle pass premium currency coin. These
items were occasionally used in the workshops as talking points or examples.

INTRO CHALLENGES

CHALLENGES VIEW REWARDS

SEASON 1 RESEARCH PASS

Legendary
Research Coin

Figure 2. Screenshot of one page of the Study 2 website, showcasing the battle pass-inspired
participant rewards.

3.4 Selections

The selection of 19 games for Study 1 was made primarily based on our own familiarity with
the titles included, either from personally playing them, or based on a general awareness of
them. However, an effort was made to include large, free-to-play titles with widespread
mainstream appeal, namely Apex Legends, Call of Duty: Warzone 2.0, Destiny 2, Fortnite,
Overwatch 2, and League of Legends. It is difficult to establish exact, current player numbers
for these titles, as publishers seldom provide statistics beyond major milestones, and because
they are available on a variety of platforms (consoles and PC) and services (for instance,
Battle.net and Steam). However, Epic Games revealed in March 2023 during a live stream that
Fortnite had a total of 500 million player accounts (Gamespot, 2023, 49:07), while Apex
Legends had a reported 100 million players in 2021 (Peters, 2021), and Overwatch 2 was
played by over 35 million players during its first month of release (Ivan, 2022). In addition to
these games, other titles included in the study were: Dead by Daylight, Fall Guys, Genshin
Impact, Hunt: Showdown, Ni No Kuni: Crossworlds, Paladins, Rainbow Six: Siege, Sea of
Thieves, SMITE, Teamfight Tactics, Temtem, Tower of Fantasy, and Warframe.

Participants for Study 2 were recruited via convenience sampling and snowball sampling,
meaning that we recruited friends and fellow students who we knew played video games, and
then asked them to forward us further potential participants. The participants were aged
between 23 and 42 years old, with a median age of 28 and an average age of 29. Six of the

10



participants were male and two were female. Six participants were students, one a project
manager, and one worked in IT. The eight games selected for the participants to play were
chosen to include games that we, the researchers, were particularly familiar with, so that we
had a better chance to follow the discussion and ask relevant follow-up questions in case
participants discussed game-specific details. The eight games selected were: Apex Legends,
Call of Duty: Warzone 2.0, Fall Guys, Genshin Impact, League of Legends, Overwatch 2, Sea
of Thieves, and Teamfight Tactics.

3.5 Analysis

The gathered data from both studies were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis in
accordance with the steps outlined by Braun & Clarke (2006; 2019). Reflexive thematic
analysis operates under the assumption that qualitative research is about interpretive
meaning-making, or “telling interpretive stories about the data, produced at the intersection
of the researcher’s theoretical assumptions, their analytical resources and skill, and the data
themselves” (Braun & Clarke, 2019). As such, one of the methodological assumptions of this
thesis is that not only is researcher subjectivity part of generating knowledge, but rather it is
necessary to generating knowledge, as meaning-making is always “context-bound, positioned
and situated” (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

Both analyses were carried out inductively, which entails a bottom-up approach in which
coding is done without attempts to fit into an existing theoretical coding frame (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), though coding for Study 1 was still informed by our understanding of dark
pattern definitions. Additionally, themes in both analyses were constructed on a semantic
level, meaning that our themes seek to describe the semantic form and meaning of the data,
rather than latent content, while still attempting to theorise the implications and significance
of the content (Braun & Clarke, 2006). For the first study, each researcher coded the
transcribed data for the games they themselves played, i.e., roughly half of the 19 games. The
resulting codes then went through two rounds of collaborative sorting in which codes with
shared meaning were grouped, resulting in a set of sub-themes that were then organised into
themes. At this stage, the themes were reviewed to ensure that they accurately represented the
data set by going back to the data and checking each coded excerpt. Lastly, the themes were
clearly named and defined.

The process was nearly identical for the second study, except that each researcher coded the
entirety of the data set individually before the collaborative sorting. This was done to make
sure that no facet of the material was overlooked or excluded. Additionally, the codes went
through three rounds of sorting.

4. Results

In this section, the results from both Study 1 and 2 are presented. The results of both studies
consist of themes representing patterns of shared meaning generated from the data through
reflexive thematic analysis. The first study is an investigation into dark pattern commonalities
in 19 games; the second study is an account of player experiences with battle passes.
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4.1 Study 1: An investigation into dark pattern commonalities
in 19 games

Three themes were developed as part of Study 1. They are “Battle passes incentivise recurring
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engagement’,
social elements to drive engagement”. Respectively, they highlight temporal, monetary, and

Battle passes feed into existing monetisation systems”, and “Battle passes use

social aspects of dark patterns in battle passes.

To give context to some of the results, we provide here a brief description of relevant battle
pass characteristics seen in our data. First, all battle passes examined contained a free part and
a paid part. These were, with some exceptions, laid out in two horizontal tracks, free and
premium, and divided into discrete levels (typically between 50-100 levels, though some games
contained more levels). As the player plays the game, they “level up” their battle pass,
progressing along both the free and premium tracks simultaneously. As they do so, they
immediately gain the rewards along the free track, while the premium rewards remain locked,
unless the player purchases the premium battle pass. The vast majority of rewards in the 19
games were cosmetic in nature, meaning that they alter the aesthetics of a player’s character,
equipment, or other visual and auditory elements related to the player (though some games,
such as Hunt: Showdown and Call of Duty: Warzone 2.0 also included weapon unlocks in
their battle passes, which affect gameplay) Additionally, cosmetic rewards were often
separated into tiers of rarity, with higher tier skins being more visually distinct (for instance, a
low rarity character skin might only be a recolour of the basic skin, while a high tier character
skin usually consists of a full custom model that further alters the appearance).

4.1.1 Battle passes incentivise recurring engagement

This theme describes how battle passes try to incentivise recurring engagement by trying to get
players to return to a game continuously, in effect spending more time on the game than
intended. Other ways in which games try to retain players, or try to get players to come back
regularly, include timed ranked seasons where players compete to climb as high as possible on
the ladder, or time-based events such as holiday events, that come around once every year to
celebrate holidays with special things going on such as stories, cosmetics or other items that
can only be acquired during these times. Battle passes can be said to be similar to these in that,
just as with the ranked seasons, when a battle pass ends, another is right around the corner,
usually with very little downtime, if any; similarly, battle passes also contain rewards only
obtainable during a certain time, like holiday events. A key aspect of battle passes that could
get a player to return to a game continuously is fear of missing out (FOMO) on exclusive
rewards, as rewards in a battle pass generally are limited to that pass and never appear again.
Almost every game investigated prominently displayed countdown timers (often on the main
menu) to remind players how much time is left until the battle pass ends.

