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INTRODUCTION 
Within discussions of video games, certain free-to-play games typically take up the 
marginalized position that video games often take in larger cultural discussions.  Free-to-
play games are massively popular and successful, with Blizzard’s Hearthstone grossing 
over $20 million a month (Crecente, 2015), Kabam’s Marvel: Contest of Champions 
raking in over $100 million in revenue from over 40 million user downloads (Hodapp, 
2015a), and even long-time holdouts like Nintendo finally allowing other developers to 
work with their intellectual property by partnering up with free-to-play developers to best 
construct and market their games to match the new realities of the game industry (Barder, 
2015). The success of these games and their wide appeal warrants inquiry, particularly 
because discussions of these games are often quite critical about their design and 
monetization strategies. However, other free-to-play games, like League of Legends, or 
games that change their design to incorporate significant elements of free-to-play, like 
EVE:Online, are often exempted from concerns about their design and monetization 
strategy. 

Free-to-play games are relative newcomers to the game industry and are based on a 
payment model that originated in Asia and steadily crept into a substantial place within 
the global game industry.  These types of games are popular among players because there 
is no initial cost to try them, while developers and publishers fixate on the ability to make 
massive amounts of money.  There are cases where a game made by two people amassed 
$10 million in earnings in three months (Tach, 2015) and one where a single developer 
pulled in $50,000 a day in ad impressions (Hamburger, 2014).  Free-to-play is different 
than traditional games because they offer an additional revenue stream through 
advertising while making a player’s potential spending on the game unlimited.  Stories 
abound of players spending thousands of dollars on a single game for a specific reward or 
item, sometimes so much so that elements of games are developed around the interests of 
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an individual player (Hodapp, 2015b). This type of monetization, combined with a type 
of game design imported to the West, frequently leads to discussions among North 
American and European players about how free-to-play games are bad, often hinging on 
concerns about the lack of skill players need to demonstrate and the option for wallet 
warriors to pursue a pay-to-win strategy. 

Free-to-play games are beginning to be more widely studied by games researchers, but 
most of the efforts so far focus on who plays these games or how specific design 
elements can drive revenue streams.  Instead, we are interested in a different project, 
analyzing the discourse around the genre to make an argument about how the ways 
people discuss these games can help chart the subconscious biases present in the 
communities of games designers, journalists, and players. 

To analyze the discourse about free-to-play, we will use the tools of rhetorical analysis, 
focusing on how the discourse creates a symbol system that we can interrogate with the 
animating questions of ‘what’s going on here?’ and ‘so, what?’ (Schiappa, 2001; 
Zarefsky, 2008). Applying the tools of rhetorical criticism, we argue that the way that 
free-to-play games, particularly those designed for mobile devices, are discussed 
indicates the blind spots and prejudices of players and the community surrounding games. 
Similarly, game studies has its own blind spots that need to be acknowledged, with 
presentations and papers far more likely to focus on low-grossing indie art house games 
than on one of the fastest growing sectors of gaming, one where games typically raise far 
more revenue and are more widely played.  

Ignoring free-to-play or understudying games in the genre stands to leave a large and 
rapidly growing sector of games outside of the reach of DiGRA. Furthermore, many of 
these games are particularly interesting as they introduce different mechanics and 
approaches, challenging established norms and practices of play. And, perhaps most 
importantly, the different business model and design can attract an audience quite distinct 
from those who play other kinds of games. Studying free-to-play can help chart the 
dominant discourses surrounding games, enabling analysis of the subconscious biases the 
community holds in an effort to make the unseen and rarely discussed prominent and 
visible. 
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