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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to explore and examine how gameplay experiences differ in the
gacha game Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020). In particular, there is a focus on the economic
systems of the game along with the general play experience. People can have different
perspectives as veteran players or newbie players, so the objective is to find differences in
how these players approach the reward systems of the game, and how their relationship to
these systems is affected. This is done by utilizing a mixed-method approach, using aspects of
both formal analysis and autoethnography. It is further explored how players interacted with
these economic systems, with a focus on the harder to acquire, premium currency of
Primogems. The characteristics of reward systems in Genshin Impact, particularly the content
unlocking mechanisms of the game, are discussed further, as they have implications for both
types of players. The paper goes deeper into discussing dark design patterns, which are
prevalent in the experiences of both players. As Genshin Impact is a large game with a variety
of content, this is further explored and related to relevant theory to better facilitate a
discussion about possible design implications. By comparing and analyzing the experiences of
both players in regards to relevant theory, it was concluded that at a certain point the game no
longer concerns itself with rewarding players adequately. This was further compounded by the
game offering less and less goals to work towards for players, as they simply run out of
meaningful content to do. Players are distracted from this lack of a goal by expertly crafted
dark design patterns, introduced to the players in such a way that they have all but no choice,
but to engage in these patterns willingly.

Key words: Computer games, gacha, game systems, reward systems, player experience, dark
patterns, locked content.
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1 Introduction

In this thesis we will explore how players with varying degrees of experience in the game
Genshin Impact (miHoYo 2020) interact with the economic systems of the game. We shall
also discuss the general play experience of these interactions. Later we will compare the
experiences of two distinctly different types of players, and see what differences or
similarities arise, and we will draw conclusions upon that.

We believe this to be relevant research, as Genshin Impact is something of a phenomenon
within the gacha game community, not to mention the general gaming community at large.
Specifically, it won the award for Best Mobile Game in 2021 (The Game Awards, 2021). We
see the value in understanding how these large, popular games function, and what makes them
so enticing to players. To that end, we wish to analyze how players interact with this game.

The methodology we will be using to conduct our research is a mixed-method approach,
utilizing aspects of both formal analysis and autoethnography. We will be discussing aspects
of the game and their design as primitives, and writing diaries of our gameplay experiences,
discussing them, relating them to relevant theory and drawing conclusions upon that.
Furthermore, as Genshin Impact is a massive game with many different systems, terms and
definitions, we have included a glossary of important terms in the appendices section (9.3).

As one of the things that we are focusing on are the economic systems of the game, we expect
to find differences in how we as players approach these systems, how these systems reward
us, and how our relationships to these economic systems change over the course of play, if
they change at all. We also aim to discuss the general gameplay experience for us as players,
discussing how these experiences differ for the both of us, and why that is. We wish to discuss
possible design implications and relate that to our theory.

The biggest challenge is that Genshin Impact is such a massive game, so there is only so
much we can realistically talk about in a research paper such as this. We do not aim for this
paper to be a hard statistical analysis of the game’s reward systems, rather we intend for it to
be an exploratory look into the game. Additionally, we are a team of only two people,
therefore the gameplay experiences that we have and discuss may not necessarily apply to
every type of player. The conclusions we draw are unique to us, and we will strive to be as
comprehensive with them as possible, but it is important to mention that they may not reflect
the experience for every person who reads this.
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2 Background

In this section we will discuss the theoretical framework that we will be using to inform our
research. Important references include Koeder et al (2017, 2018), Lax & Mackenzie (2015),
Ayako (2019), Nielsen & Grabarczyk (2018), Brückner et al (2019), Wang & Sun (2011). The
vast majority of our theory is centered around game reward systems, gacha and dark design
patterns.

2.1 Gacha Mechanics

Gacha is a system in which players pay either in-game currency or real money to pull an item
from a pool of other items. The chances of a person actually getting what they want at any
given time are quite low. In most gacha games nowadays, players will most likely be pulling
for characters that they will be able to play in these games or just for collection purposes.
Some games may also allow players to pull weapons or items for their characters, further
expanding the pool of items that is available. Similarly to card games, it is very difficult to
draw exactly the card that a person wants from a full deck.

While all gacha games go their own path in terms of numbers and probability, we will be
looking into the game Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020) that has a pool of 50 characters.
Ideally, a person would want to pull seven of each character to unlock their full potential.
Most characters are viable from the getgo, so this is not strictly necessary. With only a base
chance of 0.6% to get a 5 star and with the pool of characters also being diluted with
weapons, the odds of actually getting the 5 star character can be quite low but the game does
have a pity system that is there to help the players.

On the other hand, Azur Lane (Manjuu, 2017) has a pool of 450+ characters where ideally a
player would want to get 5 of each character to unlock their full potential. While they do have
a massive 7% chance of getting a 5 star they do have a massive pool of characters and with no
pity system outside of rare events.

While both of these games have many differences in all aspects of their design, the one thing
they have in common is the gacha system whose origin goes as far back as the 60s and is best
described by Koeder et al, 2017:

The origin of “Gacha” naming is a real toy lottery machine, “Gacha Gacha” or
“Gacha Pon”, capsuled small toy lottery machine. Player of “Gacha Gacha” can
turn the machine’s lever to get a capsule with several hundred yen (several dollar) per
a turn. The sound of turning lever is like “Gacha Gatha” and the sound of opening a
capsule is similar to “Pon”. Generally, Gacha Gacha toy is not sold in a store with 4
return than the beting amount. Gacha is about pulling a lottery to get randomly
allotted items. At gambling, player will lose when they get less than their bet. At
Gacha drawing, player will lose when they fail to get an item they desired. (p.3-4)

Gachas and Loot Boxes

Gachas and loot boxes have a lot of similarities to how they operate. They both provide a
random reward from a pool of items. In most cases gachas provide more items that can or
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will have a direct impact on the gameplay and power of the player. Whereas loot boxes more
often than not mostly give players cosmetics that have a minor to almost no impact on the
game.
As of recent years, just to name a few games, Star Wars: Battlefront 2 (Digital Illusions CE et
al, 2017) and Middle-earth: Shadow of War (Monolith Productions, IUGO, 2017) tried to put
characters, weapons and a whole lot of other gameplay related items into their loot boxes.
This was met with massive backlash from their respective communities, to the point where
both games had to remove the ability to buy loot boxes. So while there are outliers, both
gacha and lootboxes generally follow this norm.

In terms of loot boxes and their effect on players, Koeder et al (2018) have discussed at length
about the possible issues with loot boxes as a form of monetization, and their implications for
gambling regulations in games. As loot boxes and gacha have many similarities between
them, we believe this to be relevant work in regards to our own study, however it is not within
the scope of current work to go deeper into this topic. We simply wish to acknowledge that
work regarding the gambling aspect of loot boxes and gacha has been done before, and that is
why we do not go into as much detail about that aspect within current work.

The Desire to Pull Again

For every player that plays gacha games, there is a reason to try and pull a specific character.
As stated by Lax & Mackenzie: “A number of factors can draw players to a particular
character in a gacha game, many of which are premised on intertextuality, as these games
exist within the “anime media mix” (Steinberg 2012, ix) of transmedia and merchandising.”.
(2015 p.2)

This is further talked about by Ayako in his paper: “In the 2019 questionnaire results as well,
about 80% of users answered that "the character design is important (q23)" and about 70%
answered "the character voice is important (q24)".” (2019 p.118)

This is a list of the different reasons that have been talked about in these papers. The authors
referenced above do not necessarily go into this much detail about the definitions of these
factors, however. As such, we will try to elaborate upon these definitions as much as possible,
based on our own understanding and the knowledge from Lax & Mackenzie (2015) and
Ayako (2019).

Appearance is a big part of a gacha gamers’ reason for choosing a specific game, as they
might have seen a specific character that interested them and caused them to play the game in
the first place. Gacha games try to lure players in with appealing or interesting characters, as
it is the biggest draw with gacha games. More often than not, a player will spend most of their
time in-game trying to get their preferred characters.
While not necessarily a deciding factor, a character’s voice-actor could also be a reason as to
why someone would be interested in them.

Background and lore can be tied into many different areas: why the character was made, how
it connects to any real-world history, or simply just a good backstory that draws players in and
increases their interest for a character. A character's background can also greatly impact their
design.

Collection is a big part of gacha games as some of them give rewards for collecting different
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characters or there might even be different characters that fit together through appearance,
lore or history. Most games nowadays try to give players the feel of completion through
achievement card collections, etc. As such, acquiring different characters and items is a big
part of how most games incentivise their players.

Historical characters in gachas are quite common, or at least characters inspired by historical
and fictional characters. While not the same as their historical or fictional counterparts, these
characters are more often than not the most popular characters and bring in a wide variety of
players for different reasons.

Personality can be very important to some people, as if the player does not like a character's
personality they might not want to use that character. That might cause them problems that
could make them stop playing the game. While on the other hand they might use a character
they really like to their own detriment.

Powerful characters can be a simple deciding factor for many players that mostly follow the
meta, while others might be looking for characters with unique gameplay to spice up their
experience with the game.

2.2 Game Reward Systems

In this subsection we will discuss game reward systems and relevant theory about them.
Reward systems are systems in a game that reward player effort and accomplishments. Wang
& Sun (2011) state that “Reward systems can be viewed as player motivators or as
compromises for easing disappointment.” They further state that “Reward mechanisms
provide sense of fun by fostering intrinsically rewarding experiences and are equally or more
important than the extrinsic rewards that are distributed.” (p. 1)

Random reward systems

Loot boxes, gacha systems and other similar game mechanics are used by game developers,
mainly as a form of monetization. These systems entice players with random, chance-based
rewards and can offer all sorts of things, ranging from characters, weapons, valuable items
and other resources. Appropriately, when talking about these systems as a whole, Nielsen &
Grabarczyk (2018) employ the term “random reward mechanism”.

Random reward mechanisms can also be categorized in a few different ways. To better have
an intelligent discussion about these systems, Nielsen & Grabarczyk (2018) differentiate
between four distinct types of random reward systems. These types differ, based on what kind
of resources are used to trigger said reward system, and whether or not the reward itself is
embedded into the real-world economy, or isolated from it.

The first two types of reward systems have to do with how the systems themselves are
triggered. For example, a reward system could be triggered by a player’s progression in the
game, making that system isolated from the real-world economy. On the other hand, if it were
only able to be accessed by spending real-world money, that would make the system
embedded into the real world. The remaining two types of reward systems differ based on the
rewards themselves. If the reward itself can only be interacted with in the game world and

4



cannot be sold to other players for real money, the reward is then isolated. If it can be sold to
other players for real money, then it is embedded. (Nielsen & Grabarczyk, 2018)

How Duplicate Rewards Benefit Players

In their study on free-to-play mobile games in the Japanese market, Brückner et al (2019) find
that “[...] a defining characteristic of each game lies in the management of duplicate rewards
and how they benefit players, i.e. whether their benefit is limited to the same item or generally
applicable.” (p.3)

They go on to explain that for a game to have as long a life as possible, the kinds of rewards
that a player is able to get from these random reward mechanisms, should be as varied as
possible. Because of that, an important distinction to make is whether or not there are multiple
different reward systems in games for different items, i.e a system for characters, another for
items and weapons. Both approaches have their pros and cons. An universal reward system
makes it simpler for players to understand, but more segmented reward systems make it easier
for the developers to distribute rewards.