Additionally, the most desirable rewards (high-tier cosmetics) are generally found late in
the battle pass reward tracks, while early parts are often populated with filler rewards, or in
other words, rewards that we judge few people actually want, but that rather are there simply
to make the battle pass longer. Every single battle pass we looked at in the study contained
these, and not just here and there; we would classify most of the rewards found in battle passes
we examined as fillers.
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We would put filler rewards in two categories: filler currencies, and filler cosmetics. To
exemplify this in our data, we would consider 93 out of 149 rewards in the Destiny 2 battle pass
to be filler currencies, such as materials for crafting items, or non-premium currencies that are
earnable by playing the game. Similarly, Sea of Thieves’ battle pass contained 133 rewards in
total, while we would classify at least 61 of these as filler currencies, in the form of non-
premium currencies that could be earned in abundance simply by playing the game. While
such rewards can be of use to very new players, they are of little interest to intermediate or
established players. In addition to these kinds of fillers, most battle passes also contained filler
cosmetics in the form of less desirable cosmetics, such as stat trackers in Apex Legends, which
are little displays that track various metrics on the player’s player card (effectively a sort of
profile with limited customisation), or sprays in Overwatch 2, which are visual designs players
can place on surfaces in matches. Except for a select few passes that were either built to have
the reward track contain mostly event shop currencies, or genuinely had a lot of good rewards,
15 of the 19 passes had between 3-8 rewards we would judge as truly attractive. This may sound
like a lot of good rewards but considering that most battle passes we looked at have between
50 and 100 reward tiers, these make up a very small part of the total package.

While these kinds of filler rewards are not inherently useless, they are often handed out in
abundance, and we judge them to be significantly less attractive to players than more visually
impressive rewards such as high-tier character skins, weapon skins, or custom animations. In
combination with the limited time available to complete a battle pass, filler rewards could be
seen as a way of trying to stretch out the time required to attain all rewards, or the most
desirable rewards, and as such incentivise recurring engagement.

py  CANEHA

Figure 3. An example of a filler cosmetic reward; the barely visible artwork in the
background of this loading screen, behind the player portraits, is an example of a battle pass
reward. Screenshot from the game Smite.
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Another way in which battle passes try to get players to return to a game regularly is via
challenges that award bonus points towards the battle pass. In theory, this is good for the
player, as they get a small boost towards completing the pass and earning more rewards. In
practice, challenges can be good or bad. Challenges usually range from daily to weekly to
seasonal. Daily challenges range from trivial to simple, and usually take no more than an hour
or two to complete, depending on how many daily challenges a game gives out, and how specific
the tasks needed to complete them are. Weekly challenges are more time-consuming, but the
tasks given are more general, so as to not disrupt the gameplay as much. Seasonal challenges
are long challenges, or extremely specific and hard or tedious challenges, that are meant to
take time to complete but the reward of points is usually much greater than the previous two
tiers. Challenges are prominently visible in the interfaces of many of the games we investigated,
sometimes with pop-ups during or between rounds, presumably to encourage players to
engage with them.

As mentioned, the positive with these challenges is that the players have a way to earn more
points for their pass by doing specific things while playing. This can add to the enjoyment of
playing both because it unlocks more rewards, which in general is the reason for buying battle
passes, but also because completing a difficult challenge can give a boost to the player as they
feel like they have accomplished something and grown more skilful at the game. The negative
is that the player might feel forced to play in a specific way if they want to complete the less
general challenges, or even in ways that are completely the opposite of what the player may
usually find enjoyable. Many challenges also ask for a lot of time investment from the player,
time that they may not feel comfortable giving, or do not have in general.

One example of challenges from games we tried comes from Fall Guys. The challenges
themselves were not difficult to complete, but the time investment needed to complete them
was large. Daily challenges were fine as they asked nothing of the player other than playing the
game and being lucky in which type of maps they got to play; finishing all of the daily challenges
take around an hour. The weekly and marathon challenges on the other hand suddenly asked
way more from the player. The tasks given were asking for the player to do specific things, a lot
of times on specific maps that, on every round, get chosen at random. This means that a player
technically can play a full game without a single chance to complete even a bit of a challenge.
So even with the challenges themselves being simple, weekly challenges could ask the player
for somewhere between 10-20 hours to complete. However, completing these challenges earns
the pass a lot of experience and can level up the pass a couple of tiers making the work feel
better once the rewards get collected.

All of the other games followed suit with challenges of varying difficulty and time
investment. The reason for having these challenges is, as mentioned earlier, to have players
come back and play more often, but also to not make the battle passes a passive thing in the
background but rather an interactive experience. This is done both to keep engagement with
the pass itself, but also a nudge to buy it, as completing challenges usually gets the player to
level up the pass tier and it makes for a reason to purchase as they have already technically
unlocked rewards, they just have to spend some money to own them.
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4.1.2 Battle passes feed into existing monetisation systems

This part of the study showcases ways in which battle passes attempt to increase player
spending by feeding into existing monetisation systems, primarily through premium
currencies. Premium currencies are digital, intermediate currencies, meaning they are
effectively “company money” that is spent on in-game purchases in lieu of real money.
Premium currencies were found in all 19 games and were mostly, and sometimes exclusively,
gained by paying real money; many games allowed a small amount (relative to time spent) to
be earned purely through play, while some awarded premium currency as part of the paid
battle pass. These premium currencies could, in the games examined, be spent on purchasing
battle passes, but also on direct purchases of optional content (primarily cosmetics) in the
games’ in-game shops.

Battle passes and premium currencies intersect in a few ways that could be considered dark
patterns. First, none of the 19 games examined allowed direct purchases of battle passes.
Instead, to purchase a battle pass, one had to first buy a bundle of premium currency, and then
spend that premium currency on unlocking the battle pass. Furthermore, these bundles were,
in most games, sold in amounts either slightly too small or slightly too large relative to the cost
of the battle pass, meaning the player would usually have leftover premium currency after
purchasing the battle pass. In effect, this means that the player is required to spend more
money than intended, while also adding a layer of obfuscation to the real money value of the
battle pass.
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Figure 4. An example of premium currency bundles. Screenshot from the game Genshin
Impact.

Additionally, the leftover currency could serve as an incentive to make further purchases, as
the amount leftover is usually too small to buy anything, and having a small amount left might
leave the player unsatisfied that there is a waste of currency that cannot be spent. This incentive
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is seen in other aspects of battle passes too: 11 of the examined battle passes rewarded
incremental sums of premium currency that, in theory, could be used to buy the upcoming
battle pass once the current battle pass has expired, effectively “refunding” its own cost in
premium currency. However, with only one exception, no battle pass rewarded the exact
amount needed to be able to purchase the next pass; instead, they rewarded not enough, or too
much premium currency. We see this as intentional: by rewarding too little currency, the player
might feel compelled to add another small amount of premium currency to their account if they
want the next pass. Conversely, however, rewarding too much will give the player the choice to
later buy the next pass, but also have some premium currency left that will not be enough for
any other item in the in-game shop, therefore making it attractive for the player to spend some
real money on additional currency.

