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Abstract
An exploratory discourse analysis was performed on a community of practice based

on Discord, an instant messaging platform. The community of practice is a group of gamers
(people who play video games), dedicated to the cross-platform free-to-play game Genshin
Impact. A corpus of messages was gathered from the community’s public message logs,
which spanned a period of three days during the release of Genshin Impact’s most financially
lucrative character banner. From the corpus, numerous themes in players’ discussions have
been observed; such as reactions to the gacha’s probability system, displays of problem
gaming, sexualization of female characters, and opinions regarding monetization & the
game’s developers. This study would be beneficial for future studies that pertain to player
behavior and gamer culture that can also use communities of practice on platforms such as
Discord, in order to gain insight into niche communities of engaged users.

Key words: gacha, Genshin Impact, community of practice, gaming communities, Discord
communities, F2P, free to play
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Abstrakt
En utforskande diskursanalys utfördes på praxisgemenskapen baserad på Discord, en

plattform för snabbmeddelanden. Praxisgemenskapen var en grupp spelare dedikerade till det
plattformsoberoende gratisspelet Genshin Impact. En korpus av meddelanden samlades in
från gemenskapens offentliga meddelandeloggar, som sträckte sig över en period av tre dagar
under lanseringen av Genshin Impacts mest ekonomiskt lukrativa karaktärsbanner. Från
korpusen har många teman i spelarnas diskussioner observerats; såsom reaktioner på gachas
sannolikhetssystem, visningar av problemspelande, sexualisering av kvinnliga karaktärer och
åsikter om intäktsgenerering samt spelets utvecklare. Framtida studier som avser
spelarbeteende och gamerkultur kan också använda praxisgemenskaper på plattformar som
Discord, för att få insikt i nischa gemenskaper av engagerade användare.

Nyckelord: gacha, Genshin Impact, praxisgemenskap, spelgemenskaper,
Discord-gemenskaper, F2P, free to play
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1 Introduction
Free-to-Play (commonly abbreviated to “F2P”) is a monetization model that has

grown in popularity due to it enabling a wider audience range as well as giving more price
points for how willing players are to spend money on the game (Paavilainen et al., 2013). F2P
games usually offer a double currency system, where there is one currency the player can earn
by playing the game and one premium currency that the player may purchase with real world
currency, such as Euros or US Dollars. Most often, you can convert the currency purchased
with money to the currency that you may earn, but not the other way around (Alha et al.,
2014).

Gacha games are a genre of Japanese F2P mobile games where players spend in-game
currency towards a gambling system in order to acquire characters, also known as “pulling”
for characters (Lax & Mackenzie, 2019).  The monetization method for gacha games is that
the player can use virtual currency for a chance to obtain a virtual item in the game. This
virtual currency can either be obtained for free within the game, or purchased with real world
currency (Koeder & Tanaka, 2017). Gacha games make use of the Monetary Dark Pattern of
“Pay to Skip”, where the player can spend real world currency to skip the tedious work of
obtaining virtual currency for free (Zagal et al., 2013).

“Gacha” as a term derives from “Gachapon,” an onomatopoeia of the sound produced
by the crank of the gacha toy vending machine. Gacha games were invented and popularized
in Japan. While these toy capsules are common in other countries, the Japanese ones are
unique in the way that they can cost more and are higher quality. In Japan one spin will cost
from 100 to 500 Yen and the toy is usually made out of a high grade PVC plastic with finer
details. They will also often fetch a high price on the resale market, as they can qualify as
collector’s items (“Gachapon,” 2019). For the rest of this paper, “gacha” will be used to refer
to digital gacha games.

Genshin Impact is a gacha game that quickly rose to prominence within its first six
months of release, having already achieved $1 billion in revenue (Chapple, 2021). In Genshin
Impact, players explore an open-world universe called Teyvat, and can acquire numerous
characters they meet throughout their journeys via the game’s digital gacha system. This
system mimics the mechanics of real-life gachapon machines, and is a defining feature of
gacha games. Characters are categorized into two rarities; 5-stars, and 4-stars. Weapons can
also be obtained via gacha, and weapons are available in 5 rarities, ranging from 5-stars to
1-stars. Many of the 5-star characters and weapons in Genshin Impact appear for a limited
time. In order to obtain characters or weapons, players must “pull” or “wish” for them by
spending premium currency (called “fates”) on the gacha “banner.” A banner in gacha games
is simply the screen in the game that the players use their premium currency on, and these
limited banners typically last for a limited time of 21 days (Wishes, n.d.).

Gacha games have been studied for their similarities to gambling and their potentially
predatory business practices. However, an aspect of gacha games that has not been widely
studied yet is the dedicated communities of players of these games, and how their behavior in
these communities reflect how they experience gacha games. This thesis aims to answer the
following question: “How do gacha game players experience gacha in Genshin Impact, as
expressed by their discourses in a specific online community of practice?”
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2 Background
2.0 Internet Gaming Disorder

A “gamer” can be defined as someone who plays video games, and the practice of
playing games is called “gaming”. When observing the behaviors and patterns of gamers,
researchers often look to compare these behaviors to the characteristics of Internet Gaming
Disorder (IGD). In 2013, the American Psychiatric Association (APA) considered it a disorder
worthy of further study, citing that there is not sufficient enough evidence to formally include
it in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). IGD is defined as
“Persistent and recurrent use of the Internet to engage in games, often with other players,
leading to clinically significant impairment or distress,” (Feng et al., 2017). IGD is typically
believed to be a disorder that affects individuals who believe that they cannot self-regulate
their gaming habits, though this type of classification is still new and not yet widely accepted
amongst researchers (King & Delfabbro, 2018). The recognition of IGD by the APA allowed
it to be cemented as a potentially legitimate disorder, which facilitated further research to be
conducted. Due to the similarity between other mental health conditions and IGD, its
symptoms should be taken more seriously and research into treatments should be considered.
Some potential consequences of IGD may include lack of sleep, social isolation, financial
insecurity, and depression and/or anxiety (King & Delfabbro, 2018).

IGD has also been observed in relation to games with microtransactions or in-app
purchases, where addiction to such a game could pose a serious financial risk to the player.
Certain games with in-app purchases may also make use of monetization methods that are
predatory towards those at risk of being classified as having IGD. Some individuals who have
sought treatment for IGD reported having large debts due to in-app purchases in video games
(King & Delfabbro, 2018). King & Delfabbro also describe how "Players may not be aware or
informed of the odds of receiving desired items from microtransactions, and the game may
use pressuring tactics to incentivize purchases (e.g., so-called ‘limited time’ offers).” This
lends credence to the idea that game developers may be employing monetization tactics that
are predatory towards individuals with characteristics that constitute IGD, such as impulsive
decision-making and lack of self-regulation.