Based on these different criteria, how duplicate rewards benefit the player/the rewards
themselves, and what kind of reward systems a game has, Brückner et al (2019) have put
together a graph (see fig. 1). This graph illustrates what kind of relationship between reward
systems and duplicate rewards is useful in different kinds of games.

Fig. 1, Preliminary taxonomy, suggested by Brückner, S., Kurayabashi, S., Sato, Y.,
Waragai, I., (2019), Analyzing Random Reward System Mechanics and Social Perception.
(p.3) © 2019 Authors & Digital Games Research Association DiGRA.

As shown on the Y axis in the figure above, games may feature rewards that benefit only
duplicates of that same reward, or feature rewards that are generally useful. As shown on the
X axis, games may feature different sources for the loot box rewards themselves: the rarity of
rewards is linked to them only being obtainable from different loot boxes, or multiple rewards
are all contained in a single loot box. We believe that Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020) has
examples of these principles, and that is why we find this taxonomy so useful.
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Forms of Reward

Item Granting Reward Systems are a big part of any RPG style game not only for character
progression in terms of power but also for aesthetic reasons. In an RPG a player may start out
looking like a farm hand or common villager but as they become stronger, they gradually
begin to look cooler. A game where this can happen is World of Warcraft (Blizzard
Entertainment, 2004), for example. While gaining items to both feel and see progression in a
game is important, Wang & Sun stated that “Item granting mechanisms encourage player
exploration of gameworlds, and are thought to maintain player interest during lull times in
between plot-advancing conversations, major enemy encounters, and other exciting
moments.” (2011, p. 4)

Resource Reward Systems provide the player with important resources that affect gameplay
(Wang & Sun, 2011, p. 4). An example would be money for buying items or materials like
metals, wood, or wool. Depending on the game, the importance of resources is different but
nonetheless resources are the backbone to any game's economy, no matter if it is a single
player or multiplayer game. Being able to utilize the resources provided by a game could be
the difference between a new player and an experienced player and victory or defeat.

Achievements are proof of the player's accomplishments, and are collected by players
accomplishing clearly stated in-game tasks (Wang  & Sun, 2011, p. 4). Achievements may
also reward the player with items, titles, resources and social standing. They come in all
varieties from completing the tutorial or killing the first enemy to killing the last boss on the
hardest difficulty or clicking a door five times. Achievements can be important to give people
a sense of progression and a goal to strive towards or be a five second popup.

Unlocking mechanisms give players access to game content once certain requirements are met
(Wang & Sun, 2011, p. 5). The content this system unlocks is varied, and can include things
like new environments, new levels, quests,  minigames etc. Limiting and providing the player
with steady access to new content helps keep the player interested in the game for a longer
time and it can also help gameplay from getting repetitive in the early stages of a game.

Characteristics of Reward Systems

Reward systems generally have a social aspect to them. It is common for gamers to invite
other players to their homes or to upload game records to show off their skills and to compare
their current levels (Wang & Sun, 2011, p. 5). Pulling a rare character, weapon or item in a
gacha game is exciting on its own, but being able to show it off and talk about it, is a form of
reward to players. For example, in Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020), players can list up to
eight characters on their profile, which other players can take a look at. This allows players to
showcase their strongest characters to other people in the community. This ties into what
Wang & Sun (2011) have observed, where players are more likely to compare their in-game
achievements and luck, instead of resources that can be gotten via purchase with in-game or
real-world money. (p.6)

Rewards may also affect gameplay. This effect can be varied - a reward might directly
influence someone’s gameplay experience, or it might just be something more visual,
something that does not affect gameplay at all. For example, getting a stronger weapon in an
RPG will directly influence a person’s future gameplay, whereas getting a different cosmetic
item might only visually change how a character looks, not how they feel to play. On the topic
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of cosmetics however, it is possible for them to affect gameplay in a more direct sense. In
Elsword (KoG Studios, 2007), costumes and other cosmetic items come with stats, so if a
player is able to get a full set of cosmetic armor, they will be stronger in-game than someone
who does not have those items.

Some rewards may also be suitable for collection and comparison. The pursuit of getting as
many rewards in a game as possible is generally referred to as “completionism”. Of course, it
is different for every type of player. Some might want reminders of their accomplishments,
while others enjoy the social aspect of talking about their progress with others. Wang & Sun
(2011) have observed that games like World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004) and
Metal Gear Solid (Konami Computer Entertainment Japan, 1988) facilitate a particularly
strong interest in collecting achievement titles, because of their clearly structured reward
systems.

The final characteristic for rewards is the time required to achieve them. Rewards in games
can generally be split into two types: short-term rewards and long-term rewards. A short-term
rewards are used to keep providing the player with small bursts of entertainment, to keep
them interested in the game long enough. Whereas long-term rewards offer a feeling of real
accomplishment to the player, and require more consistent effort and play to achieve. Of
course, it is difficult to judge exactly how long a player is willing to wait for a long-term
reward. Wang & Sun (2011) state that “Differences in individual willingness to accept
delayed satisfaction increase the complexity of reward timing. The designers of games that
use item reward systems must carefully limit the potential for player frustration.” (p.6)

How Players Utilize Rewards

Advancement is important for players to feel that they are progressing in a game and getting
stronger. It can be argued that player skill levels are not actually affected by the use of
rewards, but that players simply feel a greater sense of fun if they believe that their skills are
improving. (Wang & Sun, 2011, p. 7) The same rewards given to a new player might not
satisfy an experienced player so learning to balance rewards for different kinds of players is
important.

Reviewing is something players like to do as they can look upon the achievements that they
have acquired (Wang & Sun, 2011, p. 7) and those they have made progress into, making
them feel a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction with their current progress. Being
reminded of events that happened in the game by simply looking over your character and their
possessions gives a lot of people the satisfaction they need to continue, as they want more
experiences they may reminisce about.

Anticipation of Rewards

One of the reasons that being rewarded in games is so interesting to players, is because of the
anticipation that precedes getting any sort of reward. The actual excitement of getting a
reward can oftentimes elicit a stronger feeling in a player than the reward itself. Wang & Sun
(2011) go onto explain this idea in great detail:

“Loewenstein (1987) and Rozin (1999) are among many researchers who have
commented on how the pleasure of anticipation is an important aspect of positive
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experiences—for instance, looking forward to a trip to a new country is exciting by
itself. In the context of video games, players feel pleasure when anticipating rewards.
One tactic used by designers is reminding players about potential rewards, perhaps
programming non-player characters (NPCs) to talk about a legendary sword owned
by a demon, thus encouraging players to challenge that demon and capture the
sword.” (p.8)

However, overuse of this feeling of anticipation can quickly lead to disappointment in players.
For example, an MMO player might consistently raid and fight bosses in an attempt to drop a
cool new weapon, only for that weapon to be marginally better, if not worse than what the
player already has equipped. If this happens, it is very likely that the player will feel like all
their effort was for nothing. For this reason, game designers need to keep in mind that the
longer it takes to get a reward, the greater the necessity to offer a reward that is significantly
better than what the player already has. (Wang & Sun, 2011, p.9)

2.3 Dark Design Patterns

In their paper, Dark Patterns in the Design of Games, Zagal et al. (2013) aim to analyze
different kinds of dark design patterns in games, and formulate a clear, formal definition of
what dark design patterns even are in the first place. The final definition they arrive at is as
follows:

A dark game design pattern is a pattern used intentionally by a game creator to cause
negative experiences for players which are against their best interests and likely to
happen without their consent. (p.7)

In the paper the authors outline three key categories of dark patterns, based on the resources
that the game is deceiving the player into spending or using. These three resources, and by
extension, categories are time, money and social standing. However, we believe that the third
category, social capital-based dark patterns are not as relevant or applicable for the game that
we wish to analyze, so instead we will be focusing on the first two categories: temporal dark
patterns and monetary dark patterns.

The reason we believe that social capital-based dark patterns are not as applicable in current
work, is because they are mostly prevalent in games with much more robust social aspects.
When talking about social capital-based dark patterns, Zagal et al. (2013) give examples of
games that have these dark patterns, such as Farmville (Zynga, 2009) and SimCity (Maxis,
1989). While the game we wish to analyze, Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020) does have its
own set of social features, we believe they are not nearly robust enough to exhibit any
meaningful signs of this type of dark pattern, therefore analyzing social capital-based dark
patterns further is not a goal of this thesis.

2.3.1 Temporal Dark Patterns

Temporal dark patterns can be described as design patterns that essentially aim to “cheat” a
player out of their time (Zagal et al. 2013). The authors pose a few guiding questions related
to identifying these dark patterns:

- Can the player develop a sense of the time commitment necessary to successfully play
the game?
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- Are the player’s expectations of the time commitment significantly at odds with the
actual time required?

- How likely are players to feel they “wasted their time”? (p.3)

Grinding

Grinding, as a dark pattern, is a way of coercing the player into needlessly spending time in a
game for the sole purpose of extending the game’s duration (Zagal et al., 2013, p. 3). For
example, a player might want to level up in an RPG to unlock a skill or some other kind of
level-gated content, so they go and grind by killing groups of enemies that they have already
fought many times before. Doing this is not particularly interesting to the player anymore, but
they do it regardless because it is required for them to progress in the game.  Grinding may
also sometimes be referred to as “farming”. The key difference is that farming refers to the act
of grinding from one specific source at a time.

Another incentive for players to participate in grinding is the need to acquire some specific
resource or item. If a game introduces an important piece of equipment that becomes
incredibly relevant in the game’s meta, players who want to progress in the game as optimally
as they can are strongly recommended to farm for that item. This can be prevalent even in the
early-game, where players might feel the need to farm certain pieces of equipment, just so
their future leveling experience is smoother.

A potential danger when it comes to grinding in games is that players might not necessarily
even accomplish their desired goal. If a player is farming a boss monster, hoping to get a rare
drop, they might spend four hours of their life grinding, only to not even get the drop. This
introduces an interesting dilemma, what is the issue here - the fact that a player is expected to
grind for an item, or that items have such low drop rates, that grinding becomes necessary?

Playing by appointment

Playing by appointment is described as a dark pattern that requires that players play at specific
times (and or dates) as defined by the game, rather than the players (Zagal et al., 2013). An
example of this would be stamina systems in games, also sometimes referred to as a fatigue
system. This system limits a person’s playtime, as they are required to expend some sort of
resource, in this case, stamina or “fatigue” in order to do content in the game. Players use up
their stamina and generally are not allowed to do any meaningful content afterwards. As time
passes their stamina refills, and they can keep playing and progressing the next day. This by
itself is not necessarily a dark pattern, because it is common practice for certain games,
especially MMOs, to limit player playtime in one way or another.

However, this can quickly become a dark pattern if the design of the stamina system itself is
predatory. For example, a stamina system that respects a player’s time would allow for them
to miss a few days of playing and still progress the same amount when they do get to play.
Their stamina would fill back up and then overcap, based on how much time they have not
played. Essentially, a player could miss a few days of playing, save up their stamina, and then
play for a longer period of time when it was most convenient for them.

