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ABSTRACT

Netflix's decision to include games in its subscription in November 2021
reflects the company's ambition to become a dominant player in the entertainment
industry. This strategy is in line with Netflix's statement in 2018, where they claimed,
“We compete with (and lose to) Fortnite more than HBO” (Netflix, 2019). Netflix’s
strategy is framed within a new phase of media convergence. This new phase is
characterised by content convergence, which is the fusion of sectors and contents as a
response to the highly competitive context of the entertainment industry, in which
companies compete to get users’ attention (Wu, 2017). By offering a wider variety of
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content, including video games, Netflix aims to consolidate its position in the market
and provide a complete entertainment experience for its users. This endeavour
represents Netflix's disruption of the status quo from a content perspective (Gomez &
Mufioz Larroa, 2023). This study takes the growing convergence of ludonarrative and
audiovisual content as its starting point and focuses on Netflix's recent strategy to
embrace this trend. The platform's relationship with the world of video games has been
extensive. It has manifested in various ways, ranging from audiovisual adaptations of
games like The Witcher (CD Project Red, 2007), Castlevania (Konami, 2003), and
Horizon Zero Dawn (Guerrilla Games, 2017), to foster the creation of video games
based on their original productions such as Narcos: Rise of the Cartels (Curve Digital,
2019), released alongside the show's second season. Additionally, Netflix has ventured
into interactive audiovisual experiences with productions like Black Mirror:
Bandersnatch (Slade, 2018) and the documentary series Wild vs. You (Grylls, Buchta,
& Shoopman, 2019)

This study aims to provide insights into how the inclusion of games aligns with
Netflix’s overall content strategy and how this strategy is positioned within the
entertainment ecosystem. To achieve this goal, we propose to critically analyze how
Netflix games contribute to fulfill different entertainment functions: compensations,
gratifications (compliance of needs) and self-realization (Vorderer, 2001: 257); and
how these complement the functions fulfilled by Netflix’s overall audiovisual
catalogue. Furthermore, the study also highlights the gaps that can still be filled by the
content-on-demand platform. To achieve this goal, we provide an answer to the
following research question (RQ): How does Netflix’ game catalogue fulfill different
entertainment functions and how do these games align with and complement the
company's entertainment goals? To answer this question, we use a mixed-methods
approach. First, we conduct a data-driven analysis of the 48 games released by Netflix
through December 31, 2022. We gathered several data (such as game genre, release
date, download range, recommended age, links to audiovisual content and ratings)
using SensorTower, an app-monitoring tool. In the second step we performed a
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of all games through analytical play (Mayré,
2008), meaning that researchers played the games in the sample by critically examining
their game experiences. This process involves utilitarian play (Méayré, 2008), which
implies relating the game to the wider context in which it was published. This serves
us to think critically about the role of games in relation to Netflix’s broader
entertainment strategy. As sensitizing concepts (Braun & Clarke, 2006) for the data
analysis phase, we used the functions of entertainment described by Vorderer (2001).

Our research allows the identification of different types of strategies directed to fulfil
Netflix's objectives through digital games. The main one, for now, involves a focus on
basic interactive entertainment content that enhances the subjective perception of
subscription value. However, glimpses of transmedia, branded, and third-party
licensing strategies are also emerging. The emerging status of these different
approaches does not allow for a definitive conclusion that this increase in value has
occurred at this time. However, it is likely to attract casual players and fans of specific
IPs. Based on the currently available data, games constitute a sort of Netflix micro-
strategy within a broader plan whose main objective is to entertain and retain users.
This entertainment, following Vorderer's proposal, can be categorized into three main
functions: compensations, gratifications, and self-realization.

Games around compensation refer to the aspect of entertainment that helps individuals
escape from their daily routine or relieve boredom. In the context of Netflix games,
compensation can be observed through the immersive and interactive experiences they
offer, allowing users to engage with new worlds and characters. By offering a wide
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range of game genres and narratives, Netflix aims to offset the limitations of traditional
audiovisual content and provide users with a more interactive form of entertainment.

Gratifications include the satisfaction of psychological needs that individuals seek
through their entertainment experiences. Netflix games fulfil these needs by providing
challenges, rewards, and a sense of accomplishment. By integrating gameplay elements
such as achievements, progress tracking, and social interactions, Netflix aims to satisfy
users' desire for mastery, competition, social connection, and self-expression.

Self-realization pertains to the aspect of entertainment that allows individuals to
explore and express their identity, values, and aspirations. Netflix games can facilitate
self-realization by providing players with opportunities to make choices, shape
narratives, and customize their gaming experiences. Through character creation,
narrative branching, and decision-making mechanics, Netflix games enable users to
engage in interactive storytelling and personalize their entertainment experiences
according to their preferences.

However, this shift in how mobile content is offered (free from in-app purchases,
microtransactions, or advertising) compared to major content distribution platforms
(such as the Apple Store and Google Play) may signify future changes in the
configuration of mobile gaming entertainment. Furthermore, the study also highlights
the gaps that can still be filled by the content-on-demand platform. We discuss these
results by reflecting on how these games align and complement Netflix’s broader
entertainment strategy and what their role is in the company's positioning and
competitiveness within the entertainment industry. The findings also shed light on the
strategic purpose and content relation of the games published by Netflix.
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