Games have different methods of monetization and offer various types of
microtransactions. One type of microtransaction is a “loot box,” which is a box that players
can earn or purchase in order to obtain a random assortment of rewards. Once players begin to
spend on such microtransactions, such as loot boxes, problem gamers (or gamers at risk of
being classified as having IGD) may have difficulty in quitting their spending habits, due to
cognitive distortions such as the sunk-cost fallacy. This cognitive distortion is characterized
by the bias of players to continue making microtransaction purchases in a game, justifying it
with the fact that they have already spent money before. Thus the players feel trapped into
spending more money on the game, and it may not appear as an urgent issue right away due to
the low individual costs of some microtransactions (King & Delfabbro, 2018).

2.1 F2P Games and Addiction
Internet Gaming Disorder has been studied in tandem with specific game genres such

as MMORPG’s (massive multiplayer online role-playing games) and F2P games. Dreier et. al
(2017) discussed IGD and the prevalence of its symptoms in players who spend a more
significant amount of time and money on F2P games. According to their data analysis
conducted on a group of young and adolescent F2P gamers, “the amount of money spent
online significantly allows for a clinical classification of free-to-play use.” They also specify
the areas in which gamers displayed the most problems in, which were behavioral problems,
hyperactivity, and emotional problems (Dreier et al., 2017). The monetization strategies of
F2P games, and the role these strategies have in the risk of addictive use, are also discussed.
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To quote the authors, “the capability of solving problematic in-game situation[s] by spending
money might be linked to the coping mechanisms of vulnerable free-to-play gamers,” (Dreier
et al., 2017). As F2P players maintain this coping strategy in the way they play these games,
this dynamic is reinforced, which may lead to addictive use in the future, such as an increase
in impulsive microtransaction purchases. In F2P games, specific design choices are often
made in order to create inconveniences that can then be answered by making in-app
purchases. Thus, players may need to have a high level of self-efficacy and self-control in
order to avoid making purchases.

Balakrishnan & Griffiths (2018) investigated gaming addiction and loyalty in order to
find its relation to making in-app purchases. They conducted a survey on university students
and examined the total effect between the variables of addiction, loyalty, and purchase
intention. From their study, they concluded that there is an empirical demonstration of a
connection between purchase intention and addiction. They state that their results “suggest
addiction can strongly stimulate purchase intention among users that are more loyal towards
the game,” (Balakrishnan & Griffiths, 2018). Thus, designers of F2P games are encouraged to
build systems in their game that foster loyalty in their players.

André et al., in their 2020 study about the characteristics of different types of gamers,
demonstrated that specific behaviors and tendencies were correlated with
problematic/addictive gaming. In their findings, it’s shown that addicted gamers were
“significantly overrepresented amongst the respondents assenting that they spent more than
four hours per day on communication with others through social media/internet,” (André et
al., 2020). They also conclude that all three types of gamers (highly
engaged/problem/addicted) show greater extents of experiencing psychological distress and
loneliness.

2.2 Gacha as Gambling
There is currently some disagreement of whether or not gacha games should legally be

considered gambling. Some researchers have come to the conclusion that, while gacha is not
the exact same as gambling, it uses chance-based mechanics and can be seen as a virtual
lottery system (Koeder & Tanaka, 2017). Other researchers have pointed out that despite the
differences between gacha and casino gambling, gacha players can still seek out or experience
specific sensations that gambling players also experience. An example can be the feeling of
getting strong weapons from gacha, which can be compared with the feeling of winning large
amounts of money from gambling (Akiko et al., 2015; Shibuya et al., 2019). Previous studies
have also compared gacha mechanics with more Western “loot box” mechanics, which are
being regulated by law (or even banned) in certain countries such as Belgium (Straub, 2020).
The main difference between the two monetization strategies is that loot boxes in games often
offer cosmetic items, while gacha systems offer playable characters or other prizes that serve
varying functions in the game (Lax & Mackenzie, 2019).

2.3 Gambling and Addiction
Regardless of whether or not gacha can legally be considered gambling, the potential

addictiveness of gacha and its systems have clearly been documented. Thus, when observing
gacha players, it may be possible to draw connections between their behavior towards gacha
and traditional gambling addiction. Clark et al. (2013) define gambling as when “patrons
stake an object of value (typically money) on the uncertain prospect of a larger reward (the
“jackpot”).” In their study, they summarize the advances that have been made in
understanding the neuroscience behind gambling and gambling addiction. They highlight
certain cognitive distortions that are models of gambling decisions, such as the gambler’s
fallacy, illusion of control, and near-misses. The gambler’s fallacy is a cognitive distortion
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that affects the way random sequences are judged. A common example of the gambler’s
fallacy is when a certain event (like getting heads in a coin flip) becomes less likely to happen
after another event happens many times in succession (like getting tails three times in a row).
The “illusion of control” refers to the way gamblers may believe their actions had influence
over a random outcome because of being involved in the attainment of the result (such as
acquiring a lottery ticket). A study was conducted using a contingency judgment task that
found that pathological gamblers would more often overestimate their control over positive
outcomes. A “near-miss” refers to when a loss is in close proximity to a win; most notably
found in slot machines where only the last symbol doesn’t match the rest. Despite the
equivalence between a near-miss and a total loss, studies found that gamblers were more
motivated to continue gambling after a near-miss. Clark et al. (2013) also bring up prospect
theory and loss aversion, which refers to “the empirical observation that humans (and other
species) are more sensitive to losses than to gains.”

Mehroof and Griffiths suggest in their 2010 study that certain personality traits “may
play a role in addiction more generally, as many people seem to have personalities that
predispose them to addiction.” They also point out that several other studies have observed
that those who are neurotic are more likely to develop an addiction to gaming. Mehroof and
Griffiths conducted a study on a group of university students using multiple questionnaires in
order to obtain scores for different characteristics, including but not limited to gaming
addiction, self-control, and aggression. There were also significant relationships found
between gaming addiction and “the traits of aggression, sensation seeking, trait anxiety, state
anxiety, and neuroticism,” (Mehroof & Griffiths, 2010). Their results found a positive
correlation between online gaming and sensation seeking, perhaps due to the stimulation and
rewards that online games offer to sensation-seekers.

Kleinman and Das conducted a case study in 2020 for a patient with numerous
disorders who developed a gambling addiction. In their case study they highlight how
microtransactions can be a predatory business practice to those who have, or are susceptible
to, IGD. The patient in question was “A United States Veteran in his 50s with posttraumatic
stress disorder, major depressive disorder in remission, alcohol use disorder in sustained
remission, benzodiazepine use disorder in early remission, tobacco use, and opioid use
disorder (OUD) on oral buprenorphine/naloxone maintenance,” (Kleinman & Das, 2020). The
patient was spending excessive amounts of money per month, taken from his own disability
income, on the smartphone game Candy Crush Saga. The study reports that “As he advanced
past competing players, he reports feeling accomplished and proud,” (Kleinman & Das,
2020). It’s also stated that the patient was unaware of how much he had spent in total until his
wife had tallied the purchases from his credit card statements. At one point, the patient was
spending nearly 40% of his monthly income (approximate total of $1500) on
microtransactions. The patient reported feeling ashamed of his purchasing habits and in his
perceived lack of ability to stop spending. He would spend hours gaming daily, which he lost
track of, and “paid little attention to each purchase; only two taps on his phone were required
between initially considering and completing a purchase,” (Kleinman & Das, 2020). In the
discussion section of the paper, it’s pointed out how the patient displayed numerous symptoms
of IGD, particularly the inability to control or reduce spending, and an increase of spending
despite the financial and relationship consequences. The researchers point out how Candy
Crush Saga contains “near-miss” situations in the game, which “increase physiological
arousal and create an urge to continue playing,” (Kleinman & Das, 2020). They also cite how
players of social casino games frequently report specific reasons for making purchases, such
as increasing the level of enjoyment, getting ahead in the game, taking advantage of a
limited-time offer, or making an impulsive decision to continue playing. Lastly, the study
acknowledged games that implement systems similar to gambling, and that the line between
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gaming and gambling is being increasingly blurred as more games include gambling
elements.