In addition to premium currencies, the games played were not short on various types of
non-premium currencies earnable purely through play, with many games containing multiple
types of non-premium currency. As opposed to premium currencies, these are not used in the
in-game real money shop, but rather on things such as, but not limited to, buying consumable
items, levelling up characters, crafting equipment or new characters, re-rolling stats, bidding
on items, and unlocking cosmetics. In many games, some non-premium currencies can be used
to unlock similar, but not always identical, rewards to the in-game shop. In theory, it is good
to have an alternative to paid premium currencies, but in reality, non-premium currencies
could be used to nudge players into purchasing premium currency, as the items sometimes are
way overpriced if they are to be purchased with non-premium currency. Essentially, they have
the potential to only be useful to players who invest significant amounts of time in the game,
while other players might be tempted to buy premium currency purely because attaining
desirable rewards otherwise might appear impossible.

Lastly, as mentioned in the previous theme of recurring engagement, playing for later
rewards in battle passes can require a great amount of time from the player, and even then,
there is no guarantee that the player will be able to reach the reward they want. In seven of the
passes, the player had the option to purchase levels for the pass (again, via premium currency),
making it possible to complete the whole pass without playing the game at all, while another
four passes had the option to, instead of just buying the regular premium pass, pay more to
buy a bundle containing both the premium pass and a set amount of immediately unlocked
levels as a one-time progression boost. In combination with the elements described previously
(FOMO, filler rewards, challenges), this could be seen as designing a problem (excessive time
investment required) and then selling the solution in a bid to drive the player to increased
spending.

4.1.3 Battle passes use social elements to drive engagement

Video games as an activity have to some extent always been a social activity, be it playing with
friends, talking about games, comparing progress, or competing. This is doubly true in live
service games, which are overwhelmingly multiplayer-focused. In our study, we have identified
some aspects of battle passes that could constitute social dark patterns, by which games try to
use social pressures or social capital to make players more engaged with the game.
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First, we believe that one of the big reasons for engaging with battle pass rewards (which
are, as mentioned, largely cosmetic in nature) is the social aspect of being able to see these
rewards on others and be seen in turn. A commonality we found in the games investigated is
that they, to varying degrees, are built around allowing players the opportunity to show off
their cosmetic customisation to others. This is exemplified particularly well in Apex Legends,
in which, for instance, winning your previous game displays your player card to every other
player at the start of a round, with an accompanying voice line; being champion or kill leader
displays your player card on banners around the game map during the round; and winning the
game shows off your character’s cosmetic skin to the remaining players, allowing the winners
the opportunity to use various emotes (short character animations) as a sort of “flex” on their
defeat enemies. Even elements that directly affect gameplay seem designed for showing off; if
an enemy player is downed, one can perform a “finisher” on them, which plays a short
animation for both players (and anyone else who happens to be watching) prominently
focusing on the finishing player, as well as showing off their chosen finisher animation.

We believe that elements such as those described above, and similar ones in other games,
are deliberately designed to drive engagement with battle passes by shining a spotlight on
rewards to make them more attractive and encouraging a sort of “haves and have-nots” social
system, in which seeing someone else show off a cool cosmetic might trigger a desire for having
it yourself.

STAY AS TEAM? IF'S
-7
YES o/

m ENDORSE PLAYERS

Figure 5. An example of spotlighting cosmetics by showing the winning team’s skins and
poses at the end of a round in a screenshot from the game Overwatch 2.

Another social aspect to battle passes that we have identified is that some games have what we
will refer to as party boosts. These are boosts for the battle passes that give more points if the
player is playing together with other people; essentially, before clicking play or searching for a
game, they must already be in a party together, which could be seen as an incentive to play with
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friends, or to team up with strangers. However, out of the six games that contained a party
boost of some sort, five of them were locked behind the premium battle pass, forcing players
to spend money on getting this boost, with some additionally containing paid, stacking boosts,
meaning that the boost increases with the number of players that own a battle pass in the party.
For instance, to get the maximum boost possible in Apex Legends, every player must own the
premium battle pass, as the boosts stack cumulatively. The only exception to this paywalling
was Overwatch 2, which gives a 20% boost to battle pass point gain, regardless of whether the
player has bought the battle pass.

While there is in theory nothing bad about encouraging players to team up, the negative
aspect comes from putting this perk behind a paywall, especially from party-wide boosts,
where the progress of one player is influenced by whether the other players in the party have
paid or not. Such mechanics, we believe, could act as a social pressure between some players.
Even though only a few of the games we investigated contained these kinds of boosts we still
think it is an interesting aspect to bring up, especially since battle passes are ever-evolving, and
such features could be added to other battle passes in the future. One example of a game that
used to feature this kind of system is Hunt: Showdown; however, it was removed in the latest
iteration of the battle pass that we looked at.

4.2 Study 2: Understanding player experiences with dark
patterns in battle passes

Three themes were generated as part of Study 2. They are “The battle pass paradox”,
“Commodifying time and effort”, and “Looks matter”. Participants have been labelled P1-P8
for the purposes of quoting.

4.2.1 The battle pass paradox
Our study found discrepancies between expressed opinions on battle passes (or aspects of
battle passes) and how participants claimed to act in relation to them, in ways that may seem
self-contradictory. Specifically, participants often engaged with battle passes and games
containing battle passes, even if they feel negatively about them, for a number of reasons
including a perceived lack of alternatives. Additionally, all participants expressed that they find
the majority of battle pass rewards to be undesirable, while most at the same time thought
battle passes represent good value for money. This highlights the skewed value analysis that
takes place when participants evaluate the monetary value of battle passes.

The data contained numerous examples of statements showing engagement with battle
passes in spite of negative experiences with them, or even a general dislike for battle passes
and microtransactions in general, as exemplified by the following quote:

“I definitely have strong cognitive dissonance on this one, because I know I hate
those loot boxes. I know I hate the idea of paying and doing these
microtransactions, and I also know I have over the years spent at least $300 on
cosmetics and stuff in [Overwatch]” (P1).

In total, five out of eight participants expressed varying levels of engagement despite dislike,
with most pointing out specific features they dislike, including intermediate currency packs
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sold in uneven amounts, excessive time requirements to progress, and fear of missing out.
Some pointed out that battle passes can be enjoyable if implemented right, citing reasonable
completion times and interesting challenges as important factors. Of the remaining three
participants, one was wholly negative towards battle passes and did not engage with games
containing battle passes at all anymore, while one was mostly positive, and the last neutral.

One of the reasons highlighted for engaging with battle passes was a lack of alternatives,
with three participants expressing dissatisfaction with the gaming industry and the ubiquity of
battle passes and microtransactions:

“I think the bar is so low for the expectations of new games coming out that we
Jjust settle for whatever it is they ask of us. Because you know, even if you did play
a different game, they're still going to do it. There's nowhere you can go where
you're actually going to get what would have been promised to you, let's say, 15
years ago. And you're totally aware of that” (P4).

