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Abstract. Virtual reality (VR) games have become influential platforms where Gen Z players engage 
not only in immersive play but also in emotionally charged spending. Unlike traditional games, these 
environments integrate monetization strategies directly into gameplay structures, making 
consumption an inseparable part of the virtual experience. The present study examines the impact 
of monetization strategies in VR games on the purchasing behavior of Gen Z consumers, with a 
particular focus on how emotional, social, and symbolic incentives integrated into gameplay. This 
paper adopts a qualitative case-based approach and draws upon relevant theories of digital 
consumer behavior. Through case studies of Love and Deep space, the study analyzes how specific 
monetization mechanisms influence user behavior, drawing on theories of emotional consumption 
and digital engagement. Combining case analysis and digital insights, this study explored how game-
play structures mediate emotional consumption under modern monetization models. Besides, this 
study identifies how commercialism and interactive design are combined in virtual environments, 
which raises leading questions about ethical game development and marketing practices targeting 
young people. By analyzing these trends, the research contributes to a generous discussion on 
digital consumer autonomy and the ethics of emotional commercialization. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the VR gaming industry has been growing rapidly, with sales expected to exceed 

$12 billion by 2025 [1]. This growth is chiefly due to advances in immersive hardware technology 

and the continued increasing demand for immersive gaming experiences. As VR games gradually 

develop into a comprehensive structure, their functions are no longer limited to simply entertainment 

tools but have evolved into a dynamic commercial interaction platform. 

Generation Z has grown up in a fully digital environment. They feel at ease in virtual spaces and 

spend significant time within them. Their behaviors show high levels of emotional engagement, social 

interaction, and symbolic expression. These patterns mirror broader changes in the digital consumer 

landscape. They also raise important questions. How can commercial mechanisms adapt to these 

behaviors. How can they take advantage of such deep user engagement. 

Research shows that Gen Z consumers respond strongly to emotionally charged content. They also 

react positively to reward-based feedback systems and personalized experiences [2]. Their 

engagement goes beyond simple entertainment. It is often motivated by the need for recognition, the 

appeal of customization, and the wish to project identity in virtual spaces. 

Although VR gaming has drawn growing interest among scholars working in the fields of media 

studies, digital economies, and user experience design, the literature has been sparse in analyzing the 

intersections of in-game monetization models and the emotional and behavioral predispositions of 

Gen Z consumer bases. Most of the current literature either discusses technical affordances or 

overarching patterns of microtransaction use, rather than examining fully the way monetization 

mechanisms work within appealing settings diminishing consumption and play boundaries [3,4]. 

This study examines how VR game commercialization strategies relate to Gen Z’s patterns of 

virtual consumption. It focuses on the psychological and social mechanisms that drive these behaviors. 

Based on recent literature, the analysis suggests that monetization strategies influence purchasing 
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decisions by embedding emotional triggers, social dynamics, and symbolic identity cues into 

immersive gameplay. These elements cross over between playing and consuming. 

2. Monetization Strategies in VR Games 

2.1. Monetization Typologies and Market Context 

Modern VR games rely on complex monetization systems that extend far beyond traditional 

transaction models. As the market expands, developers use different monetization methods. Tiered 

pricing, loot boxes, character customization, and time-based access passes are common monetization 

tools. Many of these strategies also use emotional and symbolic incentives. Researchers classify 

monetization into three types: transactional, progression-based, and symbolic systems [3]. Each type 

is built into the game’s core design. 

In VR environments, these mechanisms are not surface features. They are part of the experience 

itself. The strategies fit the game’s structure and player interactions. They sit at the heart of gameplay, 

making the business model feel natural within the game world. 

Despite their differences, all systems share one aim. They place spending opportunities in 

moments that feel emotionally powerful and socially visible. Purchases are no longer treated as 

optional extras. Instead, they are designed to support identity projection and symbolic accumulation. 

This makes consumption feel like an essential form of participation. In VR settings, such systems are 

built directly into the play experience. They influence how players progress, what rewards they seek, 

and how status is measured in the game. This turn toward experiential commercialization reflects a 

wider shift in virtual economies, where spending patterns are crafted to enhance and sustain 

immersion. 