In recent years, online gambling has become a growing form of gambling, facilitated
by the ease of access to electronic devices that can support online gambling. With this comes
the concerns that online gambling could lead to an increase in excessive or addictive
gambling, due to factors such as “the ability for large wagers, continuous gambling, rapid
feedback and instant, easy access to a vast number of betting options,” (Gainsbury, 2015).
Online gambling particularly features the ability to play uninterrupted in private and using
digital forms of money to bet. Previous studies have shown that problem gamblers
(individuals who continue to gamble despite negative consequences) often feel like digital
money doesn’t feel “real” and that they find it easier to use than physical money, as well as
finding it more addictive to spend (Gainsbury, 2015). Online gamblers are also more likely to
report sleep and eating pattern disruption than those who gamble in real life.

Murch & Clark (2016) discuss neuroscience and present evidence for pathophysiology
in the decision-making processes in those with gambling disorder. They assert that “the
psychology of gambling can be readily situated within the broader context of
decision-neuroscience of ‘neuroeconomics’,” (Murch & Clark, 2016). Problem gambling has
been compared with substance use disorders in regards to the damage both cause on the
brain’s neural circuitry. Neurological case studies were done which showed that those who
had damage to the medial and orbital prefrontal cortex displayed differences in impulse
control, social behavior, and decision making. When the brain experiences something like
winning a bet, the response is associated with the thing that caused it, and this emotional
association will introduce a bias when a gambler considers whether they should bet again or
not. They will recall the excitement they felt when they won the bet, and be biased to go
again. Impulsive decision-making is commonly displayed higher amongst groups of problem
gamblers. Also, not all forms of gambling are equally addictive or have equal potential for
addiction. Studies indicate that electronic gambling machines (EGMs), despite having lower
rates of use or engagement, have higher associations with problematic use. This can be
attributed to how EGMs “are continuous games that allow rapid play and the ability to initiate
the next bet immediately,” (Murch & Clark, 2016). The authors also discuss four main
psychological systems that are present in gambling games; the variable-ratio schedule,
illusion of control, near-misses, and losses disguised as wins. A variable-ratio schedule is a
schedule where the user doesn’t know how many turns it takes for an event to happen. This is
used to reinforce a behavior to make the user continue acting until the event happens. In
gambling, slot machines use variable-ratio schedules as they deliver wins randomly over a
small amount of tries. There was a PET study conducted that found that “there was a
significant increase in dopamine release left medial caudate in the variable ratio condition,”
which shows how users feel more neurological satisfaction from receiving a reward randomly
(Murch & Clark, 2016). Murch & Clark also cite studies that indicate how near-miss
mechanics were shown to increase the users’ motivation to continue gambling, in comparison
with “full-miss” events. They also elaborate on what’s called “Losses-Disguised-as-Wins,”
which are when miniscule wins are decorated to give the user the same feedback as a larger
win. An example can be when a user gains back less money than they bet, yielding a net loss,
but the small amount of money they won still triggers “win-related feedback from the
machine, including joyful melodies, flashing lights, and the sight of money counting up in the
‘cash remaining’ window,” (Murch & Clark, 2016). This type of feedback from the gambling
machine disguises the net loss as a win to the player, which allows this loss to be coded in the
user’s brain as a win, thus further cementing their cognitive bias to continue playing.
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2.4 Motivations of Player Spending in F2P Games
Understanding the motivations of spenders in F2P games has been important in

allowing F2P developers to understand how to cater to these types of players. Thus, numerous
qualitative studies have been done in order to gauge F2P players’ opinions about in-app
purchases and their reasoning for choosing to (or not to) spend. Jang et al. (2021) conducted
an online survey in order to answer their questions regarding whether gameplay motivation
affects the players’ intention to spend, and whether or not offering free items encourages the
players’ intention to spend. It’s been noted that developers of F2P games try to balance
between encouraging players to spend and offering free rewards that increase the players’
enjoyment of the game. Previous literature on the subject of gameplay motivation has shown
that enjoyment is the main force that drives the use of self-indulgent technological systems
(Jang et al., 2021). These studies have shown that the probability of player purchase is
increased when players feel like they have autonomy, both in playing the game and making
purchases. In their findings, Jang et al. (2021) assert that “play frequency and social
interaction are positively associated with intention to in-app purchase.” This reveals that
gamers who are more engaged, both within the game and within its community(s), are more
likely to make in-app purchases. Also, players who are more skilled are less likely to make
in-app purchases. This can be attributed to these players having more knowledge about the
game and its systems, and knowing how to complete the game’s tasks without resorting to
spending. However, it’s also shown that free items act as a mediator between high-skilled
players and in-app purchases. This happens because free items can show these players the
value of purchasable items, and make them more likely to spend. This is a significant finding,
as it means that F2P developers are encouraged to offer free items as a way to promote
making in-app purchases. This not only allows the players to experience the value of
purchasable items, but also allows for the “shaping [of] self-perception about in-app
contents,” (Jang et al., 2021).

Hsu and Lin (2016) conducted an empirical evaluation of survey data in order to find
the effect of “stickiness” (regular usage) and social identification on the players’ intent to
purchase. According to their findings, “Stickiness is found to significantly and positively
influence intention, thus emphasizing that apps users are unlikely to make in-app purchases
for apps which they don’t find engaging,” (Hsu & Lin, 2016). They also found that the
influence of others was not a significant determining factor in affecting purchase intention.
Rather, “In-app purchase behavior is largely dominated by app attributes (i.e., hedonic value
and utilitarian value),” (Hsu & Lin, 2016). For experienced users, satisfaction was an
important factor in retaining app stickiness. Satisfaction improves players’ attitudes towards
the app, which increases their likelihood of remaining an engaged player. This means that a
positive user attitude is important to maintain if developers wish to increase the likelihood of
converting F2P players into spenders.