Other reasons for engagement were desiring certain rewards (see the theme “Looks matter”)
or wanting to play a particular game that happens to contain battle passes, which in turn could
lead to engagement despite having no prior intention of doing so.

Another seemingly paradoxical aspect of our study is that all participants found the majority
of battle pass rewards to be undesirable (“For me it’s 5 out of 80, 5 out of 9o [rewards that are
desirable], but as I said the majority are usually always garbage [...]”, P7), while five voiced the
opinion that they thought battle passes still represent good value for money. This apparent
discrepancy can be explained by participants expressing that the few rewards they were
interested in often felt sufficient to justify the cost of the battle pass, and that the many
unwanted filler rewards were seen as merely extras. Additionally, the amount of content
received for the price was seen as favourable compared to the prices in the in-game real money
shops:

The way I look at it is, if I look at League of Legends for instance, I can buy one
skin I like for this amount of money, or I can buy a battle pass for the same amount
of money [...] and I get a bunch of stuff. So therefore it has greater value; that’s
why I like a battle pass (P3).

However, this points to the skewed value analysis taking place when participants judge the
monetary value of battle passes, since the only way they can judge the worth of a battle pass’s
rewards is by measuring them against the rest of the game’s microtransactions, the value of
which is arbitrarily decided by the video game company, and against microtransactions in
other games. Three participants brought this aspect up in discussion, pointing out that the
value analysis is inherently uneven since they are buying digital assets with no inherent worth,
and that they can be taken away one day when the game’s servers go offline, or for that matter,
whenever the game developer arbitrary decides to restrict or remove their access to them. Two
participants also pointed out that some games make it particularly difficult to judge the value
of a battle pass by including intermediate currencies specific to that battle pass.
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4.2.2 Commodifying time and effort

Video games have always been no more than a fun hobby for most players, with the exception
of those who play professionally. However, our study shows how games, with the inclusion of
battle passes, have the potential to become something akin to work, wherein the player’s time
and effort are commodified in an attempt to convert players to payers.

One thing all battle passes have in common is that they are time-limited, meaning players
only have a set amount of time to unlock the rewards they want. Participants were mostly
negative towards this, with two explicitly mentioning that they think companies exploit fear of
missing out (FOMO) to get players to play more: “Battle passes are built on FOMO, right? They
are absolutely built on FOMO. You have a limited time to get the stuff you have [unlocked]”
(P2). Additionally, five participants said that this stress had gotten them to play more than they
otherwise would have, sometimes to the point of burnout:

“I definitely felt that, for instance with Overwatch, with the first battle pass [...] I
played so much Overwatch 2 when it launched because I loved Overwatch 1 and
I was so excited. And then I got a bit of a burnout and I, but I wanted that skin
and it was like 4 days left and I was like, oh, fine, I'll play more [... ] And then
immediately when I got this skin... OK, great. And then I haven't played since then

[..]” (P3).

With the time pressures constantly stressing players to play more for the sake of rewards,
playing has the potential to lose its charm and becomes a time-consuming commitment:

“You have to work your way through 271 levels or something like that and it
takes... oh my god, it takes so much time. When I played every day, I got to... level
150 or something maybe, max. That’s it, and I played every day, after school, until
Twent to bed. It’s not possible. I'm trying, but no... I've given up” (P5).

“T've opened a game, looked at the battle pass and felt ‘this is so exhausting’. Like
I have to make a decision right now. Do I want to get into this game? Do I want
this game to be like a big part of my life for the coming weeks or whatever?
Because this looks like a lot of work, and I felt like, no, maybe I don't like. It feels
like a commitment, right?” (P2).

We previously discussed time as an investment to earn the rewards of the battle passes, but
what if players lack just that, time to play the game, to the point where they reasonably are able
to earn the reward they are aiming for? Some battle passes, but not all, have the option to
purchase levels or tiers in the pass. Some have the option to buy as many levels as the players
want and some have the option of a one-time purchase of a set number of levels. Opinions on
whether this was good were split, with some participants contending that it goes against the
entire point of a battle pass, while others thought it is good for those with less time to spend.
One of the main pushbacks against paying for instant unlocking rather than playing for it is
that it sends a message from the game studio that the game is not good or fun enough to play:

“You're paying to convert your money into, like, you're paying to bypass stuff
that's supposed to be the fun that you do. I'm not even sure how to describe it [...]
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It's like, why are you telling me that your game is not fun enough to play to get
this stuff in the game?” (P2).

Participants also expressed that it is more fun to unlock rewards by earning them than paying
for them:

“It’s much more fun than going to the shop and buying it. You also feel like youve
earned it a bit, if you want to rationalise it for yourself. It feels better than having
paid for it, but you also have to work to unlock some things” (P6).

Another thing brought up is that this model really caters to players with bad impulse controls
or players who want the instant gratification of owning the rewards, and that, essentially, the
option to skip ahead is a cheat code (which used to be included as fun secrets in games) that
has been given a price tag:

“People have always loved cheat codes, right? You just pay for them. There are
people who have always been like ‘oh rosebuds’, let’s go Sims’. But my point 1is,
you know, that’s one way to engage in a game, theyve just turned rosebuds into,
you know, dollar signs” (P1).

An aspect of paying to skip progression that participants highlighted as particularly
problematic was the potential for game developers to intentionally make the battle pass more
difficult to level up in order to drive sales. These kinds of battle passes, wherein paying becomes
a necessity rather than optional for completion, were seen as predatory by our participants.

“For me, [paying to skip] is OK, since the transaction is pretty obvious [...] but
then again it depends, if it’s there as a method of bypassing a really long battle
pass, like in Rocket League, then I don'’t think it’s OK [...] It depends on the context,
but as said, in Rocket League, it’s impossible to get through the pass [without
paying], so it’s an ugly trick to include [paying] as an out when you've already
spent money” (P5).

On the flip side though, some feel it to be positive to be able to buy yourself through the battle
pass if the pass itself is fair, that every player has a chance to complete it even without having
to purchase levels. For those who cannot put all their time into a game but still want some
specific reward, having the option to purchase their way to it doesn’t affect anyone other than
the player buying it and that makes it a reasonable option to having to decide whether time
should be spent in the game to try and unlock the reward or if time should be spent on things
outside the game.

“It is voluntarily, so I mean if you want to pay for it, you can. I would say
personally I am pretty neutral to it, but I would like to think that others think it

1 This refers to a cheat code found in The Sims, in which the player would receive a certain amount of in-
game money when typing in the code ‘rosebud’.
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would be nice, if they feel like they won’t be able to finish but still want the
rewards” (P6).