A predatory stamina system then, does not allow for this. A player’s stamina refills up to a
point, and does not fill up any more or overcap. This means that if a player does not use up
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their stamina on any given day, they have missed a day’s worth of progression, and have
essentially wasted their allotted stamina. This instills a potential fear of missing out in players.
This can be alleviated somewhat if the game adds other ways of refilling a player’s stamina.
Consumable items, daily quest rewards, etc. This can also serve as a way of monetization,
however. Players are able to pay real money to keep refilling their stamina multiple times a
day, therefore letting them progress much quicker than casual free-to-play players.

2.3.2 Monetary Dark Patterns

These patterns are all examples of players being deceived into spending more money than
they expected or anticipated. They also include examples of spending money at unexpected
moments (Zagal et al., 2013).

Pay to Skip

Pay to skip is a design pattern where players are allowed to skip certain parts of a game in
exchange for paying real money. In some cases, they must pay with some other premium
in-game resource, which is also bought with real money. For example, in Warframe (Digital
Extremes, 2013) players are allowed to skip, or as it is called in-game, “rush” the required
waiting time for crafting items in their foundry. They do this by paying with “platinum”, a
premium in-game resource, bought with real money. Skipping crafting times does not
necessarily give paying players an advantage in terms of “power” in the game, but it does let
them progress through the game much faster, since a good number of important craftable
items in the game take anywhere from 1 hour to 72 hours to craft.

This pattern of pay to skip is often present in tandem with the dark pattern playing by
appointment. In games where players are allowed to pay money to refill their stamina, players
can essentially skip the waiting time associated with their stamina refilling, thus allowing
them to play for longer and progress in the game much quicker. For example, in Genshin
Impact (miHoYo, 2020), players spend Resin to collect rewards from boss monsters,
dungeon-like Domains and other open-world challenges. Players are allowed to refresh their
Resin for free with in-game items, but another option is to pay a premium resource called
Primogems.

This shows a unique relationship between the two patterns: players who participate in one
pattern, pay to skip, can effectively avoid participating in the other pattern, playing by
appointment. Conversely, players who do not pay to skip, are thereby forced to participate in
the dark pattern of playing by appointment.

Monetized Rivalries/Pay-to-win

Monetized rivalries is a dark pattern that exploits player competitiveness (Zagal et al., 2013).
Players are encouraged to spend money to better compete with other players, usually to attain
some sort of higher status in-game, such as high placements on leaderboards, or to more
effectively participate in endgame content. This has led to this dark pattern being colloquially
known as “pay-to-win”.
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For example, in Elsword (KoG Studios, 2007) players are only allowed to enter certain
dungeons or do certain content if they meet the specified Combat Power requirement. Combat
Power is a stat that expresses the combined effectiveness of a player’s equippable gear: armor,
weapons, accessories, cosmetic items, etc. A good way then, to increase a player’s Combat
Power is to enhance their armor and weapons. Enhancing items past +8 becomes very
expensive to the player, because the chances of a successful enhancement beyond that point
become very low. Players are able to circumvent this by paying real-world money and buying
premium items that increase their chances of successful enhancements.

Basically, if players want to enter more endgame content and actually perform well, they are
incentivized to spend real money. However, if players are not willing to pay up with real
money, their only other option is to grind in hopes of reaching a similar level of power to
paying players. If a game features pay to win design patterns, it is most likely designed
specifically for the paying players, but important game systems are balanced around
competition via grinding (Järvinen, A. 2012).
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3 Methodology

3.1 Research Question

Our proposed research question is "How do players experience a gacha game depending on
their perspective as a starting or a veteran player? A case study of Genshin Impact".

We want to see how players with varying levels of experience in the game interact with the
game’s economic systems, mainly focused on harder to get resources, such as Primogems and
Fates. We want to have a clearer understanding of how different players interact with gacha
systems in Genshin Impact (miHoYo 2020) and focus our analysis on the experience of
interacting with these systems. Afterward, we wish to discuss any possible design
implications (Wang & Sun, 2011., Brückner et al., 2019) and look at what kind of dark design
patterns are at play, if any (Zagal et al., 2013).

3.2 Methods

We have decided to use a mixed-method approach, utilizing aspects of both formal analysis
and autoethnography to analyze the game Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020) and its reward
systems. Lankoski and Björk state that:

To provide formal analysis, one needs to play a game carefully and repeatedly to
distinguish primitives in the game and, later on, the principles of design. It is
important to play the game multiple times and try different things. (p.26, 27)

We have chosen formal analysis specifically, because a lot of our research and data collection
can be done just by playing the game itself, and that the act of playing the game is integral to
our process. Formal analysis methodology requires the establishing of primitives in a game,
which are referred to by Lankoski and Björk as “the basic building blocks of games.”. (p.8) In
our thesis, we will be referring to specific aspects of the game that we have written about in
our diaries, such as Resin, Primogem income, character appearance, etc. For the sake of
current work, these aspects of the game and our diaries regarding them are our primitives to
be analyzed.

As we have chosen to do autoethnographic work, we will be writing diaries of our
experiences with the game Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020). “Autoethnography is an
approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze personal
experience in order to understand cultural experience. [...] Thus, as a method,
autoethnography is both process and product.” (Ellis et al., 2011).

Every time we play the game, we take notes of our experiences and thoughts that day. We
have given ourselves topics to write about and leading questions to better focus our writing. it
is important for us to focus especially on how playing the game makes us feel, thus we have
devoted a lot of our diary writing to this topic.

To better facilitate our diary writing, we have decided to supplement our data collection with
comparative play. We get together and go about our daily tasks in the game, comparing our
experiences in the moment and noting down any interesting similarities or differences in how
we feel about that day.
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The diary questions that we have written for ourselves can be further read in the appendix
section (9.1). We feel that it is important to mention that some of the questions can be rather
leading or aggressive in their wording. We noticed this after most of our data collection was
already done, so going back and changing the questions themselves was simply not an option.
We have used these questions as a guideline to better facilitate our diary writing, but the
answers themselves are not the be-all end-all of our data. We still believe that the answers our
diaries provided are meaningful to our research, as we are looking at the broad experience of
playing a gacha game, and we believe our diaries to be greater than the sum of their parts in
regards to the story they tell about our experiences.

Regardless, by asking questions like these, we want to better understand how a player
prioritizes their gameplay, and see how that affects their relationship with the game’s reward
systems. We wish to analyze this relationship between player and reward economy, seeing
how this relationship changes, if it changes at all, between players with different experiences
in the game.

These methods are conducive to answering our research question, because the diaries that we
write vary based on our experiences. One of us is an experienced player who has already been
playing for a long time, while the other is a newer player on a fresh account. We need a
framework to compare these vastly different experiences in a way that is clear and
meaningful, so formal analysis by doing autoethnographic work is our best choice.

3.3 Limitations and ethical considerations

At most, our study is an exploratory look at how players interact with reward systems in a
game. Any design issues we bring up are purely for the sake of discussion.  As we both have
experience with other gacha games, we may also have biases based on how those other games
reward their players, and we do not wish for that to affect the outcome of current research. To
this end, for the entire duration of current work, we only played Genshin Impact (miHoYo,
2020) and no other gacha games of any sort.

The game we are analyzing is a gacha game, so we feel it is also important to mention that we
do not aim to deeply analyze the myriad reasons why someone would be compelled to pull for
or “roll” for any given character. We have discussed in our background section why pulling
can be desirable for players, however it is not within the scope of our research paper to have
that as the main focus. We simply wish to acknowledge that the desire even exists in the first
place, and at most, talk about how we relate to that in our results and discussion sections.

We also do not intend for our research paper to fix any hypothetical problems with the design
of the game. We wish to have a discussion about why players interact with the game in the
way that they do, and if they feel like they are being adequately rewarded for their time and
effort. If by some chance, a player feels like their efforts are not being rewarded, we wish to
know why and take a deeper look into that, and see what kind of conversation it sparks.

As Genshin Impact is a massive game not only by mobile game standards but even by
console/PC game standards, we decided for our bachelor's thesis to focus on only some parts
of the game, because otherwise the scope would be too much for the two of us to handle.
Possible aspects of the game that we do not have the capability to go into include things like
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game balance, character balance, game narrative.

4 Results and Analysis

In this section, we will discuss the findings of our autoethnographic work, and go over our
experiences with the game’s economic systems and the general play experience, talking about
our dairies and referencing relevant theory. As stated in the methods section, the aspects of the
game that we have written about in our diaries and will be discussing in this section under
their own subheadings are our primitives, for the sake of formal analysis. To reiterate, our
research question is: "How do players experience a gacha game depending on their
perspective as a starting or a veteran player? A case study of Genshin Impact".

4.1 Player Credentials

One of us is a long-time veteran player, who has been playing the game for over a year now.
The other is a newer player who initially tried out the game before even writing this thesis,
but dropped it. For the sake of this paper, they made a new account and for all intents and
purposes, they are a total newbie to the game.

Veteran player: I am Adventure Rank (AR) 57 and I have the vast majority of the game’s
overworld explored and its challenges completed. I have a decent roster of characters that I
am satisfied with and at this point I only really try and get things that would make my existing
teams stronger. However, on the off-chance that there is a new character released whose
design I find appealing, I will try and save up for them, and that is what the vast majority of
my resources will go towards.

Newbie player: I played the game for a few weeks when the game came out 2 years ago and
then focused mostly on the story but stopped playing in the middle of the Liyue storyline.
I had then managed to get a 5 star character Diluc and after those few weeks of playing the
game I stopped and never touched it again. While I did have some experience with the game
from before and have since heard many things about the game, I have done my best in
experiencing the game for the first time again and keeping away all biases I might have had.

4.2 Economic systems in the game

In this section we will discuss our different experiences with the game’s economic systems,
relating them to relevant theory where applicable. We will discuss aspects of the game such as
our Primogem income, acquisition of resources, the Spiral Abyss and events. As the veteran
player’s experiences are talked about first, their sections may also include broader
explanations of game terms, where relevant.

14



4.2.1 Veteran Experience

Long before we even began writing this paper, I have tried to interact with the game’s
economic systems as efficiently as I can. I do this, because once I really got into the game, I
quickly realized just how little resources the game actually gives me. Initially, still with a
mindset from earlier in the game, these rewards appeared “generous” and plentiful. When I
calculated them over time as returns, I realized that it was soberingly little. I think this illusion
of “generosity” is maintained by the game constantly giving me just enough resources to
make me feel like I am making progress and saving up.

Primogem Income

The best example of this would be the game’s premium resource used for purchasing wishes,
Primogems. Assuming a player does their daily commissions every single day, they can
expect to get at least 60 primogems a day. Daily commissions are a collection of four small
side-quests that a player is able to complete every day. Completion rewards a small amount of
Primogems, ten for each task complete. Once a player completes all four, they are given an
extra bonus of 20 more Primogems, for a grand total of 60.