Ravoniarison & Benito (2019) conducted a qualitative analysis of YouTube comments
and app store reviews in order to gauge players’ perspectives on in-app purchases. In their
results, they identified numerous player discourses that showed their motivations or opinions
about in-app purchases. One motivation for spending was enforced by a game’s “pay-to-win”
system, where players feel encouraged to spend in order to keep up with other players or
achieve better results from the game’s activities. This distinction of a “pay-to-win” system
had social implications, as players formed opinions regarding skilled players who are able to
overcome the obstacles presented by the game that prompt them to spend, in contrast with
low-skilled players who spend money to avoid these obstacles. The researchers found that “A
majority of players questioned the suitability of IAPs [in-app purchases] pricing and found
them too expensive,” (Ravoniarison & Benito, 2019). Gamers were also shown to be more
receptive to in-app purchases that were not obtrusive. Conversely, gamers showed resentment
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towards games that had systems in place to prevent them from freely playing without paying.
Another gamer attitude that was prevalent was the opinion of in-app purchases being a
downside to the game. Some reviews would praise the game overall, but refuse to give the
game a maximum rating due to it having in-app purchases. Other types of player feedback
found that in-app purchases were not worth their money, since the F2P games in question
were merely mobile games, indicating that the design of these mobile games are not as
engaging as traditional computer video games. A notable variety of player feedback was from
players who expressed awareness at how potentially addictive some of these F2P games are.
Their reviews were written as warnings to not spend money, such as “be prepared for your
bank balance to be lower as it’s very addictive once you start spending it’s hard to stop,”
(Ravoniarison & Benito, 2019). Lastly, there were player reviews that expressed awareness of
the systems put in place by the developers to prompt them to spend money. Some expressed
that these systems have deterred (or may deter) them or others from wanting to play the game,
rather than paying money to overcome the obstacles the systems present.

2.5 Social Interaction in Games
Looking at the availability of social interaction in gacha games is important in

understanding the significance of online communities that are based outside of these games.
It’s been proven that rewards in games can be implemented for social purposes, so that
players can share and compare their rewards with each other, show status, etc. (Hao &
Chuen-Tsai, 2011). The social interaction that is available in gacha games often centers
around a list of friends that can offer temporary boons, which depends on the development of
each friend’s own roster of characters. This further encourages players to pool their resources
and in-game currency in a way that will effectively make them someone who others will want
to be in-game friends with (Britt & Britt, 2021). Similarly, when looking at other types of
free-to-play games that have social interactions, such as guilds, it is observed that players can
be motivated to make purchases in the game in order to advance their position in the hierarchy
of their group (Shi et al., 2015). Gacha games also often have a way of showing off the
player’s roster of characters, such as having a section in the player profile for showcasing
chosen characters or weapons (Lax & Mackenzie, 2019). A hierarchy between paying and
non-paying players is often explicitly made clear in external communities, with terms like
“F2P” and “whales” to differentiate them. Those who are F2P have not spent any money on
the game, while “whales” have spent upwards of thousands of dollars (Britt & Britt, 2021).
Since whales often have the most developed accounts, they are revered similarly to “veteran”
players in other free-to-play games (Shi et al., 2015).

When looking at gacha game players, it’s been observed that several competitive
communities of practice have developed around specific titles of gacha games. Due to the
often limited social interaction that is available in gacha games, competitive communities of
practice play an important role in retaining long-term players and attracting new ones (Britt &
Britt, 2021).

2.6 Parasocial Relationships
Understanding the psychology and motivations of parasocial relationships plays an

important factor in understanding players’ attachment to gacha characters. Lax & Mackenzie
(2019) observe that the desire for the player to obtain a character is tied to a parasocial
relationship that has been developed, either due to the character’s aesthetic appeal,
personality, or other factors. As Giles (2010) put it, parasocial interaction is about
encountering a figure or avatar through a medium and then treating that figure or avatar as if it
would be a real human being. There’s no need to respond in any particular way, however
individuals may feel the need to respond to the figure or avatar as if it were a regular human
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being. When losing or cutting ties with another human being, humans will sometimes feel
strong negative emotions. So as with any other bonds between humans, the loss of a
parasocial bond may evoke a similar negative emotion as if this figure or avatar were a
regular human being (Hoffner & Bond, 2022).

2.7 Dark Patterns in Game Design
When observing the possible adverse effects that a game’s design could have on its

players, it is relevant to discuss the concept of Dark Patterns in game design. Zagal et al.
(2013) developed the concept of Dark Patterns to refer to when designers create systems that
intentionally cause negative experiences for players against their best interests. Even though
the authors explicitly state that “we do not consider gambling (or betting) as a dark pattern,
because players are complicit in the interaction,” and gacha has been likened to gambling in
previous studies, it is still worth looking at other Dark Patterns that gacha games often
employ.

The first Dark Pattern that exists in nearly every gacha game is that of “Grinding.”
Grinding as a game system exists primarily to increase the amount of time a player spends
playing the game. This form of playing the game often includes performing tasks that are
either the same or similar in strategy. An example of grinding exists in Genshin Impact where
players repeatedly defeat enemies to open treasure chests and obtain various types of loot; the
most notable loot being primogems, which players can use to exchange for pulls in the gacha
system. Many other gacha games similarly employ grinding as the primary method of
obtaining free currency to perform gacha pulls, such as Granblue Fantasy and Love Live!
School Idol Festival. Grinding is considered a Dark Pattern due to the fact that some players
may have difficulty in understanding how much time a game will actually demand from them.
This works well in tandem with the Dark Pattern “Pay to Skip,” discussed in a further
paragraph. Grinding also seeks to reward players not for their individual skill, but for the
amount of time they have sacrificed in playing the game repetitively.

Another Dark Pattern prevalent in many gacha games is “Playing by Appointment,”
where players have to play at specific times and/or dates as dictated by the game. Many gacha
games, including Genshin Impact, have a system of daily quests that players can optionally
complete if they wish to gain extra resources, which often includes the premium currency that
contributes to being able to perform gacha pulls. Zagal et al. note that “The darkness of this
pattern is nullified if completing appointments is not required for progression,” however in
gacha games, it is arguable that completing the daily quests is required for progression (Zagal
et al., 2013). Player progression is often marked by how far players are in leveling up their
characters, or how many different characters they’ve obtained, and completing daily missions
is impertinent in gaining the free resources that are required to progress in both of these ways.
In Genshin Impact, when a player has finished grinding the game’s open world for treasure
chests, one of the only ways to obtain free primogems is by completing 4 daily quests. If a
player doesn’t complete these daily quests, they miss out on an important stream of free
primogems that contribute to their ability to obtain more characters and progress further in the
game.

Lastly, a Dark Pattern that can be observed in gacha games is “Pay to Skip,” which
works in tandem with “Grinding.” For players who choose to be F2P, they have to put more
effort and time into playing the game in order to exhaust all their resources for free currency.
This is especially true in scenarios where a F2P player is desperate to obtain a character that is
only available for a limited time, such as when a prospective player is enticed by the
advertisement or marketing for a newly released character. They might then download the
game and begin playing, only to find that they have to obtain a specific amount of currency in
order to guarantee that they’ll obtain the character they want. This is where the player must
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decide if they want to dedicate hours of their time per day towards grinding the game for as
much free currency as possible, or if they are willing to play at their own pace and potentially
not get the character they want. Meanwhile, those who choose to pay for currency have the
luxury of being able to play the game at their own pace without worrying about not having
enough currency (or time) to obtain a specific character.