2.2. Statistics Grounding and Platform Significance 

Recent industry data shows the growing influence of monetization strategies in VR gaming. More 

than 68% of active VR players make in-game purchases. Spending is especially concentrated among 

users aged 18 to 24 [1]. This group—largely Gen Z—shows higher purchase frequency and greater 

average spending than other age groups. Their purchases often go beyond functional needs. Many are 

driven by personalization, status signaling, or deeper narrative immersion. 

In-game spending is common among specific player groups. Data shows that monetization works 

better when emotional and symbolic incentives are built into gameplay. Previous studies show that 

habit-forming features such as time-limited rewards, event loops, and progressive unlocks can 

increase user retention and purchase frequency in immersive environments [4]. Some researchers note 

that identity-based purchases, including avatar customization and symbolic accessories, are effective 

for Gen Z users, who view this type of spending to express their identity [5]. 

2.3. Case-Based Description 

A clear example of digitally mediated emotional consumption is found in Love and Deep space, a 

Chinese Otome-style VR-compatible mobile game that centers on emotionally engaging interaction 

with idealized male characters. Instead of focusing on functional gameplay goals, the design 

emphasizes narrative intimacy, identity projection, and symbolic investment. Two mechanisms are 

especially effective for driving player spending: time-limited character card events and reward-based 

login systems. Time-limited events often include exclusive storylines, character voiceovers, and 

visually distinctive “card” imagery. These elements create a rarity and emotional urgency, which 

shows the emotional effect of amplifying perceived value through narrative-driven scarcity, where 

limited-time content is not only rare but given meaning through personalized narratives [4]. 

Daily check-ins and milestone-based gifting encourage user engagement, turning routine actions 

into emotionally driven consumption. These features are designed to enhance players’ sense of 

belonging, with the focuses less on functional exchange but rather on maintaining symbolic presences 

in the game world. In this way, monetization becomes part of the most common elements of emotional 
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resonance and self-centered fantasy in virtual games, placing economic activity within an emotional 

framework. 

3. Mechanisms of Influence on Purchasing Behavior 

In virtual environments, monetization is closely linked to emotional and symbolic elements, and 

players' purchasing behavior is rarely driven by practicality. Consumer behavior is the result of 

multiple psychological factors working together, which are influenced by game design, emotional 

impact, and long-term engagement. These factors interact to form a consumption pattern that 

facilitates identity construction, social interaction, and the establishment of emotional bonds. 

When games let players customize their looks, earn rewards, and gain social status, spending 

money starts to feel natural. Players use monetization systems not only to gain advantages but also to 

express their individuality, maintain immersion, and participate in emotional rituals related to 

character growth and community interaction. Emotional investment forms a cycle: desire leads to 

purchase, purchase reinforces attachment, and attachment further stimulates investment. Over time, 

the "value" of in-game items isn’t fixed, it changes based on how satisfied players feel and how much 

others notice what they own. 

3.1. Design Perspective 

In VR games, monetization often blends into the gameplay. Developers use tiered reward systems. 

The more players spend, the better the rewards they receive. These systems do more than limit access. 

They guide the emotional pace of the game. Progression becomes a chain of milestones that feel 

psychologically rewarding [4]. 

Scarcity tactics work in a similar way. Limited time offers and exclusive items create urgency. 

Players feel pressure to buy so they do not miss out or fall behind [5]. Research shows that these time 

limits feel more meaningful when linked to the game’s story. A simple purchase can then become a 

personal and emotional reward [4]. 

3.2. Emotional Perspective 

Monetization in games often draws on deeper psychological motives. It goes beyond simple 

functionality. Avatar customization and cosmetic items act as tools for digital self-presentation. For 

many Gen Z players, these purchases feel like extensions of personal identity rather than basic 

transactions [5]. This turns economic activity into a form of identity building. 

The social side makes these effects stronger. When purchases are visible to others, they fall under 

community norms and peer influence. This creates strong social incentives to spend [6]. When 

developers place these items within a story, they gain symbolic weight. Their value moves beyond 

utility and becomes emotionally charged [7]. 

VR games now include social features and monetization strategies. For instance, friend referral 

programs encourage players to invite others. These programs help grow the player base and promote 

spending habits like those of friends. The incentives create small communities by rewarding 

teamwork. This method keeps players engaged and increases in-game purchases. 