In my case it was a bit different, because I have had a subscription to the Welkin Moon
Blessing that the game provides. The Welkin Moon Blessing is a premium subscription
service that gives players an extra 90 Primogems every single day, for a month. This service
can be bought multiple times, and the duration adds up. Because of this, I received an extra 90
Primogems a day, for a grand total of 150 Primogems when factoring in daily commissions.

What’s interesting though, is that even with this extra source of Primogem income, I was still
always ten Primogems shy of a single pull. I think this is an example of Genshin Impact’s
design showing a semblance of dark patterns - giving players enough Primogems to make
them feel like they are making progress, but just barely shy away from letting them pull. So
they log in the next day, then the next, and the cycle continues. This has the characteristics of
playing by appointment, where players are expected to log in every single day, if they want to
save an amount of premium currency that is actually relevant for future wishing. (Zagal et al.,
2013)

Of course, just daily commissions and the Welkin Moon do not tell the whole story. In-game
events and side content serve as a way to supplement Primogem income. These events
generally last about one to two weeks (with some exceptions), and usually either feature some
sort of mini-game or offer some other type of task to do. Completion of these tasks gives
resources like Primogems, Mora, ascension materials, talent books, enhancement ores, etc.
(Explanations for all these terms available in the glossary)

The Spiral Abyss

Looking through my diary, there were definitely days where I got more than the standard 150
Primogems. There were a few occasions where I got 240 Primogems in a single day, and on
one day I even got a total of 500 Primogems. The largest amount I got in a single day
however, is the time I got 700 Primogems. Though, that amount was not even thanks to a
limited event - I was only able to get that many because the Spiral Abyss happened to reset,
and that it gives 150 Primogems for each floor a player manages to fully complete: doing the
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floor’s challenges in the shortest available time. If I had completed every floor successfully, I
would have gotten 600 Primogems from just the Spiral Abyss alone. But that day I was
having trouble with one of the challenges, so I decided to stop playing and save it for later.

Regardless, to put things into perspective, the Spiral Abyss is considered the most difficult
piece of content in the game. It is a special type of Domain unlocked at Adventure Rank 20.
The Spiral Abyss consists of two main parts: the Abyss Corridor (floors 1–8) and the Abyssal
Moon Spire (floors 9–12). The Corridor's rewards can only be collected once, and completing
all floors unlocks the Spire. The Spire's rewards reset on the 1st and 16th days of the month.

Now, a player can only get rewards from the Abyssal Moon Spire once per reset, so
realistically, that means they will only do it once every two weeks. At the very least, this is the
case for me. I do the Abyss, get my rewards and then do not interact with that piece of content
until it resets again. Now the rewards that it gives add up to 600 Primogems, which roughly
translates to 3.75 pulls. Assuming I do the Abyss every two weeks, that adds up to 1200
Primogems a month, which still is not even a full 10-pull.

To be fair, 600 Primogems for fully clearing the Abyss once can seem like a large reward,
relatively speaking. Compared to the 60 Primogems I get a day for doing daily commissions,
this is ten days worth of Primogems, available to me every two weeks. But even if I did two
weeks-worth of daily commissions, which gave me 60 Primogems a day, plus supplemented it
by doing the Spiral Abyss, I still would not have enough for a full 10 pulls. I would have a
total of 1440 Primogems, which is only 160 short of how much it costs for a 10-pull.

This is all to say, that while there definitely are ways in the game to supplement my
Primogem income, be it events or things like the Spiral Abyss, the rewards they give never
feel substantial enough to warrant even doing the content in the first place. This is the
complete opposite of what Wang & Sun (2011) talk about, where the more demanding of a
player a piece of content is, the more substantial the rewards should ideally be. I have had
many times during this instance of the Abyss where I felt like quitting, purely because the
rewards did not justify the effort. I stuck with it though and fully completed it, but looking
back, I really did not enjoy the whole experience. It felt more like a chore than an interesting
piece of a game.

Other Resources

However, I do not think these same problems necessarily apply to all the different kinds of
resources in the game. Things like weapon and talent ascension materials, a player can more
or less get just by seeking them out and doing Domains. It may take a few days of doing these
Domains to receive what they want, but at the very least a player is guaranteed to get
something useful. If a player is willing to take their time and be efficient with what they farm
for, it is really not that hard to save up a decent chunk of other important resources.

Just as an example, I somewhat recently reached pity on the Standard Banner, and pulled a 5
star weapon, the Aquila Favonia. Because it is a 5 star item, it costs more resources to fully
ascend and level up, as opposed to a 4 star or 3 star item.
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Fig. 2, Bennett holding the 5 star sword, Aquila Favonia.

Regardless, I was able to fully level it up in a single day, and all I needed to do was some
weapon material Domains to get the resources I was missing for ascension. Now, I did already
have a good chunk of the materials saved up, but I think that goes to show what I mean about
being efficient with what I farm for. As long as I stay mindful of the content that I do, it is
definitely possible to save up a good stockpile of other resources, which I might eventually
have a use for in the future.

Resin

Though, the need to be efficient with what I farm for comes from how the game timegates
players from progression - the Resin system. Resin is a special resource that is required to
accept rewards from content like Domains, Bosses and Ley Line Outcrops. (Terms further
explained in the glossary)

Players have a daily cap of 160 Resin, and a total of 180 Resin can regenerate every 24 hours.
Because of this, players have to wait in-between Resin uses, incentivizing them to log on
multiple times a day. This in and of itself is not necessarily a bad thing, but the fact that Resin
cannot overcap and go over the initial 160, means that players are expected to log on every
single day at similar times, lest they want to waste any of their potential Resin. I believe this
is another example of the dark pattern playing by appointment (Zagal et al., 2013), because if
players do not log on consistently and often enough, they will end up wasting their precious
Resin, a resource that is so intrinsically linked to the progression of their characters, weapons
and artifacts.

4.2.2 Newbie experience

Before we started writing this paper I had done some minor research into the economy of
Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020) to compare it to the gacha game I was playing at the time,
Azur Lane (Manjuu, 2007). However, I stopped playing Azur Lane months ago now, before
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we even had the initial idea for current work. Because of this, I believe that I have managed to
avoid any possible biases or unnecessary comparisons between the 2 games in my diaries and
experiences.

Pulling

When I started out I cared little about the economy from a player’s perspective as the
resources provided felt plentiful and had allowed me to pull ten times every other day on
average. As such, until I got to the point where I had all the characters I wanted from the
current event banner, I was using up my Primogems and wishes as soon as I got ten of them.
But once I had the characters that I wanted I started to slow down until I fully stopped and
started to save for the next event character that would have been a Hydro bow character that
would fit very nicely into my Cryo focused team. However, the update has been delayed until
further notice, and as it is unclear whether or not it will be out by the time we finish our
thesis, I have decided to just continue pulling and spending Primogems instead of saving
them.

Events

One of the things I have wanted to participate in during these weeks were events and I had
been looking forward to them. I have had positive experiences with events in other games
before, and I had heard that Genshin Impact has many events as well. The first problem I
faced was that I needed to reach AR 12 to unlock events and that took me three days but once
I had unlocked that I was told that I needed AR 28 to do the actual fun event that I wanted to
do and that took me another ten days to reach. During this time I was unable to participate in
the big event that required AR 30 to participate in and even then it was only until day 17 that I
was able to enter Inazuma where the event took place. But with all of that said I was able to
participate in three Events that provided me with 660 Primogems over 3 weeks which is only
four wishes worth. While all of the events I was able to participate in were “minor” events
with smaller rewards compared to the big event that I missed, that would have given me
another 1000 Primogems. With the time investment to even be able to do the events and
actually doing them, combined with the realization of the low rewards I do not really feel like
the events were worth it. The sad reality is that I have to do them no matter how low the
rewards are. I do, however, think that some of the events bring some welcome change to the
normal gameplay cycle while others are more of a hassle to do.

Other

A couple of other things that were purely chores were the daily commissions that are the
game's daily quests and the battle pass that gives rewards for doing specific things during a
one and a half month period. While doing the daily commissions is a necessity for acquiring
Primogems and some extra minor rewards, it was not something I enjoyed doing but I did it
every day nonetheless. But while the battle pass did have some decent rewards for me, I paid
little attention to it as I can get most of the rewards by just playing normally. Everytime that I
did get a notification that I did a battle pass challenge, it was more of an annoyance as I was
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getting 9/10 times progression towards a reward while the achievements that worked similar,
but for more unique gameplay, gave me Primogems with each notification.

4.3 Play experience

In this section we will discuss our general play experience of the game. Once again we will
talk about aspects of the game such as events, the Spiral Abyss and upgrading characters. We
will relate these experiences to relevant theory where applicable, similarly to section 4.2

4.3.1 Veteran experience

Many times, even before we began our work on this thesis, the game has felt like a chore to
me. More often than not, I have to force myself to log onto the game to do my daily tasks. I
think this issue could stem from a lot of things, but the one that comes to mind would be the
lack of sustainable endgame content in Genshin Impact.

Events

One of the main forms of content in Genshin Impact is, of course, the events. However, the
issue with these events is that while they offer a nice change of pace, most of them (with a
few rare exceptions) do not actually add any new systems or meaningful gameplay content to
the game. While they may introduce new characters or bits and pieces of lore, those are very
subjective things so their value is different to each person and calling them meaningful or not
is not wholly up to me. Instead I would like to focus on the fact that these events very rarely
add any new mechanical gameplay systems to the game, for example systems that could
possibly deepen the combat system. Furthermore, because of the time-limited nature of
events, it is very difficult for me to get invested into this content, if it is just going to get
removed in a few weeks anyway.

An example of this would be the Clash of Lone Blades, a smaller event that was part of a
much larger event in patch 2.6, Hues of The Violet Garden. Clash of Lone Blades is a
mini-game where players fight against NPCs using a special parry mechanic. Now, this parry
mechanic is not an entirely new system to Genshin Impact, however only a couple of
characters have access to it, because of the way their abilities are designed. I enjoyed this
smaller event because I appreciate deeper combat systems in games, and I thought this to be a
step in the right direction for Genshin Impact. I had really hoped that this parry mechanic
would become a permanent staple in Genshin Impact’s combat system, but it was relegated to
a simple time-limited event, to be consumed as content and never touched again.

The events themselves are a mixed bag in terms of gameplay. Some of the minigames
were interesting, particularly Clash of Lone Blades - a minigame where you fight
against 4 different opponents and use a new Parry mechanic. I really like this sort of
gameplay that’s a bit more mechanically interesting, and I wish the Parry mechanic
became a permanent addition to the combat system. Unfortunately, I do not see that
happening, because Genshin’s combat needs to stay simple enough so that the mobile
playerbase does not feel like they are at a disadvantage. (Quote from Veteran player’s
diary, 04/12/22)
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Now, one could argue that if I wanted a deeper combat experience, I should just play those
two characters with parries already built into their kit. However, if a player has to specifically
play characters that they might not like or enjoy, just to make day-to-day gameplay more
mechanically complex, I think it is fair to say that that is a problem.

On the topic of characters and their kits, it is true that I do appreciate a lot of the more
recently released characters, because of how flashy their skills and animations are. However, I
do not think flashiness is my main focus when it comes to whether or not I want a character -
for me it is more about how their skills actually work and intertwine with the rest of their kit.
If a character has all that and flashy abilities, that is just a nice added bonus.