What we can take from this is that paying to unlock content in battle passes is very context-
dependant, whether a game actively forces purchases by having unreasonable goals or if they,
in general, are fine to beat timewise but use external level or tier purchases as a way for those
who do not have time to complete it. Unlocking rewards via playing also feels more rewarding
than straight-up buying the items via in game shops, and having that time limit looming is an
enjoyable challenge that makes that reward all that much greater.

As to not have the battle passes strictly be passive rewards, games, in general, have
challenges to go with them to faster earn points to level them up. There are a lot of different
challenges existing and every game has its own way of doing them, but a general rule of thumb
is that there are three categories, daily, weekly and pass-long challenges. These are meant to
engage the player and act as a motivation to keep playing but is it possible that they can have
the opposite effect and sacrifice the core of a game, the enjoyment, for the sake of progression?
There are both positive and negative opinions regarding challenges. The difference here is that
both the positives and the negatives are the same, it is rather the execution that makes the
difference between good and bad interactions. The biggest critiques against challenges are that
they either are too bland and are not even noticeable or that they are too specific and force
players to play in a way that either decreases the enjoyment for themselves or the other players
in a game.

“Challenges, as said, in Rocket League are so simple that you don’t have to do
anything different. You just reach them anyways” (P5).

“There is a third category, they are like the second but unreasonable. Get 10 kills
prone in 5 minutes or so, things that just frustrate you” (P6).

“So I was like, OK, to get this challenge, I have to do stuff that's contrary to what
the hero I'm playing right now is supposed to engage, and then for the study, I
was trying to do as many challenges as possible so, OK, I... I was letting my team
down. I was letting myself down” (P2).

On the contrary, as mentioned, challenges can also enhance the experience by making the
players play in ways they do not usually play. Challenges can also help boost the battle pass
level if a player is close to unlocking something, these extra points can save the player time by
reaching the level or tier faster.

“A part of the point in unlocking things is if there is a challenge to do something
specific. It’s a bit fun. It changes the way you play for a couple of hours, a day, or
a couple of weeks to unlock it and it’s part of the fun I think, motivation” (P5).

“And I think there are times when you can implement a battle pass that can be
interesting and enjoyable, like in Fortnite for example, because it's such an open-
world game, it's not very structured and sometimes you can just end up getting a
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bit lost in the game and not really doing that much. So for that, it made sense to
me. Get eliminations with this gun or collect how many of these or whatever” (P4).

The enjoyment when it comes to progression is dependant on how these challenges are built
and who it impacts. A consensus has been that challenges that impact not only the player but
also involve other people in the game are bad as it has a chance of ruining not only the
experience for one player but for multiple. Even challenges that only impact the player can be
a bad experience if they are boring or too hard as the enjoyment is removed for the sole reason
of progression. On the other hand, well thought out, creative challenges are appreciated as they
can help bring structure to the game or change up the playstyle and breathe a breath of fresh
air into the game.

4.2.3 Looks matter

This theme showcases that, even though many participants pointed out that most battle pass
rewards are purely cosmetic, and therefore optional to gameplay, cosmetics are nonetheless
desirable to players, and for many is a sufficient motivator to engage with battle passes.
Additionally, cosmetics can serve as a facilitator for various social player interactions.

Several reasons were brought up for enjoying cosmetics, such as wanting to show off rare
skins, wanting to look unique, or wanting to gain a competitive advantage (since some skins
carry slight advantages, such as lower visibility or unique voice cues). Every participant stated
that they were interested in and enjoyed cosmetics to some extent, though three pointed out
that it is more fun to earn something purely by playing instead of having to purchase a premium
pass. When it comes to preferences between visual appearance and rarity of a cosmetic, the
participants were split down the middle, with half preferring to use cosmetics that they
personally find visually appealing, and the other half preferring to use the rarest possible skin.
Equally, there was a split between wanting the skin purely for your own sake, and wanting it
because others could also see it:

“For me it’s only for myself, that is, I don’t care what others think [...] but it’s
absolutely only for my own sake, I'm not thinking about anyone else” (P7).

“For me I definitively think that it matters that other people can see [the skin] too.
Partly it’s a funny thing to talk about [...] it’s kind of cool even though one might
not want to admit it, to have a cool skin, or an expensive skin, or an unusual skin,
so that affects it and makes it more attractive” (P8).

Participants also mentioned ways in which cosmetics can act as focal points for social
interactions between players. These interactions are usually performed between friends, for
instance, comments about rare, old, or obscure cosmetics. However, participants also
highlighted ways in which cosmetics can cause players to judge each other; for instance, if there
is a feeling of animosity between a game’s community and its developers, players might exhibit
hostility towards people who purchase cosmetics: “People would kick you from the group
because they felt like it promoted bad business practises, so they would be like ‘you supported
[the company] doing this thing, we don't want you in our group” (Participant 2). Other
described examples of this phenomenon include assuming that someone is a new player,
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assuming that someone is a good player, and anticipating that someone is going to be a “toxic”
player, depending on their chosen character cosmetics.

5. Discussion

The aim of this thesis was to investigate player attitudes to dark patterns found in battle passes,
through the research questions of “Which dark pattern commonalities are found in battle
passes?” and “How do players perceive and experience dark patterns in battle passes?”

In answering the first research question, our findings were that battle passes use time-based
stressors, such as fear of missing out and ticking timers, to pressure players to engage with
battle passes, while filler rewards artificially stretch out the playtime, and daily and weekly
challenges incentivise players to come back regularly. Additionally, battle passes use
intermediate currencies to reinforce other microtransactions in various ways, in an attempt to
get players to spend more money. Lastly, battle pass games are built in such a way as to increase
the social appeal of their rewards by allowing players the opportunity to show off cosmetics.

Our findings for the second research question were that our participants had a paradoxical
relationship to battle passes, often engaging with them despite disliking them, or at least
disliking aspects of them. Additionally, most participants believed battle passes got them to
play more than they otherwise would, while opinions on paying to skip and challenges were
divided, with both positives and negatives highlighted. Lastly, the second study also showcased
player perceptions of cosmetic rewards, revealing that they can be an enhancer of enjoyment
despite not directly affecting gameplay.

5.1 Dark pattern commonalities in battle passes

The findings of Study 1 can be related to not only Zagal et al.’s (2013) categorisations of
temporal, monetary, and social-capital based dark patterns, but also to Gray et al.’s (2018)
taxonomy of dark patterns: for instance, the ticking timers prevalent in most games with battle
passes can be seen as an example of Interface Interference (emphasis of a certain part of the
interface), pop-ups related to game challenges could be considered Nagging, and the
intermediate currencies found in battle pass games constitute a type of Obstruction. Lastly,
battle passes as a whole could be seen as an exemplification of the dark pattern subtype
Gamification, though how “dark” this pattern is depends on the implementation of the battle
pass. Arguably, most games are built on unlocking things by playing; this aspect rather
becomes “dark” in combination with the other commonalities described.