For Gen Z players, social validation and shared activities are key in online spaces. Games use 

timed group challenges, collective rewards, and gifting systems to turn social connections into 

gameplay. These mechanics also encourage regular spending, supported by group participation. As 

players engage, spending becomes linked to social belonging. The motivation shifts from individual 

choice to group influence. In these environments, purchases help sustain friendships and preserve 

status within the player community. 
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3.3. Temporal Engagement Perspective 

Time-based systems are another key part of monetization in games. Features like daily login 

bonuses, streak rewards, and repeatable tasks encourage habitual play. These designs train players to 

link regular participation with emotional rewards. Instead of relying on impulsive spending, they 

create anticipation through routine. Over time, the schedule itself becomes a source of psychological 

satisfaction. 

4. Case Study of Gen Z’s Spending Motivations 

4.1. Visualization and Descriptive Analysis 

To explain the psychological foundations of Gen Z gamers' consumption within games, the 

following visualization chart summarizes the key motivational factors extracted from recent literature. 

These motivational factors are categorized into five dimensions: aesthetic self-expression, social 

signaling, game efficiency improvement, time-limited participation, and emotional dependence. 

 

Fig. 1 Motivations behind in-game spending among Gen Z players [8]. 

Demonstrated in Figure 1, aesthetic self-expression is the leading motivator at a 28% response rate. 

That suggests Gen Z's focus on aesthetic look as part of their virtual identity. Visibility and social 

standing followed at 22%, reflecting how in-game purchases are often coupled with identity and 

prestidigitation performance in social or multiplayer contexts. Progress acceleration (18%) reflects 

how pay-to-advance mechanisms, condensing effort-based gameplay are compelling. 17% of time-

limited participation suggests that limiting access by time is an effective way to drive spending. Lastly, 

love character support (15%) suggests how emotional investment in specific narrative or avatar 

aspects pays out in channeled microtransactions. 

4.2. Behavioral Correlation Analysis 

The survey also indicates that Gen Z’s consumption drivers run at the nexus between identity 

manifestation, social signaling, and psychological satisfaction. Cosmetic tailoring (28%) appears as 

the most prominent driver, reflecting the salience of visual self-expression within virtual spaces [9]. 

Social prominence and status indicating (22%) again illustrate how the performative construction of 

identity boosts perceived value and drives consumption [5]. 

The 18% rate comes from accelerated progress. This indicates that efficiency and time savings 

remain major draws in game design [4]. Event-limited content accounts for 17%. This highlights how 

time exclusivity and scarcity create urgency and raise the willingness to spend [10]. Support for 

favorite characters makes up 15%. This reflects the emotional bond between players and in-game 

characters and stories. It reinforces the emotional drivers behind microtransactions [8]. 
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These findings suggest that Gen Z's consumption behavior is not only influenced by practical 

considerations but also driven by social and emotional factors [3,4,11]. Their purchasing behavior 

reflects a pursuit of personal identity, such as interacting with others and following trends set by their 

peers. 

5. Ethical Challenges and Strategic Implications 

5.1. Ethical Concerns 

Monetization strategies in VR games are becoming more sophisticated. This creates ethical 

concerns, especially when they target Gen Z’s emotional spending habits, as many Gen Z players 

lack the emotional control and financial literacy needed to assess spending prompts critically [5]. 

Time-limited promotions, scarcity tactics, and psychological nudges are common tools. These 

methods push players toward impulse purchases. They often rely on emotional and cognitive 

shortcuts instead of promoting informed choices [5]. Moreover, by trying emotional rewards directly 

to monetary spending, these designs blur the line between choice and subtle coercion, raising 

questions about informed consent. 

The use of behavioral tracking makes the problem worse. Developers collect detailed data on 

emotional reactions, spending patterns, and social interactions. Personalization based on this data can 

boost engagement. However, it also reduces user autonomy and creates major privacy risks [12]. 

Together, these practices show the need for stronger scrutiny of manipulative design in the gaming 

industry. 

Players are often easily exploited for emotional labor under the guise of “voluntary participation.” 