The Spiral Abyss

Now, the endgame content that Genshin Impact does have, the Spiral Abyss, is bland and
unrewarding. I have already talked about the rewards themselves being unsubstantial, so
instead I would like to focus on the actual experience of even doing the content. The part of
the Abyss that resets and can give rewards bi-weekly consists of four floors: 9, 10, 11 and 12.
As a player completes the challenges and climbs the floors, the difficulty increases, thanks to
the enemy level outgrowing theirs. Their time is also more limited, assuming they are trying
to get the best clear times for each chamber of each floor. What sours the experience for me
personally, is that the difficulty of the Abyss is not centered around player skill or knowledge
about the game, it is built around being one big DPS-check: kill all the enemies within the
time limit.  Because of this, it heavily favors either players who have already been playing for
a long time and have a strong roster of characters built up, or players who have simply paid
real money and bought their power.

This creates an interesting situation in regards to the dark pattern of pay-to-win (Zagal et al.,
2013). Because Genshin Impact is a single-player game, players are not really competing
against other players. However, as the Spiral Abyss keeps increasing in difficulty (with some
deviation), there comes a point where a free-to-play player simply cannot keep up with their
progression, and can no longer fully clear the Abyss. It becomes this unique situation where if
someone pays real money to get ahead, they are not necessarily paying-to-win against other
players, they are paying-to-win against the game itself.

I myself, am somewhere in the middle. I have spent some money on the game but I have tried
to do it responsibly and in moderation. I have actually stopped spending money on the game
altogether as of a few months now, due in no small part to all the different topics I have
discussed in this thesis. Regardless, my account is still stronger than the average free-to-play
player, but clearing the Abyss no longer brings me the same satisfaction and joy as it did the
first few times. Whenever it resets, I do the content, get my Primogem rewards and then
forget about the Abyss for another 2 weeks, and eventually the cycle repeats again.

Overpreparation

Now, because I can clear the Abyss with teams of characters that I am quite comfortable with,
I have run into the problem of not really needing to build any more new characters. It has
been like this for a while now, where whenever a new content patch rolls around and it
features a character I have neither an interest in, nor a need for, I just completely miss out on
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that piece of content. Unless I really, truly like a character’s design, aesthetics or voice actor, I
do not see the point of going out of my way to get them. Because of this, I have even less to
do in the game. Whereas one player might focus on building up a new character they recently
pulled, I do not really have the need for that, most of the time. So instead, if there are reliable
leaks of a new character coming out, and they interest me, I begin preparing for them instead.
Getting a weapon ready, grinding for artifacts, ascension materials, talent books, etc.
Essentially, I am overpreparing for content that is not even in the game yet.

This could be another example of dark patterns, brought forth by Zagal et al. (2013).
Specifically, the dark pattern of grinding. A player does a lot of preparation and grinding for
items before a new character is released, and on the actual day of release, a player is able to
almost immediately max that character out. Basically, a player interacts with the dark pattern
of grinding at a time when there is not much else for them to do in the game. Because of this,
by the time newer content arrives, a player can focus solely on that, without necessarily
needing to interact with the aforementioned dark pattern again.

The payoff for doing all of this is not that spectacular either. If I manage to get the character, I
end up maxing them out within the first few days of playing them, and then I am back to not
really having much to do aside from daily commissions and Resin use. Whereas before, when
I was struggling to even raise a character past level 60, now raising characters and weapons
just does not feel like much of a milestone anymore.

One could argue that this is more of a negative example of Wang & Sun’s (2011) ideas about
how players utilize rewards, specifically their use for review. Yes, being able to quickly max
out a character, because I have prepared for them beforehand, is an interesting achievement.
But I believe there is something to be said about it not necessarily feeling as rewarding
anymore, when looking back on it. I think the reason that raising a character this way does not
feel as rewarding, is because the character themselves is separate from the process. I farm all
these different things ahead of time, and then immediately dump them into a character, so the
entire process feels almost reversed. Instead of me gradually seeing my characters get
stronger, I only see the very end of it, when a character is already maxed. Because of this, the
act of reviewing my own rewards feels empty, because the rewards themselves feel empty.

4.3.2 Newbie experience

When I first started out during this project I did have some prior experience with the game so
I had an easy time getting into it right away. But because I had played a little before, I did not
have much interest in the tutorial and the starting area/story. Because of this, the early stages
of the game were slower than I would have liked.

Appearances Matter

Combining that with the fact that all of the starting characters are quite simple and their skills
are not that flashy with one of the cooler looking characters, Kaeya, only throwing a cone of
ice and snow while his big skill only summons three icicles, progress simply felt slower. As
we did watch each other play from time to time, I did see that while I was playing with some
cones of snow and icicles, the veterans screen was constantly exploding with all the enemies
disappearing. That all changed once I drew my first 5 star Ayaka who has a flashy attack.
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Fig. 3, Kaeya using his Elemental Burst.

Fig. 4, Ayaka turning her sword into sakura (cherry) blossoms and then unleashing an ice
storm.

While Ayaka’s flashiness and gameplay utility were appealing to me before I even obtained
her, the fact that she was flashier and stronger than Kaeya for example, was only one of
reasons I was drawn to her over him. There were multiple factors drawing me towards her.
First of all, she is a Japanese inspired character and while she might not have to my
knowledge any real historical background, the story of Inazuma she is part of is inspired by
Japanese history. All of this being very important for me as someone who loves both Japanese
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culture and history, but she adds even more icing on the cake with the fact that her special
ability (figure 4) is a clear reminder to my anime/manga childhood with Byakuya Kuchiki
from Bleach (Kubo, T. 2001) who also turns his katana into sakura blossoms. I believe this is
an example of what Lax & Mackenzie speak about in regards to the intertextuality of games,
specifically when they quote Steinberg (2012, ix), about gacha games existing within the
“anime media mix”. (Lax & Mackenzie, 2019, p.2)

The Ayaka Experience

As Ayaka is a strong character and my first 5 star, I decided to make her my main character
and focus mostly on her and thus began the Ayaka experience. When this project started I
could have never expected that two thirds of my playing experience would be centered around
a character I randomly pulled from the gacha, but Ayaka had different plans for me.

On day 5 I pulled Ayaka and promptly started killing everything in my way and getting more
and more attached to her as the days went on, and while I did pick up some decent characters
along the way for me their only purpose was to support Ayaka. On day 11 I pulled Kujou Sara
and as she was another Japanese-inspired character, I wanted to have her on my team, but she
was stuck at level 20 while the rest of my team and my enemies were around level 40.

This was the day I noticed my problem, as both Ayaka and Sara needed materials from
Inazuma. While that would not have been a problem as Genshin Impact is an open-world
game where players may travel wherever they want, Inazuma first needs to be unlocked for
me to be able to actually enter the region. This had not been a problem until now as I had
gotten some free materials for Ayaka from her trial event so I could get her to level 40. But
the game has a World Level system where every 5 Adventure Ranks the enemies grow
stronger and the drops get better. So while I was fine for now being AR 25, I knew once I got
to AR 30, Ayaka would have some trouble in the overworld and have an even harder time
with the bosses, I needed to start farming for ascension materials for my other characters to
keep at least them viable. So I had to make a choice to either put Ayaka on the bench for now
or rush Inazuma.

The plan was simple, to unlock Inazuma I needed two things: AR 30 and the entire main story
of Liyue completed. What I did not know was that some characters can be “busy” with other
quests, so once I had finished everything I needed to unlock the Inazuma quest, I was stuck
doing another six to eight quests/quest chains all the way back in Mondstadt. Once all of that
was finally completed I could start getting my boat ticket to Inazuma. But during the quest to
get my ride to Inazuma I needed to do two more quests that had no relation to the current
story before I could actually get to Inazuma.

While I was enjoying the story of Liyue that I was never able to do when I first played, it was
only once I got to Inazuma that I started to relax and truly enjoy the game again. But this also
shows how much of a grind and annoying experience the journey was to just get the option to
start upgrading the characters, But after about seven days and 34 hours of gameplay I reached
my goal to start the real grind.

This experience has shown me how much of the content of Genshin Impact is locked behind
the main quests, side-quests and adventure ranks. While it might have little to no impact on
experienced players, as a new player it caused me to think of the game as a chore on many
occasions.
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The Spiral Abyss

I did have a similarly annoying experience with the Spiral Abyss when the game told me I can
unlock Xiangling, a 4 star Pyro polearm character, by doing the first three floors. What the
game did not tell me was that the enemies were above my possible max level and would take
next to no damage. While not impossible to clear without exploiting the game and slowly
pushing all enemies off the map, it was an annoying and horrible experience where the game
gave me a goal that was next to unbeatable, but it had one of the best rewards I could ask for. I
remember this experience with the Spiral Abyss being exactly the same as it was when I first
played the game at release, and the fact that it is still there is disappointing. As I did not have
a positive experience with the Spiral Abyss, I never returned to it.

Events

There are few things for me to say about the events in this game as the only big event that
happened had requirements that made it impossible for me to partake in it before it was over.
The few that I did partake in had little impact on my gameplay other than forcing me to spend
my resin on specific content to get the rewards. While they were useful for me it did force me
to spend about one third of my resin each day on Ley Lines.

The other event that had some impact was a combat arena quest. While it was fun to test the
powerful high leveled characters, my own team was useless during this event and I could get
the max rewards by only using the trial characters. The best rewards during this event were
also the easiest to get so I was never incentivised to get gold rank other than to gloat to
myself. But as I could complete the entire event in a few hours, the rush I had at the start of
the event quickly disappeared before I moved on and forgot about the event for the rest of my
playtime.

With all of this said, I had a very interesting and unique experience, to say the least. With
three out of seven regions being released, the likelihood for players getting characters in
locked regions will increase as the game releases new content. This will cause more players to
have a similar experience to me, where they will be unable to access the materials they need
to upgrade their characters. With that said, had I not gotten Ayaka and Sara I would most
likely never have noticed any of this and just continued with the game as it was meant to be
played on release.
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4.4 Comparison

In this section we will directly compare our experiences, and try to relate those to our
theoretical framework. In this section specifically we will bring in much more of our theory,
as this is where most of our broad conclusions about the topic of current work will come
from. The experiences that we compare here are related to aspects of the game that we have
both talked about in sections 4.2 and 4.3.

4.4.1 Raising Characters and Weapons

The results show one major difference in our experiences with the game and that is how we
approached raising characters and weapons very differently. The main reason being is that we
had a vastly different level of accessibility to the different kinds of resources that the game
offers. The veteran player who had everything already unlocked had the freedom to build up a
good stockpile of resources in general, whereas the newer player still needed to unlock ways
of getting those resources in the first place.

This difference was further exemplified when the newer player pulled an event 5 star
character only a few days after opening their new account. As the character, Ayaka, was from
Inazuma, she needed resources specific to that region. As Inazuma is a region locked to
players until later in the game, the newer player was forced to choose between investing their
time into unlocking that content or not using the special 5 star character at all, and instead
going back to using just the starter characters. While the newer player was preoccupied with
progressing through the game in an attempt to reach Inazuma, the veteran player could just
carry on with their everyday farming. This could be the ideas of Brückner et al (2019) at play.
While one player, the veteran, focused more on obtaining rewards that are generally useful,
the newbie player was in a situation where they needed very specific rewards that benefit only
a specific item or character, in this case Ayaka.

