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INTRODUCTION

In January 2024, the Chinese developer Papergames released Love and Deepspace
(Papergames 2024) (L&DS), an otome game that represents romantic relationships
between a female avatar and four male companion characters. Despite it being a free-
to-play game, L&DS became the fastest-growing game in Japan in terms of revenue
(SensorTower 2024) since its release and created a global surge in revenue for the
‘interactive story’ subgenre of mobile games globally (SensorTower, IDC, and Mistplay
2024). A quick search on the Reddit forum for L&DS shows that it is riddled with
confessions by players on how much money they spent (r/LoveAndDeepspace n.d.).
Some communicate regret, while others share their strategies on how much money
to spend to guarantee obtaining the game’s most sought-after goods: romantic
intimacy with the companions.

This presentation presents a qualitative work-in-progress on gacha games from East
Asia designed for women players on a transnational scale. The work aims to highlight
the problematic aspects of free-to-play games for women that tend to combine affect
with predatory free-to-play monetization schemes through which games leverage
player data and channel player behaviour towards increased consumption (Whitson
and French 2021; Blom 2023). This particular presentation presents L&DS as a case
study that crystalizes this trend in otome games, because L&DS channels player
behaviour through continuous encouragement of affective reception (Lamerichs
2018) for its companion characters. This affective reception is monetized through the
gambling-like gacha mechanic through which players try to obtain character memory
cards that contain romantic relationships with the companions.

GAMBLIFICATION AND PREDATORY MONETIZATION

L&DS is a symptom of predatory monetization in the Games as a Service (GaaS) trend
(Kerr 2017). GaaS turns games into assets that provide constant game content
updates and player stimulation with gambling-like, predatory monetization
mechanics to keep player retention (Alha 2020; Lehtonen, Vesa, and Harviainen 2022;
Bernevega and Gekker 2022). This is known as the “gambilification of digital games,”
which occurs across the intersections of games, gambling, and consumption practices
(Brock and Johnson 2021, 3). Gamblification has become incredibly successful to
monetize games; gambling-like mechanics such as lootboxes and gacha made up 15%
of the mobile phone game titles in 2022, which generated 73% of the total worldwide
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revenue of mobile phone games (SensorTower 2023, 31). Furthermore, character
collection was the most dominant monetization feature to encourage player spending
among the top 10 mobile phone games in worldwide gross revenue (2023, 32).

Institutions such as the European Games Developer Federation and the
Entertainment Software Association are aiming for responsible gameplay and player
safety with self-imposed industry measures, such as in-game purchase transparency
through labels and other tools (Video Games Europe and European Games Developer
Federation 2024; Entertainment Software Association 2024). However, research has
shown that gambling-like mechanics are increasingly camouflaged in affective layers
like gift-giving between players (Whitson and French 2021), and they encourage
fraudulent player practices (Blom 2022). Self-imposed industry measures and
compliance with law regulations also have much to improve (Xiao et al. 2022; Xiao
2023). Considering DiGRA’s theme ‘Games at the Crossroads,” L&DS’ affective
monetization should thus be critically challenged.

Gacha games

Gacha games like L&DS are a form of such gamblification of digital games consisting
of a randomized in-game reward system in which players try to pull a desired item or
character through the accumulation of in-game resources (Nielsen and Grabarczyck
2019; Woods 2022). Character collection is a central feature of gacha games. Gacha
games are designed so that the characters are deemed desirable by players, but
difficult to acquire, which encourages increased spending (Hartzheim 2019, 244). The
gacha mechanic usually offers a set of characters with only one character as a reward
at the same time (Sato et al. 2023, 22). The centrality on character collection is
enabled by media mix franchises from East Asia, in which characters proliferate across
a range of media and products (Steinberg 2012; 2019; Sato et al. 2023). Within these
franchises, gacha is a common feature, often found in the form of small collectibles,
playing cards or mobile games (Ito 2005; Steinberg and Ernest dit Alban 2018; Blom
2023).