In further relating these results to previous research on battle passes, we find that they
mostly line up with and, to some extent, strengthen the results of previous studies.
Significantly, we expand on Joseph’s (2021) study by adding to his assertion that battle passes
reinforce existing monetisation methods, by showing the potential role of intermediate
currency as part of the battle pass. Additionally, we add to the idea that battle passes invite
players to reflect on their haves and have-nots in terms of cosmetic customisation.
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5.2 Player attitudes to dark patterns in battle passes

As the first study was focused on investigating if there are any dark patterns in battle passes,
the themes generated all ended up being quite negative towards the battle passes themselves.
The semi-structured workshops for the second study were based on the perceived dark patterns
from Study 1, but the questions asked were created in a way to nudge the participants as little
as possible towards confirming the themes. Rather, the idea was to have open discussions
about the perceived issues without straight-up naming them, to let the participants tell their
own views instead of just blatantly agreeing to the labels of the previous study’s themes. Study
2 also had a broader view, although having battle passes as a focus, other aspects of the games
were discussed to a great extent.

Our study shows that participants were generally negative towards battle passes and certain
aspects of them, but that they still engaged with them to a high degree. This might be related
to Bongard-Blanchy et al.’s (2021) findings that end users are generally aware of manipulative
designs, but underestimate the potential harm of them, which could be amplified by the fact
that we’re talking about entertainment; Maier & Harr (2020) found that users considered dark
patterns particularly dangerous when it comes to organisations that handle sensitive data,
which could mean that video games in comparison are considered relatively harmless.
Additionally, our participants were adept at spotting certain particularly visible dark patterns
in battle passes, such as time-limited rewards, time wasters such as filler rewards, and
intermediate currency bundles, and while they found these annoying and bad for the
consumer, they did not consider them dangerous, which supports Maier’s & Harr’s (2020)
findings that visible dark patterns are seen as more annoying than dangerous.

A participant of Study 2 was of the opinion that the reason why engagement still happens
even though there is a dislike for it is that the bar of expectation from companies is so low that
players just accept that this is how the market looks today, which draws parallels to Maier’s &
Harr’s (2020) findings that some users contend that there is no way to fully avoid dark
patterns. This also shows similarities to the findings of Grey et al. (2021) and Bhoot et al.
(2020) who found that end users are more likely to put up with dark patterns if friends use the
same service, or if there are no alternative services. While there are many games without battle
passes, we argue that these are not truly “alternatives”, as they are usually found in different
genres entirely (for instance, singleplayer games), meaning that they offer a substantially
different experience. Since all of the games investigated for this thesis are primarily or
exclusively multiplayer games, a core motivation for playing them is to play with friends;
therefore, if one wants to play a certain style of game with friends, and it happens to be a game
containing a battle pass, chances are that every alternative game offering a similar experience
is also a game containing a battle pass. This kind of resignation was expressed among several
of our participants, with the consensus being that microtransactions are ubiquitous, except in
“AA” and indie games, which, again, usually offer different experiences. This again points to a
lack of alternatives as a big “motivator” for accepting, or at least putting up with, battle passes.
There were however also some positive feelings towards battle passes, as some participants
have had enjoyable experiences with battle passes that were of reasonable completion time and
had fun challenges to complement them. This was not something that was found in Study 1 but
a welcome addition to the negativity surrounding the battle passes.
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In the following sections, we relate the findings of Study 2 to the themes developed in Study 1,
and to related research.

5.2.1 Battle passes incentivise recurring engagement

Study 1 highlighted aspects that have the potential to make a chore out of what is supposed to
be a fun pastime. Participants of Study 2 echoed this by feeling that companies exploit FOMO
to make players play more, with some being left with burnout after finishing a pass, which can
be related to previous research, such as sentiments that battle passes exploit a player’s time
and money (Petrovskaya & Zendle, 2021) and that they serve to elicit sustained player
participation (Zanescu et al., 2020). Having a constant ticking timer gives the player a time
limit to decide if they want to purchase, something that could cloud their judgement as the
sense of urgency that the battle passes and their rewards will disappear in a set amount of time.
This is however not only a monetary nudge, but also a temporal one, as the timer reminds
players of how long they have left to play for their rewards. The closer the timer is to zero, the
more time the player might feel inclined to put on the game rather than other things in life that
they would rather do.

Another aspect of battle passes we noted in Study 1 is the potential for progression at the
expense of enjoyment by doing challenges that have the player play in specific ways. This was
met with different opinions from the participants of Study 2, where the implementation of
challenges made a difference to the experience. One participant decided that they would do as
many challenges as possible for the study and in the end, they felt like they disappointed not
only themselves but also their team. On the other hand, some of the participants generally did
not interact with challenges, they just happened to unlock them. The more specific challenges,
however, that forced specific playstyles, may lead to players playing in ways that lessen
enjoyment for the sake of progressing the battle pass.

Battle passes try to keep engagement by highlighting progression goals for the battle pass
itself (such as showcasing your next unlockable reward in the main menu), but also on the
surrounding challenges by, somewhere in the user interface, showcasing how close the player
is to complete certain challenges, with the goal to keep player engagement longer. This is not
something exclusive to battle passes but rather something that exists in many digital services;
Narayanan et al. (2020) point to similar things in apps such as Uber, although these nudges
are arbitrary goals that do not really mean anything, in contrast to the battle passes whose
challenges have set goals, but the idea of keeping engagement is essentially the same. Some
participants of Study 2 brought up the fact that they have played more than they had originally
liked or planned as they saw challenges close to being completed, but that extra time
investment generally had lower enjoyment as the player did not plan on playing that extra time
and was already ready to do something else. Many times, that extra time invested felt like a
chore rather than a fun activity. These challenges are usually completable at any time within
the timespan of the battle pass, but by being shown a progress bar that is nearly full, the player
is incentivised to play a little extra. Other participants echoed the sentiment of having already
felt done with the playing for the day, but seeing that they are close to unlocking rewards or
finishing a challenge, they have extended their playtime past their original intentions.
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But what does the game get out of this, as more playtime does not directly generate more
revenue? Player retention does a few things: first, being able to show that a lot of players are
playing at the same time generates interest from others as, after all, if a lot of people are playing
the game, it must be good. Second, with players coming back to finish challenges and the battle
passes, there are more opportunities to sell not only the battle pass but maybe also other
microtransactions that the game has to offer. We would argue that for this, players and their
enjoyment come second, and the main focus for the games and the battle passes is to generate
revenue, maybe not in a direct way but rather in an indirect way where players will start to feel
a need to purchase the battle pass because they have already sunk a lot of time into playing,
completed a lot of challenges and in the end, it will become a sunk cost fallacy where the
amount of time spent does not correlate to the number of rewards unlocked without a
purchase.