As stated by Wang & Sun (2011) when talking about utilizing rewards for advancement: “It
can be argued that player skill levels are not actually affected by the use of rewards, but that
players simply feel a greater sense of fun if they believe that their skills are improving.” (p.7)
This correlates directly to the newbie´s Ayaka experience. While they were having fun with
her thanks to some event rewards, once Ayaka could no longer be upgraded, their experience
soured as they were enjoying themselves less.

This is also an example of the different kinds of reward systems that Wang & Sun (2011)
discuss. The three systems that are relevant here would be resource reward systems, item
granting systems and content unlocking mechanisms. What we find interesting, is that
generally, players will always be receiving resources or items of some kind, therefore the
resource and item reward systems are always being interacted with, in one way or another.
Meanwhile, the veteran player does not really interact with the content unlocking mechanisms
anymore, because they already have everything in the game unlocked. Meaning, it is a reward
system with limited use. One could also argue that achievements are a reward system that is
inherently limited. As players progress through the game and slowly unlock more and more
achievements, the achievements that are still available to them become fewer, thus lowering
the amount of potential future rewards.
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Because the content unlocking mechanism is essentially limited in use, the players’
relationship to this system changes over time. The newer player, while still being given lots of
resources as an incentive, was mainly concerned with unlocking more content in the game,
therefore the main reward system that they interacted with were the content unlocking
mechanisms. Meanwhile, the veteran player, who already has everything unlocked, can no
longer interact with that system, meaning that they almost exclusively interact with the
resource and item reward systems instead. Now, this is not to say that the newbie player did
not interact with resource and item reward systems at all, just that relative to the veteran
player, most of their interactions were with the content unlocking mechanisms instead.

4.4.2 Content and how players approach it

A comparison could be made about how players approach content in the game in general. A
newer player has no real choice but to focus on the content that is already available to them,
or focus on unlocking new content. Meanwhile, an experienced player who has already seen
most of what the game has to offer, has the option to prepare for new future content that is not
in the game yet. Now, this idea of a newer player unlocking content slower definitely is not
something new. It is true that in a lot of games, newer players will inevitably have to unlock
aspects of the game slowly, piece by piece. That is not to say that newer players also cannot
prepare for future content. it is just that whatever preparations they do, will be rather limited
and short-term, compared to what a veteran player might do.

Assuming they take steps to prepare for an upcoming character, an experienced player can
essentially max them before they are even out. The only hard part is actually pulling the
characters from the gacha. Now, assuming the player has prepared a sufficient amount of
Fates as well, this also becomes just a matter of luck and time spent in the gacha system.

Wang & Sun’s (2011) thoughts on short-term versus long-term rewards come to mind here. A
newer player who experiences a game’s content in short bursts, gets a consistent flow of
small, intermittent rewards. Meanwhile, a player with no new content to participate in, begins
preparing for the future, and that in and of itself may become a goal for them. The long-term
reward, then, changes based on what the future content is. It could be a new character, a new
weapon, exploring a new area, etc. For the veteran player, preparing for and completing new
content quicker than anyone else, may become a viable form of long-term reward.

Another reward characteristic that is relevant here is how rewards affect gameplay (Wang &
Sun, 2011). In Genshin Impact, things like characters and weapons directly influence a
person’s gameplay experience, because every character plays different from each other, to
some extent. Getting a new character or weapon offers more variety and more interesting
gameplay, so it is fair to say then that the acquisition of new gameplay itself may become a
goal for a player to strive towards. This rings especially true for the newbie player, who
wanted to pull the character Ayaka for her gameplay utility at first. Only afterwards, did they
realize the many other reasons the character was interesting to them.

Another interesting thing was found in regards to the dark pattern of playing by appointment
(Zagal et al., 2013). For the newbie player, there initially was not much of a need to use their
Resin when they first started playing, so they had the freedom to play or not play whenever
they wanted. But as they got further into the game and started properly using up their Resin,
they were heavily incentivized to log onto the game at very similar times each day, thus
enforcing the dark pattern more. Meanwhile, for the veteran player, as most of their
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day-to-day content relies on daily commissions and using up their Resin, they depend almost
entirely upon that dark design pattern.

This is all to say that players will gravitate to whatever content is available to them. A newer
player will focus on raising a strong new character and unlocking parts of the game that let
them facilitate that, and that becomes their goal in the game. When there is not any
sustainable content to do, however, a veteran player will begin looking outwards and
preparing for the future, excessively so.

4.4.3 Events

The next big comparison to be made is on how the players interacted with limited, time-gated
content like events. For the newer player, the biggest hurdle to overcome was actually
unlocking the events themselves. In Genshin Impact, a lot of the newer events are locked
behind things like Adventure Rank, Archon Quests, side-quests, etc., so it is difficult for a
newer player to participate in them, if they have not already been playing for a while. Now,
while a newer player might have expressed some excitement or anticipation that comes with
actually unlocking these events, our results show that the payoff simply is not worth it. The
events themselves do not offer rewards that are substantial enough to warrant the difficulty of
unlocking them in the first place.

And while they might offer a good change of pace to the usual gameplay of Genshin Impact,
they can still feel difficult to engage with, because of their time-limited nature. The events in
the game usually last about one to two weeks (with some exceptions), so even if they offer
some interesting new gameplay or story bits, it is difficult to justify really getting invested
into them, because the events will just eventually be removed regardless. Now, conversely,
because the events are time-limited, players cannot exactly put them off for too long. Once the
event is over, it is removed from the game and players are no longer able to get any rewards.
If a player wants to get the most out of these events, they have to log in consistently and keep
doing these events, thus enforcing the dark pattern of playing by appointment (Zagal et al.,
2013).

Now, it would be possible to argue that since these events are optional side-content, that the
dark pattern is not as devious. However, seeing as events give just as much, if not more
Primogems than daily commissions, it is highly unlikely that a player, who wants to save up
as many Primogems as possible, would skip out on doing events. Therefore, we believe that
the dark pattern is much more prevalent than it initially may seem.

One of the events that both players were able to experience fully was the “Ley Line
Overflow”. This event had good rewards for both types of players, as it offered both EXP
materials and money. But as the event simply doubles the rewards from Ley Lines, players are
forced to use Resin to be able to participate in the event at all. So if players want to participate
in the event and obtain these rewards, they have to spend one third of their Resin every day
for a week to get the most out of the event. This shows that while the event had some nice
bonuses for the newbie player, their use of Resin did get limited and they had to postpone
upgrading their characters and weapons to partake in the event. On the other hand, the veteran
player was barely impacted by the event as they needed neither EXP materials nor money but
they participated in the event nonetheless, rather than using the Resin for late game content.
Interestingly, even if the veteran player did not necessarily need the extra resources that the
event offered, they still participated regardless, because they did not want to miss out on a
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short time-limited event. This could be another example of the dark pattern of playing by
appointment (Zagal et al., 2013), specifically where a player participates in game content out
of a fear of missing out (FOMO).

This could also be Wang & Sun’s (2011) ideas about player collection of rewards at play.
They argue that some rewards in games are valuable because of their use as collector’s items
or their use for comparing with other players. (p.6) While the veteran player might not have
necessarily needed the rewards this event offered, they went out of their way to participate in
it regardless, not out of a want for comparison, but for the sake of completionism. For them,
this event was more like checking off a box on a list, rather than an actual gameplay
experience.

4.4.4 The Spiral Abyss

Similarly to events not being as accessible as they may initially seem, the Spiral Abyss is
another piece of content that the players had similar issues with. The newbie player had
problems with how the game mode was introduced and as such once they gained the one
reward they wanted, in this case being Xiangling, they decided to wait with the rest of the
Spiral Abyss until they could clear the first 8 floors at level 70+. While the rewards were good
for a newbie, considering it is a one time reward, there was never a desire to continue the
Spiral Abyss.

The veteran player did like that the Spiral Abyss was something that could challenge them
more compared to the overworld, as that makes leveling up their characters more worth it.
But on the other hand, they thought of the Spiral Abyss as nothing more than a chore that has
to be done every reset, otherwise they would lose out on the few rewards it provides, that are
necessary for an endgame player. Interestingly, just like the newbie player, the veteran player
does not have much of a desire to continue doing the Spiral Abyss, but they do it anyway for
the small rewards that it provides.

The Spiral Abyss is a piece of content where Wang & Sun’s (2011) ideas about player
anticipation of rewards are relevant. The authors state that: “[...] the longer it takes to get a
reward, the greater the necessity to offer a reward that is significantly better than what the
player already has.” (p.9) For the newbie player, you could argue that this statement holds
true. While they did not necessarily have the most positive experience when it came to
actually doing the Spiral Abyss, the reward they got, Xiangling, more than made up for it, as
she is a very useful and powerful character. For the veteran player, it is more of a negative
take on Wang & Sun’s (2011) ideas. From their experience, it is clear that doing the Spiral
Abyss felt like a chore, because the content was relatively difficult to do, but it was not
rewarding enough to warrant that difficulty. This is all to say that endgame players are not
given appropriately substantial rewards, even if they are doing what amounts to the most
difficult content in the game.
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4.4.5 Primogem Income

The comparison between the players' Primogem income is quite interesting, however. It was
initially believed that the newer player would have a harder time obtaining Primogems, as
opposed to the veteran player. What our analysis tells us is the complete opposite of that. The
newer player was generating many more Primogems a day, much more consistently than the
veteran player. The veteran player could get an average of 140 Primogems a day, not factoring
in the Welkin Moon Blessing, which is a paid subscription service that gives an extra 90 a
day. Meanwhile, the newbie player was earning an average of 340 Primogems a day, without
any sort of bonuses. Plus, the newbie player missed out on the Hues of The Violet Garden
event, which gave about another 1000 Primogems. For the sake of argument, if we were to
factor in that event as well, the newbie player would have earned an average of 390
Primogems a day, which is 2.7 times the average income of the veteran player.

This tells us a few things. Firstly, it means that as time goes on, and the newbie player
exhausts various sources of Primogems in the game, their income will steadily decline, and
become comparable to the veteran player’s income. Secondly, on the veteran player’s side of
things, they would need to buy the Welkin Moon Blessing, a paid service, for their income to
even be remotely comparable to what a newer player has access to when they first start out.

On the topic of the Welkin Moon Blessing, it could be argued that it has similarities to the pay
to skip dark pattern (Zagal et al., 2013). The player essentially pays a relatively small amount
of money to get extra Primogems every day, therefore speeding up the process of saving up.
Whereas it might take a free-to-play player much longer to save up an equivalent amount of
Primogems, a paying player is skipping that time and cutting it down to something much
shorter. The reason we believe the dark pattern of pay-to-skip is more prevalent here and not
pay-to-win (Zagal et al, 2013), is because even if a player were to buy the Welkin Moon
Blessing and earn extra Primogems a day, they are still not entirely guaranteed to get what
they want out of the gacha system. They are only improving their chances by giving them
more currency to spend in a shorter amount of time, not actually guaranteeing that their
currency will get them the item that they want.