OTOME GAMES

The gamblification of digital games occurs parallel to the growing popularity of otome
games. Otome games provide a temporary fantasy for players to construct imaginary
relationships with male characters (Kim 2009). These games have become increasingly
available worldwide on mobile phones (Andlauer 2019) and rely increasingly on
players’ feelings towards their characters for monetization (Ganzon 2022, 84). This
echoes current digital media practices that create mediated intimacy (Andreassen
Petersen etc. 2017). For example, games and other popular media are increasingly
designed to facilitate affective responses from players to fictional characters
(Lamerichs 2018; Elvery 2022; Koike, Loughan, and Stanton 2023) As such,
contemporary otome games occupy a position between the gamblification of digital
games and the rise of mediated intimacy that encourages players to have an affective
disposition towards characters, which can then be monetized.

This paper provides a close playing (Aarseth 2003) of L&DS to explore the potential
predatory and affective monetization scheme of current otome game monetization.
L&DS is anillustrative case study of otome game development that monetizes snippets
of intimacy with fictional characters. Premium formats of otome games usually depict
romantic relationships in their main story lines, but although L&DS has a main story,
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players must use its gacha mechanic that offers character memory cards for any
romantic development between the companion characters and avatar. It is only the
rare five-star memory cards that offer fully visual and romantic interactions and only
these cards supplement the game’s backstory. These scenes are not only rare and
randomized, but they are also locked behind a paywall, are only available for a short
period of time, and some scenes even require a matching pair of cards to unlock.
Players must spend hours of grinding to gather enough resources to use the gacha
mechanic for free or spend money to have a chance to obtain a rare five-star card.
Hence, this paper will argue that L&DS’ monetization scheme, which combines affect
with gambling-like mechanics, represents love and romance as services that players
will only experience if they pay enough money and get lucky.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research was supported by the Academy of Finland project Centre of Excellence
in Game Culture Studies (CoE-GameCult, 353266).

| would like to thank the DIGRA reviewers for their excellent suggestions for the
development of the article that will follow from this abstract.

REFERENCES

Aarseth, E. 2003. "Playing Research: Methodological Approaches to Game Analysis".
In MelbourneDAC : The 5th International Digital Arts and Culture Conference, 1-7.
Melbourne, Victoria, Australia.

Alha, K. 2020. "The Rise of Free-to-Play: How the Revenue Model Changed Games
and Playing". PhD Dissertation, Tampere: Tampere University.

Andlauer, L. 2019. "Pursuing One’s Own Prince: Love’s Fantasy in Otome Game
Contents and Fan Practice". Mechademia Second Arc: Childhood 11 (1): 166—-83.

Andreassen, R., Petersen, M.N., Harrison, K., and Raun, T., eds. 2018. Mediated
Intimacies: Connectivities, Relationalities and Proximities. London and New York:
Routledge.

Bernevega, A., and Gekker, A. 2022. "The Industry of Landlords: Exploring the
Assetization of the Triple-A Game’. Games and Culture 17 (1): 47-69.
https://doi.org/10.1177/15554120211014151.

Blom, J. 2022. "Attachment, Possession or Personalization?: Why the Character Trade
in Animal Crossing: New Horizons Exploded". Replaying Japan 4:23-34.

Blom, J. 2023. "The Genshin Impact Media Mix". Mechademia 16 (1): 144—66.

Brock, T., and Johnson, M. 2021. "The Gamblification of Digital Games". Journal of
Consumer Culture 21 (1): 3-13. https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540521993904.

Elvery, G. 2022. "Parasocial Phenomena in Video Games". In Encyclopedia of
Computer Graphics and Games, edited by Newton Lee, 1-6. Cham: Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-08234-9 463-1.



TUNI Luottamuksellinen - Confidential (3Y)

Entertainment Software Association. 2024. "Essential Facts About the U.S. Video
Game Industry". https://www.theesa.com/resources/essential-facts-about-the-us-
video-game-industry/2024-data/.

Ganzon, S.C. 2022. "Playing at Romance: Otome Games, Globalization and
Postfeminist Media Cultures". PhD Dissertation, Montréal, Québec, Canada:
Concordia University.

Hartzheim, B.H. 2019. "TRANSMEDIA-TO-GO: LICENSED MOBILE GAMING IN JAPAN".
In The Franchise Era: Managing Media in the Digital Economy, edited by B. Hikari
Hartzheim, S. Mamber, and J. Fleury, 233-55. Edinburg University Press.