3 Methodology
The method chosen to conduct this study was an exploratory discourse analysis. Our

aim was to identify themes and patterns that gacha game players have when discussing the
game in an online community. As stated by David Altheide in his paper Qualitative Media
Analysis, “The goal of qualitative research is to understand the process and character of social
life and to arrive at meaning and process,” (Altheide, 1996). Thus, this method of qualitative
research allowed us to examine the different conversations being had with an investigative
lens, in order to discover any common themes, behaviors, or dynamics that players exhibited.
Our data were screenshots of conversations from the instant messaging platform Discord. On
Discord, users can create and join different servers that act as unique hubs for communities.
The server we specifically examined was Wangsheng Funeral Parlor1, and we received special
permission from the administrators of the server to gather data from their community. We
gathered our data from the server’s publicly available message history across a specific time
period, spanning from September 1st 2021 to September 3rd 2021. These dates were chosen
as it was the beginning of the release period for the most financially successful 5-star
character banner in Genshin Impact. This would mean that many different users, both old and
new players alike, were participating in the community during this period of the game’s
history, thus allowing the data gathered to be more diverse and varied.

The study was structured by reading conversations being had during this period where
players specifically discussed the game. We focused on the server channels “#・genshin-talk”
and “#・flex-and-salt.” These two channels were chosen because, respectively, we would be
able to gather specific discussions being had about the game, as well as players’ reactions to
experiencing the game’s gacha system. Then, the data was examined with what Altheide
describes as a protocol; “a way to ask questions of a document; a protocol is a list of
questions, items, categories, or variables that guide data collection from documents,” (1996).
We inspected the message history of these channels and saved computer screenshots of
specific types of interactions that frequently came up. Conversations that were off-topic from
the game or considered “small-talk” (such as “Hi”/”How are you”/etc.) were disregarded. We
focused on looking for statements or interactions that reflected how the users experience the
gacha system of the game; their reactions to their gacha results, to other players’ results, as
well as their opinions about the game and/or its developers.

Once we realized or recognized certain behaviors that were observed repeatedly, or
specific phrases/jokes that were being said, we saved these in screenshot form as well. Many
of these terms and phrases were official terms coined by the game developers, whether it
came to the various currencies or the methods of acquiring them. Introducing the players to
specific terminology early in the game helps to encourage players to follow a certain pattern
of play that the developers intend. This in turn provides examples of how the elements of the
game work and helps new players stay invested and immersed (Paul, 2012). In gacha games
specifically, this is usually in the form of introducing the player to the gacha mechanic by
providing them with free currency.

1 https://discord.gg/HuTao
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Choosing to perform an exploratory discourse analysis means that we will not be able
to gather information via use of interviews or surveys, which limits the amount of data we can
collect. Due to the nature of public online discussions, we run the risk of getting biased data,
as people may hold their opinions quiet so as to not interfere with the active discussions that
are happening in the chat. Our data may also be biased due to how communities of practice
often attract players that are highly engaged. Thus, we will have data that skew in favor of
reflecting the opinions of vocal “hardcore” gamers, rather than the silent majority of “casual”
gamers.

4 Results and Discussion

4.1 Terms & Phrases

4.1.1 “Whale”
One of the common phrases used in this community, “whale” or “whaling,” refers to

people who spend a high amount of money (typically hundreds to thousands of euros) to
acquire items and characters within the game. This term is derived from the monetization
scheme of F2P games, where high-paying players are referred to as “whales,” medium-paying
players are referred to as “dolphins,” and low-spending players are referred to as “minnows,”
(Dreier et al. 2017). When someone whales for a specific character or item in Genshin Impact,
they spend more often than not over €500 in one session of pulling. This is often coupled with
posting images of both their in-game currency and the character that they were whaling for. In
Figure 1 below, 797 intertwined fates (the premium currency for pulling limited characters in
Genshin Impact) would have cost approximately €2000.

Figure 1. This user states that they spent enough money to cause their bank to decline further transactions when
making in-game purchases.

To “whale” or go “whaling” is frequently used in this Discord community. From
observing the use of this term, it is either used to call people out for spending an excessive
amount of money, or it’s used in jest to those who are lucky. It is dependent on the context
that the term is used in; if someone were to post that they have spent €500, and follow that up
with a result of getting the character many times over, the reactions to follow will be leaning
towards calling them a whale, often in a sense of shock or accusation. On the other hand,
someone who is on a lucky streak may be called a whale in a jestful manner, simply because
they were able to obtain a gacha result that an unlucky person may have had to whale for.
An example of such can be seen in Figure 2, where a user accuses another user of being a
whale, simply for having multiple 5-star characters that had release periods that were close in
proximity. The user making the accusation believes that the other user must have had to spend
money to obtain those three characters, because a F2P player typically wouldn’t have been
able to earn enough free currency to pull multiple 5-star characters in such a short timespan.
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Figure 2. The first user replies to an image posted by another user, and names the three characters found in the
image “Ayaka, yoi (short for Yoimiya), baal,” then follows with saying “tf whale” (the fuck, whale). The poster
of the image then replies with “no F2P'' to plead that they are a free-to-play player rather than a whale.

Figure 3. The reaction of the second user saying their “credit card is ready” for the new character displays the
awareness that most people, without enough freely earned currency, will not be able to pull the character (and
possibly constellations) without spending a large amount of money, as shown in Figure 1.

Distinguishing the two ways to use the terms relies heavily on the tone of the message;
if it’s coupled with positive emojis or funny gifs, it is easier to assume it is a joke. Users may
also choose to utilize “emotes”, which are custom emojis that users can upload to a Discord
server for anyone in the community to use. An example of emote usage can be found in
Figure 10. While someone who simply states “whale” towards someone may be saying it as
an accusation. It’s also easy to tell if someone jokingly uses the term “whale” if they’re
clearly referring to something that doesn’t align with the game developer’s traditional
definition of a whale. An example is shown in Figure 3, where a user jokingly asks if they’re
a whale, despite them only having made a microtransaction that’s worth around €0.99.
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Figure 4. This user jokingly asks if they’re a whale for purchasing 60 Genesis Crystals, which costs €0.99.

Whales have also been seen to hold some level of recognition within the community,
specifically where people may be envious of them or hold them in higher regard than other
members. This is reminiscent of how in other game genres, “veterans” or long-term players
hold some level of respect amongst novice or casual players (Shi et al., 2015). This
recognition of whales is partially reinforced by the Discord server this community resides in,
where members can earn a special role for meeting certain criteria that most would agree
befits a “whale.” Roles in Discord are special badges with titles that can be seen on a user’s
Discord profile in the server. Certain roles can also enable users to have their username
displayed in a different color than the rest. This is apparent in Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, as
all users have role colors that range from orange to red, which is dependent on their level of
participation in the server. Meanwhile, whales can differentiate themselves with the “Whale
Tao” role, which makes their username display as cyan—a color that’s easily distinguishable
from the participation colors. Among the different possible criteria to earn this role, one of
them is having at least one limited 5-star character with maximum “constellations,” a feat that
requires the same character being pulled a total of 7 times. Another possible criteria to obtain
the role is by having at least one limited 5-star weapon with maximum “refinements,” which
similarly requires having pulled the same weapon a total of 5 times. Achieving either of these
feats requires, on average, having spent approximately €2000. Being a whale may not only
make others hold an unspoken level of respect, but it will also make one stand out from the
rest of the users in this Discord server.
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Figure 5. The different possible criteria for obtaining the “Whale Tao” role.