Lastly, this all speaks to the design of the game, to an extent. In the beginning of the game,
newer players are offered many more rewards, as an incentive to keep playing further. As time
goes on, and their rewards steadily decline, they will have already invested too much time into
the game, so stopping and quitting would be that much more difficult for them. This has
similarities to what Wang & Sun (2011) speak about, in regards to short-term versus
long-term rewards. Players are offered a large amount of Primogems in a short amount of
time, hence those short-term rewards keeping them invested in the game. Meanwhile, the
long-term reward of having saved up a large amount of Primogems becomes more and more
difficult to acquire, as a player exhausts any additional sources of Primogem income.

4.4.6 Appearances

A small difference that our results made clear was how the players felt about the flashiness of
characters and their abilities. The newbie player had a big interest in how flashy characters
were, to the point where they cared more about looks rather than the effectiveness of the
character. While the veteran player did not care so much about flashy characters anymore, as
recently there have been more and more characters released, so their focus was mostly on the
effectiveness and efficiency of the characters.
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The desire to get specific characters is not only tied to how visually appealing they are in
combat but also their character design. Genshin Impact’s characters are currently based
around many different real world countries: German, Chinese, Japanese, Russian, etc.
Focusing on real  history and culture connects the game to reality and as stated by Lax &
Mackenzie (2019) this kind of intertextuality is used by many gacha games to increase a
player’s desire to a specific character.

As the players sometimes shared their gameplay with each other as part of their research
methods, they both got a look at each other's accomplishments and their characters. The
newbie player was very interested in seeing the veteran player’s wide cast of characters,
weapons and Artifacts. The veteran had little interest in the newbie’s accomplishments until
they started getting more interesting characters and weapons, in this case being Ayaka, one of
the few characters that the veteran did not have. This all ties into what Wang & Sun (2011)
talk about in regards to social aspects of rewards, as the more items, weapons and characters
the newbie acquired the more interest the veteran player showed in them.
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5 Discussion

In this section we would like to have a discussion about things relating to our work on this
thesis. While they may not be directly linked to our research problem, we believe they warrant
discussion regardless. We will bring in relevant theory from our background and results where
necessary, to facilitate a better discussion about certain topics.

Limitations of our data

The biggest limitation to further discuss would be our data. Specifically, the fact that all of our
data came from only two players. As this thesis is more of an exploratory look at how players
interact with the game, we do not think that such a low sample size is necessarily a detriment
to our work, but it warrants discussion nonetheless.

At most, this thesis is a general overview of the game and a foundation for possible future
research, and we want it to be treated as such. This thesis contains the findings of two players
at total opposites of the spectrum: a newbie and a veteran player. However, this by no means
implies that our work is a comprehensive look at how the experience is for every type of
player. For those sorts of conclusions to be drawn, we would need a much larger sample size,
not to mention a different approach to the research problem itself.

Another relevant point would be to acknowledge the biases that we may have brought upon
our work, against our best efforts. For one, before we even began work on this paper, the both
of us already had a general idea of what kind of problems plagued the game. Another possible
bias would be the fact that the both of us have played more conventionally “generous” gacha
games before, so we may have come into this research paper with certain expectations. This is
not to say that we have let our biases affect our work, just that we believe acknowledging
them is relevant to the discussion we wish to have.

Evolution of our thesis

Another interesting point to discuss would be the evolution of our paper itself. When we
initially began this project, we wanted to analyze how rewarding certain gacha games were,
by directly comparing their rewards. We stepped away from this however, as we were advised
that it is difficult to compare those sorts of things directly, and that this idea of “generosity”
itself is rather vague.

Therefore we reshifted our focus more to the systemic side of things, wanting to see reward
systems actually work in these sorts of gacha games. At this point, we still intended to
compare at least 2 games to one another. Our plan was to play and analyze multiple gacha
games and then use our data to compare the games to each other to see if they had similarities
and if there were outliers. However, considering the timeframe for this paper we decided to
instead just do a much more thorough analysis of one game.

What we think is interesting about this, is the fact that we have still come full circle, at least
partially. We still ended up looking at how “generous” Genshin Impact’s Primogem rewards
are, however this time it was part of a much larger research problem. Instead of just looking at
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how rewarding a game is mathematically, we have looked at the experience of playing a game
like this itself.

Upward theoretical considerations

One thing that writing this paper has shown us in regards to our theory, is that dark patterns
are not as black and white as they may initially seem. When we were still building our
theoretical framework, both of us saw dark design patterns as something that is seemingly set
in stone. We believed that if a game has these darker design patterns, that a player’s
relationship to these patterns does not really change much, and the design is prevalent
throughout the entire experience.

However, we have since learned that that simply is not the case. We have noticed that in
Genshin Impact a lot of the possible dark patterns have a lot of nuance to them. They are
introduced in a way that is gradual and intentional, as if they are trying to get the player used
to this sort of experience. Because of this, the player may reach a point where they might even
excuse the dark patterns and see them as a necessary evil for the sake of the game’s longevity.
Regardless, this has shown us that these dark patterns have a lot more nuance in them and that
it is our job as designers to take extra care when searching for these patterns and discussing
them.

In regards to theory about game reward systems, it really feels like we have only begun to
scratch the surface about this topic. We believe it is very easy to look at a specific reward
system in a vacuum, and think of it as rather simple or straightforward. However, once we
began looking at more than one reward system in a game, seeing how that system interacts
with other systems, we quickly realized that there is a lot more depth to these systems than we
may have initially thought. An example of this depth could be from our own analyses, for
example. In current work, we have generally tried relating one large piece of theory to any
given reward system in our analysis sections, however one could very easily make the
argument that many types of different theory could apply to any single reward system.

Implications for game design

One design aspect of Genshin Impact that we would like to see improve would definitely be
the Resin system. As it is now, it is a system that not only limits player progression to a
staggering degree, but also does not respect the player’s time. As we have discussed earlier in
our results and analysis section, the Resin system seems to be designed with the dark pattern
of playing by appointment in mind. We believe this will only get worse as the game grows
and more content is added. As the game gets more and more content over time, it will
eventually outgrow the players’ daily limit of 160~180 Resin.

As Resin is a resource that cannot naturally go over its normal cap of 160 (as opposed to
refilling it via other means, such as paying for it with Primogems) players are expected to log
in every single day if they want to make meaningful progress in the game. The issue with this
is that while some people might have the time to play consistently every single day, for others
this simply is not an option. The people should be able to dictate when and how they interact
with games of their choosing, not the other way around. If a game punishes you for missing a
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day or two of logging on, then it loses part of what makes games a leisure activity in the first
place: freedom.

One of the issues with the game that we have brought forth in this thesis are the Primogem
rewards. As we have learned from our findings, a player’s Primogem rewards actually
steadily decrease as they progress further and further into the game. Because of this, endgame
players who have already completed most of the content that the game has to offer have
essentially exhausted their best sources of Primogem income, and things like events and daily
commissions do not fully alleviate that problem. It would be interesting to see some sort of
endgame mechanic where at the very least, a player’s rewards for daily commissions would
go up, based on either their world level or Adventure Rank (AR). This would be a more
positive example of Wang & Sun’s (2011) theory on player anticipation of rewards. To
reiterate, they state that “[...] the longer it takes to get a reward, the greater the necessity to
offer a reward that is significantly better than what the player already has.” (p.9) As players
spend more and more time in the game, eventually reaching the endgame, they could be
offered more substantial rewards to reflect their efforts and progression.

Another design aspect of the game that we wish to see improve would be Genshin Impact’s
lack of true endgame content. For the moment at least, Genshin Impact’s main source of
content for players is either updates to story quests, new regions or time-limited events. And
while it is true that all of this content is of a high quality, it is fundamentally limited. Our
findings on content unlocking mechanisms (Wang & Sun, 2011) being a system that loses its
interactibility with the player as they progress further into the game come to mind here. Once
players fully explore a new region, complete story quests and get rewards from them, they
have very little reason to return to that content.

Meanwhile, the repeatable content that Genshin Impact does have, like the Spiral Abyss and
daily commissions for example, only really serve the goal of giving a player Primogems, so
they can save up for future characters. Now, assuming a player is content with what they have
and no longer needs new characters or weapons, they have very little reason to stick around
and play, given that the interests of the player and the interests of the game simply do not
align.

While it is currently a small problem, the fact is that players can get a character whose
ascension materials are locked behind progression. Inazuma is the newest region and there are
four more regions being hinted at. Characters themselves being accessible to players is good,
but the fact that their ascension materials are essentially locked behind a mountain of story
quests will become a bigger and bigger issue as time goes on. Giving players a sense of
progression and reward through the use of content unlocking mechanisms (Wang & Sun 2011)
is one thing, forcing them to slog through a massive amount of content that they might not
even enjoy, just to get to that small piece of content that they actually want to experience, is
another. Getting a character as a new player and being punished for it is not an enjoyable
experience, as we have explained at length in our results and analysis section. The game does
not currently have any fixes or solutions for this problem, except that during any given
character's banner that happens once or twice a year a small amount of their ascension
materials are provided as rewards for doing their character trial challenge.
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Issues of games with gacha as the core loop

Gacha games can require a decent chunk of time investment from players, just to get started
and to familiarize themselves with the game to see if they actually want to continue playing.
This is especially true with mobile games as they want to hook players and keep them playing
for a long time. Gacha games may also run on an energy system where a player can only
access the game’s good content for a limited time each day. Combined with the fact that
gachas often use limited events where the player would need to set aside multiple hours each
day to optimize their gameplay putting them into a never ending spiral of playing by
appointment.

Gacha games can also be very luck based as players are drawing characters from what is
basically a lottery. Considering the fact that players also have extremely limited resources in
the game to use on drawing characters, most gachas heavily incentivise their players to pay
for more chances at their lotteries. Once again one could argue that this is an example of the
dark pattern of paying to skip (Zagal et al, 2013). Players are incentivized by the game to pay
real world money to acquire premium currency used for pulling characters or items, thus
skipping the need to save up that currency naturally over time.

Considering that gacha and gacha games originate from Japan (Koeder et al, 2017) and have
since spread all over Asia, it makes sense for them to follow the trend of giving players an
incredible amount of grinding to overcome, as is prevalent in certain other types of games
made by asian developers. An example would be Elsword (KoG, 2007), as this is also a game
made by an asian developer, and features many endgame items that have ridiculously low
drop chances, encouraging player grind. While grinding may not necessarily be a negative
aspect of a game, depending on how it is used, it is still true that the overuse of grinding in
games is a dark pattern (Zagal et al, 2013) that takes advantage of player time and effort.

Grinding for resources and characters is prevalent in gacha games and mobile games because
they give their players very small rewards for big time investments, making them more
susceptible to the idea of sunk-cost fallacy. An example of this being the results of our own
analysis, showing that the long-time player actually steadily received less rewards for their
efforts, as opposed to the newer player who received more rewards as an incentive to keep
playing. As players spend more time and effort in games such as this, and slowly become
accustomed to receiving unsubstantial rewards for their efforts, leaving becomes increasingly
difficult. Players might feel like all their efforts will go to waste if they simply quit. This is
especially true for veteran players, as newer players have more freedom to leave, as they have
not invested nearly as much time into the game as veteran players.