Ito, M. 2005. "Technologies of the Childhood Imagination: Yugioh, Media Mixes, and
Everyday Cultural Production". In Structures of Participation in Digital Culture, edited
by J. Karaganis, 1-16. Durham: Duke University Press.

Kerr, A. 2017. Global Games: Production, Circulation and Policy in the Networked Era.
New York and London: Routledge.

Kim, H. 2009. "Women’s Games in Japan: Gendered Identity and Narrative
Construction". Theory, Culture & Society 26 (2—3): 165—88.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409103132.

Koike, M., Loughnan, S., and Stanton, S.C.E. 2023. "Virtually in Love: The Role of
Anthropomorphism in Virtual Romantic Relationships". British Journal of Social
Psychology 62 (1): 600—616. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12564.

Lamerichs, N. 2018. Productive Fandom: Intermediality and Affective Reception in
Fan Cultures. Transmedia: Participatory Culture and Media Convergence.
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.

Lehtonen, M.J., Vesa, M. and Harviainen, J.T. 2022. "Games-as-a-Disservice:
Emergent Value Co-Destruction in Platform Business Models". Journal of Business
Research 141 (March):564-74. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jbusres.2021.11.055.

Nielsen, R.K.L., and Grabarczyk, P. 2019. Are Loot Boxes Gambling? Random Reward
Mechanisms in Video Games". ToDiGRA 4 (3): 171-207.

Papergames. 2024. Love and Deepspace. Mobile (Android). Papergames.

r/LoveAndDeepspace. n.d. "Love And Deepspace Official". November 29, 2024.
https://www.reddit.com/r/LoveAndDeepspace/?rdt=46378

Sato, Y., Briickner, S., Splichal, J.M., Waragai, |. and Kurabayashi, S. 2023. "Cross-
Regional Analysis of RRM Design and Implementation in Mobile Games by
Developers in China, the EU, Japan, and the USA". Entertainment Computing
48:100606. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.entcom.2023.100606.

SensorTower. 2023. "The State of Mobile Gaming 2023".
https://sensortower.com/blog/the-latest-trends-shaping-the-mobile-gaming-
ecosystem.



TUNI Luottamuksellinen - Confidential (3Y)

SensorTower, IDC, and Mistplay. 2024. "Gaming Spotlight: H1 2024 Review".
https://sensortower.com/h1-2024-gaming-spotlight-report.

Steinberg, M. 2012. Anime’s Media Mix: Franchising Toys and Characters in Japan.
Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press.

Steinberg M. 2019. The Platform Economy: How Japan Transformed the Consumer
Internet. Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press.

Steinberg, M., and Ernest Dit Alban, E. 2018. "Otaku Pedestrians". In A Companion to
Media Fandom and Fan Studies, edited by Paul Booth, 1st ed., 289—-304. Hoboken,
New Jersey: Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119237211.ch18.

Video Games Europe and European Games Developer Federation. 2024. "2023 All
About Video Games — European Key Facts".
https://www.videogameseurope.eu/publication/2023-video-games-european-key-
facts/.

Whitson, J., and French, M. 2021. "Productive Play: The Shift from Responsible
Consumption to Responsible Production". Journal of Consumer Culture 21 (1): 14-33.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540521993922.

Woods, 0. 2022. "The Economy of Time, the Rationalisation of Resources: Discipline,
Desire and Deferred Value in the Playing of Gacha Games". Games and Culture 17
(7-8): 1075-92. https://doi.org/10.1177/15554120221077728.

Xiao, LY. 2023. "'Beneath the Label: Assessing Video Games’ Compliance with ESRB
and PEGI Loot Box Warning Label Industry Self-Regulation". Royal Society Open
Science 10. https://doi.org/10.17605/0OSF.I0/E6QBM.

Xiao, LY., Henderson, L.L., Nielsen, R.K.L., and Newall, PW.W. 2022. "Regulating
Gambling-Like Video Game Loot Boxes: A Public Health Framework Comparing
Industry Self-Regulation, Existing National Legal Approaches, and Other Potential
Approaches". Current Addiction Reports 9 (3): 163-78.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40429-022-00424-9.