4.1.2 “F2P”
The term “F2P” refers to players who do not spend any money on microtransactions in

free-to-play games at all. F2P originates from the monetization model of “free-to-play”
(Dreier et. al, 2017). When players use this term to refer to themselves or others, it means they
are playing the game as advertised; for free. These players circumvent the many options of
paying money and often ignore the temptations of the gacha, as they must save their limited
amount of free resources wisely. They are the opposite of a “whale,” and are on the same
wavelength as a “minnow,” someone who spends a low amount of money on the game (Dreier
et. al, 2017). Instead of spending money, F2P’s will spend many hours acquiring enough free
premium currency to afford the characters or items they want, either through grinding the
various resources in the game or by completing limited-time events. In gacha games in
particular, F2P’s must also demonstrate self-control and patience with their premium
currency, as they cannot afford to pull on many different character banners if they want to
guarantee getting any specific character at all.

F2P has been observed to be used as a counter-phrase to whaling, whereas if someone
might whale for a character, someone else will claim to have gotten them as “F2P.” This in
discussion can be observed to be used as a way for the players who can not spend as much
money, to gain some type of respect from the playerbase. This in reference to managing to get
an item or character that many want without spending any money. The respect can either
come from amusement at the great luck of the F2P player, or in admiration at how effective
they are in saving their free resources.

Figure 6. A person expressing their joy over being lucky as a “F2P,” managing to get the character within a low
amount of tries.
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Some users were observed to refer to F2P players in derogatory ways, such as calling them
“broke.” This serves more as an accusation, claiming that the F2P player doesn’t spend
money on the game because they don’t have any money at all.

Figure 7. The user highlighted in black calls the user in white “broke” for choosing to play with a character of a
lower rarity than a 5-star.

Figure 8. The user in black refers to some players as “plebs,” short for plebians, for not having the money to pay
for the game.

Some users also expressed confusion as to why F2P players choose to grind the game rather
than pay to skip the grind, as expressed in Figure 9.

Figure 9. This user questions why F2P players grind for a free 4-star weapon, rather than simply using that time
to work and use the money towards gacha.

The above example notably shows a misunderstanding of the intentions of F2P
players. They assume that F2P players don’t whale simply because they don’t have the
money, and they question why F2P players grind the game instead of working for a wage and
using that money to spend on the game. It may be the case that some F2P players would
spend on gacha if they had the disposable income, but some players may want to challenge
themselves to strictly play for free, or they may just want to save their resources for future
gacha banners.

4.1.3 “Pity”
This refers to a gacha mechanic within Genshin Impact. For every time the player pulls, their
“pity” counter will go up. Once the pity counter reaches 75, the odds to obtain a 5-star will
increase with every subsequent pull. The players call this system of escalating odds
“soft-pity.” Once the pity counter reaches 90, the player is given a guaranteed 5-star, which
players refer to as “hard-pity,” afterwhich the pity counter is then reset back to 0. The term
“pity” will often refer to the number of times a player has pulled prior to acquiring a
character; where a lower number of pulls is good, and a higher number is bad. There is no
specified range for what “good” or “bad” pity is, but players will typically consider anywhere
from 1-50 pulls as good pity, and anywhere from 70-90 pulls will be considered as bad pity.
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Figure 10. An example of someone being unlucky, reaching a high number of pity before acquiring the desired
character.
In Figure 10, the player expresses their frustration with their pity with the use of a special
emote. The emote in their message is of the character Pepe the Frog, and he is drawn with a
mask over his face hooked to a machine labeled “COPIUM.” Thus, he is inhaling “copium,”
which is a fictional drug derived from the portmanteau of the word “cope” and the drug
“opium” (Matt, n.d.). Users often use this emote across many different contexts to convey that
they are coping with their current situation. In this case, the user is coping with having to
reach 80 pity, an unlucky high number, to acquire their desired character.

Most frequently, pity can be seen used coupled with two other terms; “50/50” and
“pulling.” Aside from those two, it is used in expressions of frustration or joy. Often when a
player is lucky and does not have to spend many tries, they will express happiness over
having a low amount of pity as they get the character without having to have spent as many
resources. In contrast, players will often express dissatisfaction or even anger over having to
reach a high pity counter before getting their character. Both of these examples can be
observed in Figures 10 and 11.

Figure 11. This person shows happiness over pulling their desired character with an adequately low number.

Interestingly, some players have regarded their pity count as something that motivates
them to want to spend more currency, as shown below.

Figure 12. This user states that they’re at 75 pity, which is close to the threshold of receiving a 5-star. They state
that they want to spend all their primogems in order to see what 5-star they get, hoping that it’s the character
Keqing.

This attitude towards pity may reveal that the pity system bears resemblance to the system of
“near-misses” that exist in traditional gambling games. Near-miss events are defined as events
where a user is close to obtaining a win, but hasn’t quite reached it. Such events have been
studied and proven to increase players’ motivations to continue gambling (Murch & Clark,
2016). Similarly, in Genshin Impact, the pity system is designed to encourage users to
continue pulling in order to reach the threshold of the guaranteed 5-star. Being at 0-50 pity
can be described as a “full-miss” event, where the player is not yet close to soft or hard pity.
Then, as the player’s pity counter reaches the threshold for soft-pity, their motivation to
gamble is stronger, due to their proximity to the “win.” This is evident in Figure 12, where the
user conveys that being at 75 pity makes them want to continue pulling in order to finally
reach the “win” of gaining a 5-star.

On the other hand, some users still found motivation to pull despite not yet reaching
soft pity. This is known as “building pity,” where players purposely pull in order to try to
build their pity counter. Since the pity counter doesn’t reset when a new character banner is
added, this means that players can save their high pity counter for a specific character. There
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were a number of users who expressed disappointment in pulling the newly released
character, insisting that they were just pulling on her banner to build pity, and didn’t want to
obtain her. Other users were shown to find the concept of “building pity” as nonsense, since
they believe that players should not pull on a character banner if they don’t want the featured
character.

Figure 13. The user in white expresses disappointment towards getting the featured character. The user in black
says that it’s their own fault for trying to build pity.

4.1.4 “50/50”
When players attempt to acquire a specific limited 5-star character, they have a 50%

chance to get said character, and a 50% chance to instead get a 5-star character from a list of
“permanent” characters, who are available in every limited character banner. Before or after
they attempt to acquire the specific character, they will refer to having to “50/50” it. When
used, they refer to the chance of getting the specific character they want, or one of the
permanent characters that they may not want. This is often used in reference to “losing the
50/50” or “winning the 50/50,” both of which are respectfully used for either successfully or
unsuccessfully acquiring the featured character. It’s worth noting that in Genshin Impact,
when a player loses their 50/50, their next 5-star character is guaranteed to be the limited
character that is featured on the banner. Then, when they obtain the limited character, the next
5-star they get will rely again on the 50/50 probability.