Closing thoughts on the game

The both of us can agree that Genshin Impact is a game that has the potential to be something
so much better. The amount of love, care and detail put into all the regions, characters and
music is astounding. While these are only a few of the many things we like about the game,
unfortunately they do not make up for all the negatives that we have discussed previously.

For the newbie player specifically, even though they have put in a lot of time and effort into
the game, it pushes them away, making it easier to simply just walk away. It is however
understandable that the veteran players would have a harder time dropping the game as even
after just a few weeks, they feel that they will be missing out on important resources. This is

34



especially true since the veteran player has been playing the game for almost a year now, and
has invested a lot of time and even money into the game.

Ultimately, Genshin Impact is a deeply flawed game, held back by being a gacha title catered
more towards mobile players. It is a game that draws people in and causes them to develop a
difficult relationship between game and player, where they do not necessarily enjoy the whole
experience, but feel obligated to continue playing regardless.
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6 Conclusion

This thesis was an exploratory look at how players with varying perspectives engage with a
gacha game, primarily focused on the economic systems, and the general play experience.
Our research question therefore was "How do players experience a gacha game depending on
their perspective as a starting or a veteran player?”.

We have discussed how players interact with the economic systems of the game, with a focus
on the premium currency of Primogems. Initially, we may have approached this topic,
wanting to see how “generous” the game is to these different players, and the results were
rather surprising. The analysis of our results shows that players are actually rewarded less
premium currency as they make more progress into the game, whereas newer players are fed
more resources and currency as a possible form of incentive to keep playing. An important
distinction to make is that the rest of the resources that the game offers players are not nearly
as sparse as things like Primogems and Fates are. As the game offers long-time players less
and less rewards for continued play, it can be inferred that when a player is sufficiently
invested into the game, there comes a point where the game itself is no longer concerned with
rewarding them adequately.

Furthermore, we relate the game’s reward systems to the theories of Brückner et al (2019) and
how players were gaining resources that are generally useful, versus resources that have very
specific, limited use. An example of this would be the veteran player stockpiling lots of
different resources for future use in later content patches, meanwhile the newbie player was
struggling to get to the region of Inazuma, just to be able to raise a single character of theirs.
This shows that newer players have very specific goals to work towards, meanwhile the
veteran player simply prepares for an uncertain future.

A point we discussed was the mechanics of content unlocking systems (Wang & Sun, 2011) in
regards to the newbie player’s experience of progressing through the game and eventually
reaching Inazuma. Our analysis shows that the content unlocking mechanisms in Genshin
Impact are a fundamentally limited reward system, because if a player unlocks all the possible
content in the game at the moment, they can no longer interact with this system. The newbie
player’s experience featured a large amount of interaction with content unlocking mechanisms
as their progression was blocked by mandatory content, meanwhile the veteran player did not
interact with this system almost entirely. This means that the newbie player essentially has a
backlog of content to get through, just to be able to participate in the parts of the game that
actually interest them.

We also discussed how gameplay differs for the players, and our comparison of these
experiences shows a  clear prevalence of dark patterns in the game. Especially playing by
appointment, which is a dark pattern that is integrated into a lot of aspects of the game, such
as the Resin system and time-limited events. Our results indicate that this dark pattern was
introduced slowly to the newer player, but became more and more impactful as they
progressed further into the game, whereas for the veteran player it was a constant part of their
experience. This shows the game’s desire to introduce new players to these dark design
patterns, until the point where a player has no choice but to willingly partake in these patterns.
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One of the main points that we touched upon in our analysis was the lack of true endgame
content in the game. We explained how the Spiral Abyss, while being the most difficult
content in the game, does not offer nearly enough rewards to players, to warrant that
difficulty. This is further compounded by the Spiral Abyss being the only permanent endgame
content that Genshin Impact currently has to offer, not counting things like time-limited
events. By analyzing this in relation to Wang & Sun’s (2011) ideas about reward systems,
their characteristics, and how players utilize these rewards, we draw conclusions about
possible implications of player anticipation in regards to the difficulty of content versus the
payoff of said content. This means that if the game continues to not reward player efforts in
endgame content, players may simply stop doing the content altogether and lose an important
goal to work towards.

This is all to say that the game has many things to offer newer players in the form of
long-term goals to work towards, content to unlock and characters to acquire. For the veteran
player however, the game grows increasingly stale as they run out of content to do. Veterans
might interact with the game rather aimlessly, distracting themselves with Daily
Commissions, Events and the Spiral Abyss, but ultimately none of that results in a
meaningful, sustainable experience for the long-time player.
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7 Future Work

Of course, these are the experiences of only two players. While we have tried to be as
descriptive as possible of our thoughts and findings, the knowledge and insights of two
players definitely do not tell the whole story. If we were to do this sort of research again, we
would absolutely prefer a larger sample size, to better differentiate our findings.
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9 Appendices

This section contains our diary questions, a list of figures and a glossary of specific terms
used within this paper.

9.1 Diary Questions

Resources and Progression

What did you choose to focus on during that session of play? Farming bosses, domains, weekly bosses, etc.

Do you feel like your resin was well-used?

How many Primogems did you get in a single day of play?

What other important resources did you get today?

Are you saving these for anything in particular? Why? Why not?

Did you make progress on the battle pass?

Do you feel like the rewards from the battle pass are meaningful, based on where you are in the game?

Did you wish/roll that day? If so, why? If not, why?

Did you get anything from your rolling?

What are your plans for your Masterless Stardust/Starglitter?

Time

How much time did you spend playing the game?

What took up the bulk of your time?

Did you try to rush through something? If so, why? If not, why?

Events

Did you participate in any in-game events?

How did you feel about the event rewards for that day?

Did you find the events themselves interesting in terms of gameplay?

How do you feel about the events after participating in them?
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How did playing the game feel?

Was the day of playing particularly interesting to you, or just something you did to keep up with the game?

Does anything in the game feel like a chore to you? If so, what?

Did anything noteworthy happen during this day of play? Lots of achievements, 5 star character, weapon, etc.

Do you feel like you are being taken advantage of by the game?

Do you feel like the game is wasting your time, making you feel like you spent time on the game for nothing,
feeling like your efforts are not being rewarded, etc.

How do you feel about the characters/weapons you currently have?

9.2 List of Figures

Figure 1. Preliminary taxonomy, suggested by Brückner, S., Kurayabashi, S., Sato, Y.,
Waragai, I., (2019), Analyzing Random Reward System Mechanics and Social Perception.
(p.3) © 2019 Authors & Digital Games Research Association DiGRA.
Figure 2. Screenshot from the game Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020)
Figure 3. Screenshot from the game Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020)
Figure 4. Screenshot from the game Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020)
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9.3 Glossary of Important Terms

Primogems The game’s premium currency.

Welkin Moon Blessing A premium subscription service that gives
players an extra 90 Primogems every single
day, for a month.

Genesis Crystals The game’s paid currency.

Acquaint Fate and Intertwined Fates Items used for wishing on the game’s
banners.

Wish System The games gacha system where both
characters and weapons are pulled from.

Pull/10-pull. Wishing with the wish system. The game
allows you to do 10 wishes at once,
sometimes referred to by players as a
“10-pull”.

Standard Banners and Event Banners Different ways of pulling for characters and
weapons.

Pity System The Pity system exists to snuff a little of the
uncertainty out of the Gacha system.
Basically, after a certain number of rolls,
players are guaranteed to get a high rarity
item.

1~5 Star rarity Different ranks for weapons and characters
with 1 star being the lowest and 5 star the
highest.

Pyro, Cryo, Hydro, Electro, Geo, Anemo,
Dendro

The different elements that the game’s
combat system uses. The names refer to real
world elements such as fire, ice, water,
electricity, earth, air and nature.

Sword, polearm, claymore, bow, catalyst The different weapon types that Genshin
Impact offers. Characters are locked to a
specific weapon type. (With some very rare
exceptions)
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Masterless Stardust Auxiliary currency that players receive for
getting duplicate 4 star items. This can be
used in the game’s shop.

Masterless Starglitter Auxiliary currency that players receive for
getting duplicate 5 star items. This can be
used in the game’s shop.

Elemental skill/burst Abilities unique to each character. Elemental
skills generally have low cooldowns and can
be used quite often, whereas elemental
bursts are much stronger abilities that
require energy to recharge and more time to
go off cooldown.

Farming Acquiring loot repeatedly from one specific
source.

Grinding Doing menial tasks in a game to accomplish
a very specific goal, often used by game
designers to artificially inflate a game’s
playtime.

NPC Non-playable-character.

Exp/Experience Points Points used to gauge a player’s level. As
they receive more points, the level goes up.

Adventure Rank The Accounts level. Used for unlocking
content.

Quest, Story Quests, Archon Quests, Side
Quests

Missions that give rewards upon
completion, usually related to the game’s
story/narrative somehow.

Events Time limited activities that give players
rewards.

Daily Commissions A collection of four small quests that give
10 Primogems each for completion.
Completion of all four gives another 20
Primogems as a bonus, for a total of 60.

Domains Instances located in temple-like entrances in
Genshin Impact. Completing the challenges
within rewards various items and materials.
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Ley Lines/Ley Line Outcrops Open-world challenges that grant Adventure
Rank (AR) EXP and either Character EXP
Materials or Mora.

Mora Gold/money.

Talent Level-up Materials Materials used to improve a character’s
talents.

Talents Genshin Impact’s version of skills. This also
includes things like passive effects,
Elemental Skills and Elemental Bursts.

Ascension Materials Special materials used for ascension of
characters and weapons.

Ascension Increases a character’s or weapon’s stats,
allows them to be leveled up further until
the next required ascension.

Artifacts Equipment items that give extra stat bonuses
to characters.

Enhancement ores Special ores used to enhance weapons.

Enhancement Improving an item.

Bosses Large, powerful enemies that players can
fight in the overworld, or in a few select
Domains. Generally give better loot than
normal enemies.

Weekly Bosses Stronger bosses that can only give rewards
once a week.

Spiral Abyss A special type of Domain unlocked at
Adventure Rank 2. Features multiple floors
and chambers, each increasing in difficulty
as players progress.

DPS Damage-per-second. Standard way of
calculating a player's damage output.
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DPS-check A design technique in games, where content
is built around testing a player’s DPS
capabilities, above all else.

Level-Gated Content Content that is only accessible to players of
a certain level.

Endgame Content Content that generally requires players to
have completed most of what the game has
to offer, and offers some sort of long-term
challenge, goal and/or reward.

Meta A generally agreed upon strategy by the
community said to be the most optimal way
to play or win.

FOMO Fear of missing out.

Battle Pass A recurring Event unlocked at Adventure
Rank 20. Once unlocked, players can
complete various daily, weekly, and battle
pass-related missions in order to gain Battle
Pass EXP.

Monstadt, Liyue, Inazuma Accessible regions in the game

Xiangling, Ayaka, Bennett, Sara, Kaeya Playable Characters in the game
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