Specifically, the overlap between financial investment and emotional investment leads to what is 

known as emotional monetization fatigue, where consumption behavior is no longer primarily driven 

by the pleasure derived from the game, but rather by the need to maintain plot progression or the 

perceived obligation to ensure the well-being of characters. These strategies are easily posing 

significant risks to emotionally sensitive players. 

In narrative-driven games like Otome platforms, story progression is often locked behind paid 

episodes or microtransactions. These purchases unlock emotionally charged interactions. This design 

makes players feel pressured to spend to complete character arcs. The spending is framed as a moral 

duty rather than a personal choice. 

Parasocial design elements make this effect stronger. Simulated intimacy, personalized messages, 

and time-limited relationship milestones deepen emotional bonds in artificial ways. These features 

increase immersion but also drive spending based on emotion rather than reason. 

The line between engagement and financial obligation becomes blurred. The gap between real 

choice and subtle manipulation grows smaller. This has the greatest impact on adolescent players and 

others who are emotionally vulnerable to such tactics. The gradual loss of emotional autonomy raises 

serious ethical concerns about monetizing affective experiences and the potential psychological harm 

they may cause. 

5.2. Strategies for Developers 

To address ethical concerns without reducing player engagement, developers can use responsible 

monetization strategies that keep balance of enjoyment and fairness. 

First, transparency is one of the most effective approaches. Developers should clearly explain 

game mechanics, such as reward probabilities or the function of microtransactions, so that players 

can make informed choices. When the systems shaping their experience are understood, manipulative 

pressure is reduced, and trust is more easily built [12]. 

Ensuring meaningful free access is equally important. Core narrative moments and emotional 

content should remain available without payment, while optional purchases may still be used to 

enhance the experience. Essential storylines or character relationships should not be locked behind 

constant spending, a practice that preserves immersion while keeping monetization ethical. 
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Developers can also strengthen player relationships by rewarding non-financial engagement. 

Encouraging creativity, such as fan art or story discussions, and supporting emotional investment 

through feedback systems adds value beyond spending. When community contributions are 

recognized to the same degree as purchases, the player–developer relationship becomes healthier and 

more balanced. 

These strategies ensure that profitability can coexist with ethical design. By prioritizing 

transparency, accessibility, and engagement, developers can develop monetization models that are 

both sustainable and respectful. 

6. Conclusion 

This study examines the driving mechanisms behind in-game purchases in virtual games and their 

impact on consumer purchasing behavior from the perspective of Generation Z. Observations and 

experiments on digital consumption are broken down into three dimensions: emotional, psychological, 

and social. Additionally, by analyzing the monetization framework of VR games, the study identified 

four primary consumption drivers: deep emotional immersion achieved through narrative interaction, 

identity formation through character customization and role-playing, social signal transmission 

within player communities, and the appeal of limited-time content. These findings collectively 

indicate that modern game economies not only monetize through gameplay but also leverage 

psychological core elements and social interaction for monetization. 

Descriptive and behavioral research shows that Gen Z consumers buy virtual goods for symbolic 

and emotional reasons rather than functional value. Cosmetic customization and limited-time content 

are powerful motivators. They reflect the generation’s focus on self-expression, visible status, and 

connection to imaginative worlds. 

Virtual economies function less like transactional systems and more like affective environments. 

They reward emotional labor and ongoing presence. However, ethical concerns remain. Manipulative 

design, youth vulnerability, and unclear data policies present significant risks. These issues underline 

the need for responsibility and transparency in virtual consumption. 

The essence of the gaming economy is the sale of emotional experiences. Players participate in 

emotional experiences through purchasing behavior, using consumption to shape their identities and 

interpersonal relationships. While this model may seem like a simple supply-and-demand balance, it 

commodifies a sense of belonging, the need for expression, and social desires. As the progression of 

the game drives emotional consumption, this will result in long-term effects on players' mental health. 

Every part of game is designed from narrative to social features—shapes what players feel and 

how they spend. The challenge is not only to advance technology but to create fairer systems. Games 

should offer players genuine agency while still delivering deep and rewarding experiences. Achieving 

this requires collaboration between researchers and developers. Together, they can design worlds that 

engage and fulfill players without exploiting them. 
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