Figure 14. A person who lost their “50/50” chance to another character that they did not want, resulting in them
insulting the character they did get (Diluc) with the sarcastic use of typing out a heart (<3).

Figure 15. A lucky player who managed to win their “50/50” and got their desired character at a low amount of
pity.
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Use of this term is frequently coupled with sentiments of anger or frustration, as
players will often lose their 50/50 and complain about it to the community. This is met by
either a show of empathy from other members, or someone showing off that they instead won
their 50/50.

Figure 16. The pink user is upset that they did not get the new character,  which is met by the red user posting a
screenshot to show that they got the character, claiming they did not even want her. The green user chastises
them for this behavior.

Figure 17. A user posts a meme that pokes fun towards F2P players who brag about their lucky gacha pulls.

4.2 Dark Humor
While studying these discussions, patterns of dark humor began to be more apparent. It’s
observed to be common to use phrases that elude to self-harm or suicide as a form of
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expressing frustration or desperation to the gacha system, such as when a player loses their
50/50, has bad luck with their pity, or is jealous of another player’s luck.

Figure 18. A user saying that seeing others’ lucky pulls makes them want to “commit toaster bathtub,”
referencing suicide by electrocution from bathing with a toaster.

Figure 19. A user replying to someone who initially posted a screenshot of a third party’s lucky gacha result. The
user is expressing that the other person’s luck makes them want to die.

Other observed varieties of dark humor were jokes about gambling addiction, becoming or
being poor due to gacha, or selling organs to presumably fund gacha pulls.

Figure 20. The user in black asks the chat how to obtain the newly released character. The user in white states
that they have to simply be lucky. The user in black then replies with saying to “sell your kidney,” to which
another user in gray replies with “sell your liver.”

Figure 21. Here, a user jokes about having a gambling addiction, to which another user replies with them joking
about being “too broke to be addicted.”

Figure 22. This user communicates their pain seeing others pulling the new character, leading them to joke
about emptying their wallet from paying for gacha pulls.
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These forms of dark humor can be seen as a way for players to cope with their dissatisfaction
towards the game’s gacha system. Although dark humor does not immediately indicate
pathological gaming, these players’ reactions towards the gacha may reveal how much getting
bad gacha results affects their mental health or mood. If a player is persistently sad or
disappointed by their gacha pulls, it is not guaranteed that these experiences will deter them
from playing. Persistent loyalty to the game, despite its adverse experiences, may lead to
pathological gaming. Being unable to stop playing or paying despite adverse effects has been
observed before in a case study of someone addicted to an F2P game (Kleinman & Das,
2020).

4.3 Sexualisation and Gender
A prevalent theme within the community is to sexualize the characters that they want

to pull for, or have just obtained. While there exists the sexualization of both male and female
characters, there was a bias towards the female characters, due to a number of factors. The
data was collected around the time a popular female character was released, and there are 3
other potentially-attractive female characters that players have a chance to obtain when they
pull. This skewed the bias in favor of discussion of female sexualization.

Figure 23. In reference to the newly released character, this player is instead aiming towards getting one of the
permanent characters, Mona. The given reason is because of the difference in physical appearance.

Female sexualization can be viewed from the perspective of the male gaze, where
“The male gaze is the same as an objectifying gaze,” (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Despite
being unable to discern the genders of participants in the discussion, the male gaze is still a
relevant lens to look through, as previous statistics show that a majority of Genshin Impact
players are male (Knezovic, 2022). Genshin Impact has a feature that allows players to make
use of a camera, which allows players to emulate what the male gaze is. Through the camera
lens, players can take away agency from female characters and objectify them for their own
satisfaction.

Genshin Impact allows its players to freely look at their characters while controlling
the camera, and there is even a special camera mode where players can precisely adjust the
camera angle in order to capture a perfect picture. It is also possible to take a peek under
characters, and this feature is commonly used to upskirt female characters. Players can also
position the camera in a way that allows them to get a top-down view of a female character’s
chest. However, if zoomed in too much, the game camera will obscure the character model.
Thus, players will often have to carefully maneuver their camera, and even make a character
stand near a wall or fence, in order to get as close as possible to take a picture.
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Figure 24. A player that declares that they found the “perfect spot” as they show an image pointing their camera
underneath the kimono of the newly released character, effectively upskirting her.

With regards to the newly released character, many users referred to her chest, due to
her having a visible cleavage, and due to her ultimate ability showing her pulling a sword out
of her chest. Users referred to her chest by typing “booba,” a reference to a meme where
“boobs” was misspelled by accident when a 4chan user was admiring a female celebrity’s
chest (Philipp, n.d.).

Figure 25. A player took a screenshot at a precise moment during the character’s running animation, allowing
them to capture a view of her chest.
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Figure 26. Here a user captures a top-down view of two of the same female character, typing “double booba” to
acknowledge both characters’ chests.

Figure 27. The first user posts fanart of the newly released character holding a sign that encourages players to
pull for her. The user states that they want to resist pulling for her, to which another user replies “pull for
booba,” telling the first user that they should pull for the character because of her cleavage.

A common theme when sexualizing characters is to refer to them by their most distinguished
body part. Players often discuss the differences in the characters’ physical attractiveness based
on their thighs, butt, and chest.
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Figure 28. A player showcasing their haul of two new female characters, displayed on the far right and
middle-right, differentiating them between their body parts.

Despite the sexualized aesthetic of many female characters, they are also presented as
strong and capable in the game’s story. This is part of an observed trend where “video games
often present characters, even if sexualized, as capable,” also known as the “Lara
Phenomenon” (Lynch et al., 2016). This phenomenon highlights how, despite the male gaze
that is apparent in Tomb Raider, Lara Croft is still portrayed as being skillful in combat,
intelligent, and capable. This phenomenon is a trend in Genshin Impact as well, as many adult
female characters hold roles in leadership, governing, or are powerful immortal beings.
However, at the same time, they all wear high heels, have idealized body proportions, wear
tight or impractical clothing, and have visible thighs, cleavage, or both.

It is noteworthy that female players still make up about 45% of Genshin Impact’s
player base (Knezovic, 2022). A previous study found that sexualized female characters had a
negative effect for female players, namely in their self-image. It also found that the same was
not true for male players; instead their view of females did not change based on the
sexualization of the female character (Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2009). Thus, whether or not
it’s problematic that game developers allow players to take compromising pictures of their
characters is a question that is still up for debate.

4.4 Addictive Behavior
Patterns of addictive behavior could be identified, many times in relation to buying

currency or pulling a multitude of characters at once. Also, some players expressed regret for
having pulled when they initially didn’t plan to, or insisting that they planned to stop at a
certain number of pulls.

Figure 29. A user laments on how they initially intended to only do 30 pulls, but they instead spent 50, and didn’t
obtain either characters that they wanted.