5.2.2 Battle passes feed into existing monetisation systems

Premium currencies as a business model were seen in a negative light, as almost all games force
the player to buy more currency than needed for the items the player intends to purchase, or
in this case, the battle pass.

Something that was discussed a lot was the skewed value analysis of battle passes.
Participants of Study 2 found that most of the items in battle passes were items that they did
not want, something also seen in Study 1, with filler rewards showing how many of the items
in a battle pass only exist to prolong the pass, adding no real value. Half of the participants of
Study 2 did however find the battle passes to be of good value if they reach a certain point of
the pass where they’ve unlocked the items they want. This was because they could buy one item
in the shop for the same amount of money they spend on a pass, where you get a lot more for
the same value, making it more worth it as even though a lot of the items are seen as
uninteresting, they are an added bonus. A big thing that also got brought up during Study 2 is
that the value of the items is skewed because in the end, we are talking about digital assets, and
how do you assess the value of that? This is something that the companies themselves decide
with the price tag they put on the items, as well as the rarity. Nothing however stops the
companies from changing the value at the drop of a hat with reruns of limited items or price
changes and so on, making it even harder to judge what an item is worth.

With time pressure being an issue and making players feel forced to play more than
intended, some of the games give the option to pay for skips. Here lies the question of paying
versus playing, something that both studies touched upon but in a slightly different light. In
Study 1, we proposed that paying to skip is a paid solution to an unwelcome design, or in other
words, a way for the company to make money. This was mentioned in Study 2 as well with
participants questioning if the game is fun or worth playing if there is an option to pay so that
they can avoid having to play it. Not everyone agreed with this sentiment, however, with the
participants being split on the matter. Some considered that it could be a good thing for those
with less time on their hands to still have an option for unlocking rewards they would want.
Most however agreed that it is acceptable to the extent that the battle pass is completable in a
reasonable time. If, on the other hand, the purchasable skips are required to complete the pass
without an unreasonable time investment, all participants agreed that this would be predatory
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and bad. Petrovskaya’s & Zendle’s (2020) study on Reddit discussions of Dota 2’s battle pass
also yields similarities to our research. They showed that the difficulty of progressing without
paying was a prevalent issue discussed by players, which was also brought up by our
participants. However, our participants, in comparing different games, highlighted that
implementation between games varies and that this matters greatly when players make the
judgment of whether something is fair or exploitative.

5.2.3 Battle passes use social elements to drive engagement

One thing all participants of Study 2 agreed on was that cosmetics enhance enjoyment. Making
the character or weapon feel more like them or enhancing the look to be more in line with their
fantasy made the experience more enjoyable. Our participants expressed that cosmetic (or
hedonic, to use Lehdonvirta’s (2009) terms) rewards in battle passes were preferable to pay to
win (or functional (Lehdonvirta, 2009)) rewards since hedonic rewards offer no tangible
gameplay advantages. Indeed, we, the authors, have often come across statements made by
players that cosmetic microtransactions (including battle passes) are completely fine, in the
sense that they cannot be viewed as a negative, since they are optional and do not affect the
gameplay experience. This sentiment was also expressed by some of the participants. However,
we would argue that the theme Looks matters shows that hedonic rewards can be a big part of
the experience of playing a game, and a strong motivator for engaging with battle passes. In
other words, being able to customise and personalise your avatar, or other elements such as
nameplates and icons, is an expected functionality in these kinds of live service games, one
which many players find fun to engage with. Joseph (2021) contends that the battle pass in
Apex Legends invites players to reflect on their haves and have-nots, in terms of cosmetic
customisation, which is also congruent with our result which showed that participants engaged
in varied social interactions and judgments based on their own and others’ cosmetics.

Lastly, the idea presented in Study 1 that battle passes push towards playing together to get
boosts and act as an incentive to buy battle passes is something that wasn’t reflected in Study
2. A few participants did not know such a feature existed in some games, and the others were
of the opinion that it made no difference as they would play together with others regardless of
if there existed boosts or not.

5.3 Conclusions

Research on battle passes as a monetisation method and the outcome it has on players today
is lacking, with only four sources found on our part as of writing this paper, all from between
2020 and 2021. Our aim has been to further add to the conversation on battle passes, which
dark patterns they contain, and player perceptions of them.

The study found that participants were generally aware of and negatively disposed towards
dark patterns in battle passes, but that many still engaged with them to a high degree for a
number of reasons, in ways that could seem paradoxical. In particular, exploitation of FOMO,
premium currency bundles, and challenges that force certain playstyles were viewed
particularly negatively. However, other aspects, such as being able to purchase skips, were
viewed by some as a neutral, or even positive aspect. Additionally, the study found that
cosmetic rewards were a strong motivator for engaging with battle basses, despite not offering
any direct gameplay benefits.
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Zanescu et al. (2020) argue that battle passes are a hybrid of playing, gambling, and labour,
which is something that got brought up a fair bit during Study 2, with the results showing both
negatives and positives for the player’s experience when playing games containing battle
passes. Having experienced feelings of stress, FOMO, or even burnout for the sake of unlocking
specific rewards in a battle pass, we would argue that something needs to change as this takes
away from the core idea of video games, which is supposed to be an enjoyable activity. Another
aspect being brought up was the rewards that gave players items that can be correlated to loot
boxes, often when opened leading to disappointment as the items they received were
underwhelming. Participants did however find it enjoyable and exciting the few times they got
lucky with the items opened in the boxes. The players did experience positive feelings when
unlocking rewards as it made them feel accomplished for having worked to unlock something.
The surprise of suddenly unlocking a free reward also felt good according to the players, even
though what they unlocked might be something they did not care about, as they all enjoyed
getting free items. This was however a smaller part of what the participants were discussing,
and the majority was focused on negatives. Although our participants viewed many aspects of
battle passes negatively, they still interact with them passively if nothing else. They even see
battle passes in a bit of a positive light with the condition that the battle passes are next to
invisible and only pop up as unexpected rewards. The less that a battle pass does the better of
a battle pass it is.

5.4 Limitations and future research

With this study, we would argue that more research on how to combat the negative experiences
is needed and serves as an understanding of how battle passes in general are built and what
they contain. One potential way to combat the negative aspects of battle passes is by increasing
player awareness regarding dark patterns found in games, and therefore changing the system
from the bottom up by reducing demand and increasing negative player feedback. However, it
is questionable how successful such an effort could be, considering that fewer individuals
paying more can sustain a live service game, as seen in Petrovskaya’s & Zendle’s (2020) study
of the Dota 2 battle pass, in which battle pass related revenue went up, despite lower average
player numbers.