The prevalent addictive behaviors that were aligned with thrill-seeking and impulsive
decision making, which are both common characteristics in gambling addiction (Mehroof &
Griffiths, 2010). Some users showed a high level of frustration with their bad luck and not
getting what they want, which led to spending more money or using more of their free
resources to try their luck again. If repeated, this pattern of behavior could lead to very similar
(if not identical) behaviors displayed in those with an addiction to gambling. These effects are
corroborated with how previous studies have cited electronic gambling machines as highly
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addictive, due to their ease-of-access, ability to quickly bet in succession, and easy use of
digital payments (Gainsbury, 2015). Other examples of such behavior can be found in Figure
30, where users describe the gacha as something that they are compelled or forced to
participate in.

Figure 30. A user says they had to spend money to obtain a new character four times, and then claims that this
character is the last time they will spend money.

Figure 31. Here, a user admits that they “should have stopped” spending on the gacha, but they justify it by
saying that they got paid the day before.

In some cases, other players would show empathy or give each other advice, urging each
other not to spend money, as can be seen below.

Figure 32. Example of players urging someone to not spend money, and that they could instead spend time to
earn the same amount of currency for free.
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Figure 33. Another example of players discouraging each other from spending on the game.

Some players also admitted, or encouraged others, to excessively grind the game in
order to quickly obtain more free primogems.

Figure 34. A user is already close to finishing completion for a new area that was released two days prior. They
say that they are close to being able to perform 10 more pulls, so they can’t stop grinding.

Figure 35. A user asks if it’s possible to freely obtain enough primogems for a certain number of pulls within 18
days. Another user replies that they might be able to if they grind, otherwise, they can use their bank account to
skip ahead.

Both of the above figures show how certain users react to the game’s system of
grinding, a noted Dark Pattern in the design of games (Zagal et al., 2013). In Figure 35, a user
is unaware of the amount of grinding they may (or may not) have to do in order to reach their
target number of pulls. They then have to make the decision of whether they will submit to
the grind, or if they will pay to skip having to repetitively play the game for a long period of
time. Meanwhile, in Figure 34, a user is receptive to the grind. They willingly participate in it
in order to be able to perform more gacha pulls, even insisting that they “cant calm down”
until they finish their completion. Insisting that they can’t calm down may be as a result of
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their deep investment in the game. As shown in previous studies, engaged players are more
likely to become addictive players over time if they are not able to self-regulate their gaming
(Feng et al., 2017). Furthermore, this type of gaming may be encouraged by others in the
community. The user in Figure 34 asks for “that guy who challenged me,” hinting that they
were challenged by another user to quickly finish the newly released area in a short amount of
time. If this habit of gaming is performed in excess, it may lead to pathological gaming.

4.5 Opinions of Monetization and Developers
Several discussions and patterns were observed where players showed awareness

towards the strategies taken by the game developers to try to maximize profits. These
discussions displayed varying levels of player dissatisfaction as well as player aversion to
spending on in-app purchases.

Figure 36. This user criticizes the character balance by saying that both grinding and spending is required in
order for a character to be “good.”

Figure 37. This user points out the release pattern of the last three characters, coming to the conclusion that the
developers purposely placed a highly anticipated character such as Baal after two other appealing female
characters (Ayaka and Yoimiya).

Figure 38. These two users criticize how character strength is, in their opinion, balanced around the
presumption of having a specific 5-star weapon. The user highlighted in black shows explicit distaste towards the
developers for this perceived way of encouraging in-app purchases.

These critiques from players show that communities of practice are another source of
receiving player feedback regarding game design or development strategies. Not all players
may find the time to write a review or fill in a game’s survey, but communities of practice
allow for players to give candid and unfiltered complaints towards the game’s monetization
strategies. These communities also enable them to discuss and debate these monetization
strategies with each other, and even share their own experiences from other gacha games to
compare how fair (or unfair) a game’s gacha system can be.

Figure 39. This user agrees with Genshin Impact having low odds for obtaining 5-stars, but they add that the
pity system is more generous than most other gacha games.
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Some users also expressed annoyance towards those who complain about the gacha rates,
saying that this is simply how the developers make money, and that it’s part of the genre.

Figure 40. This user states that the developers won’t change the system of the gacha just to appease F2P players,
acknowledging that these systems are in place to encourage spending so that profit can be made.

Around this time was also when Genshin Impact’s first anniversary was one month
away, and news regarding the developers’ planned rewards were sparking some outrage
amongst players. The planned reward was 10 free intertwined fates (worth roughly €25) that
were to be earned by logging into the game for 5 days. This resulted in numerous players
calling the developers greedy and stingy, especially due to how financially successful Genshin
Impact was during its first year (Chapple, 2021).

Figure 41. This user expresses their anger over the game’s anniversary rewards.

These types of discussions resemble similar qualitative studies that were done to
gauge the player’s perceptions of in-app purchases (Jang et al., 2021; Hsu & Lin, 2016;
Ravoniarison & Benito, 2019). In the study conducted by Jang et al. (2021), they asserted that
developers should be encouraged to make use of free items in order to promote the value of
purchasable items. Another benefit of giving players free items could be to shape the player’s
opinion of the developers as generous and benevolent, rather than stingy and predatory. This
could also prevent players from becoming too deterred by the monetization strategies in place,
and make them less likely to quit playing the game (Ravoniarison & Benito, 2019). If players
continue playing a game because they believe that the developers are worth supporting, then
they are more likely to become engaged players, which will in turn make them more likely to
become paying players (Hsu & Lin, 2016).

5 Conclusion
Our findings show that a community of practice serves as a way for engaged players to

interact with one another and share their experiences in playing a video game. From a corpus
of messages gathered during a three-day time span, numerous themes in players’ discussions
have been observed; such as reactions to the gacha’s probability system, displays of problem
gaming, sexualization of female characters, and opinions regarding monetization and the
game’s developers. These diverse themes show the potential that communities of practice
have in allowing game developers to better understand their player base beyond app reviews
and ratings. Researchers that are interested in player behavior and a developed culture
between gamers can also use communities of practice on platforms such as Discord in order to
gain insight into niche communities of engaged users. These findings also reveal insights into
specific in-group jokes and behaviors that develop in a Genshin Impact community, and these
behaviors can be studied further to see if they occur in other gacha communities of practice.
This is evident in the development of how players use terms like “whale” and “F2P” to
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differentiate each other, which could potentially apply to F2P gaming communities at large if
researched further.

Also, analyzing the attitudes of players’ reactions towards gacha systems allows for
more nuanced understandings of how the players make distinctions between gacha and
gambling. Communities of practice could also be used to conduct longitudinal studies to
observe specific players’ gacha spending habits over time, as well as document any changes
in their behaviors or biases towards their spending. Also, in further studies, female players’
opinions on the female characters in Genshin Impact could be observed, in order to determine
how these characters affect their self-image. There could also be research done into whether
(or how often) female players participate in the intrusive sexualization of female characters by
means of upskirting or taking compromising photos.

Lastly, while reading through the message logs of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor,
numerous users were shown to have no roles, indicating that they were no longer members of
the server. Future studies into Discord communities of practice for gamers could observe what
causes people to leave a certain community, and whether it has any connection to quitting or
retiring from the game. Likewise, community influence on player retention can be studied in
order to better gauge how communities of practice retain regular long-term members.
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