Further, with the average age of our participants being 29, meaning that most of the
participants have been through different ages of video games, we would argue that this could
have made an impact on the results. With several participants having played games since long
before battle passes even existed, they have experienced games sold as a whole experience, the
first instance of microtransactions with small cosmetic items, minor and major downloadable
content, the rise and fall of loot boxes and now the era of battle passes. This made many of the
participants more critical of not being sold a full experience. If we would have had younger
participants, that have grown up with loot boxes and battle passes being the norm, we believe
that the results of study two could have had results that were of more positive opinions towards
battle passes but these are assumptions and would need to be studied further.

Finally, with this thesis we hope to have added to the discussion of player attitudes to dark
patterns in battle passes by playing and analysing 19 different battle passes to find the
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commonalities in them, and by conducting a player study further strengthen the understanding
of player perceptions of battle passes. For future research, we hope that this thesis can serve as
an understanding of how the system looks today and how, in the future, it could help to create
less predatory practices for the monetisation of video games.
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Appendix 1: Template for Study 1

GAME NAME HERE

Introduction

Basic description of the game and its gameplay; provides context to subsequent categories.

Interface Study

Thorough description of all UT aspects of the battle pass and possible player interactions with
said interface. “What is important about the interface, from the researcher's point of view, is
the information and choices that are offered to the player, as well as the information and
choices that are withheld” (Consalvo & Dutton, 2006).

Interaction Map

How does the battle pass and/or the rewards allow/influence/affect interactions between
players?

Gameplay Log

How does the battle pass (and its rewards) interact with the gameplay, and how does the
gameplay interact with the battle pass (for instance, how are points gained, do any of the
rewards directly interact with the gameplay mechanics, etc.).

Object Inventory

List all battle pass rewards, with a brief description of their use in the game, as well as their
frequency of occurrence in free and premium tracks.

Frequency in Frequency in
Type of reward Description 4 Y q y
Free Track Premium Track

Notes

General notes about the gameplay/battle pass, time spent playing/analysing the game,
previous experience with the game, etc.
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Appendix 2: Additional website pictures

CHALLENGES

RESEARCH PASS  endsont6thofapi

Read the intro and answer preliminary Complete Challenges to level up your Claim rewards by attending the final
questions before you begin. Research Pass and earn rewards. group interview.

Figure 6. First page of the Study 2 website, mimicking the style of a battle pass.

This is a study about user perceptions of battle passes in We would like you to first answer the preliminary
PC and console video games. The study consists of two questions below. Then, pick one or several of the following
elements: one in which you play video games at home and games to play on PC or console:
fill in questions on this website, and a group interview. The 1. Overwatch 2
website has been loosely themed as a battle pass in order 2. Apex Legends
to make it more fun and interesting to interact with. 3. Teamfight Tactics
4. Sea of Thieves

All responses, both on this website and during the group 5. Call of Duty: Warzone
interview, will be anonymised. The group interview will be 6. League of Legends
audio recorded, and will require signing of a GDPR form. 7. Fall Guys
All data will be securely stored and deleted upon 8. Genshin Impact
publication of the thesis. You can choose to opt out at any Try to complete as many Challenges as can. Lastly,
point by simply reaching out to either one of us. participate in a group interview with two other

participants. The group interview is expected to take up to
Thank you for participating in our study! 1 hour. As a thank you for participating you will receive

- Eric & Ola "premium’ rewards (yes, they're actually real)!

These preliminary questions are intended to give us an idea of our
participants’ previous experiences with battle passes. Try to answer
as thoroughly as you can!

Figure 7. Screenshot of the Intro page of the Study 2 website.
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Appendix 2: Additional website pictures

CHALLENGES

AT AR LLENGES?
Challenges are short, easy-to-complete
tasks that will require you to look at a
specific part of (or perform a certain action
related to) the battle pass in your chosen
game, and then answer simple gquestions.
The purpose of the challenges is to get you
to reflect over certain aspects of battle
passes ahead of the group interview, while
giving us some data in the process.

Try to complete as many challenges as
possible. You may complete them in any
order. Try to keep track of approximately
how long it takes you to complete all the
challenges and fill that in at the bottom of
the Challenges page.

Please note that the website does not track
your completed Challenges progress; you
must keep track of which ones you have
already done manually.

o | understand, proceed to Challenges

Figure 8. Page 1 of the Challenges tab.

CHALLENGES VIEW REWARDS

How do you feel about the rewards in How does the game try to incentivise How does the battle pass interact with
the pass, both the free and premium you to buy the premium pass? the in-game shop and vice versa?
ones?

How do battle pass challenges affect How does playing with a friend affect Does seeing cosmetics on other players
the way you play the game? the way you interact with the battle incentivise you to also get that
pass? cosmetic? Do you generally care about
in-game cosmetics? Why/Why not?

Figure 9. Page 2 of the Challenges tab.
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Appendix 3: Workshop guide

General warmup question

To start off, how do you feel about battle passes in general, as a business model? If we say
"battle pass", what is your first gut reaction?

Money

Time

Do you feel differently about battle passes in free to play games versus games you paid
for?
In many games, the currency that you use to buy battle passes is often sold in uneven
amounts that leaves a bit left over.
o Isthis something you have noticed and reflected on?
o Have you ever been encouraged to make subsequent purchases to "use up" that
left over currency?
In general, what do you think about the practice of currency packs as opposed to direct
purchases?
In some games you can buy booster packs, where you pay more and get a headstart,
and in some games you can even buy BP levels.
o How do you feel about that?
Games with battle passes usually have an in-game shop, and they're more or less linked
together by, for example, the battle pass offering currency that can be spent in the shop.
o Do you feel that a battle pass has ever enabled or gotten you to buy something
non-BP related in a game's shop?

Do you perceive the fact that you have to unlock things in a BP as a good or a bad thing?
Or would you rather get your purchase directly?
o Does the fact that you have to unlock rewards make them feel more meaningful,
more earned?
Challenges
o How do you feel about BP challenges?
o Do you think they affect how much you play a game?
o Do they make you feel like you have to engage in sustained participation with a
game?
How many of the rewards are you usually interested in?
e What do you think of the rest of the rewards? Are they useful to you in any way?
e Where are they usually on the pass?
e Does it stress you to try and unlock them?

Cosmetics & social elements

e Is cosmetics something you in general like or care about?
o What makes you enjoy/not enjoy cosmetics?
o Isthere a social element to it?
= Have you had any positive or negative interactions stemming from
cosmetics?
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Appendix 3: Workshop guide

= Do you ever judge other players based on their
cosmetics/equipment?
= Do you usually care about how prestigious a cosmetic skin/reward
is, or do you prefer to go by what you think looks good?
Do you ever discuss battle passes with friends when playing? Like compare levels,
rewards, etc?
Do you ever strategise about or discuss the battle pass with friends?
Some games rewards players when playing with friends/in a lobby. Is that
something you ever though about or interacted with.
o How do you feel about such incentives?
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