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In this master’s thesis, the link between in-app purchases, internet gaming disorder and impulsivity is
studied by examining the player base of Mystic Messenger, a female-oriented free-to-play game. The
history of research concerning problematic gaming, as well as current research after internet gaming
disorder was introduced as a potential medical condition in 2013, has majorly focused on male-oriented
titles with a lack of female-oriented studies. Furthermore, some evidence has been brought forward of
internet gaming disorder among free-to-play titles being more prevalent in players who spend larger
amounts of money. There also exists some research to suggest that impulsive individuals are more likely
to suffer from the condition.

With this in mind, a survey was conducted amongst the players of the female-oriented free-to-play
game Mystic Messenger on the social media site Reddit. The survey aimed to examine this three-way
link by first asking questions about the players’ in-game behaviour, especially regarding their usage of
money. Then, IGD-20, an instrument used for measuring the symptoms of internet gaming disorder,
was used to see the prevalence of high scores. Additionally, the respondents were asked to fill in BIS-
11, a tool used for measuring impulsivity, to see if impulsive individuals scored higher on IGD-20 or
were more prone to use a lot of money on the game.

In thirteen days, 340 responses were gathered, and analysis of the data asserted that the prevalence
of internet gaming disorder was substantially high among recipients when compared to other literature,
as were the impulsivity scores. The number of players who had used some money on the game was also
disproportionately high when compared to the averages of many free-to-play titles. However, a strong
link between in-app purchases and high IGD-20 or BIS-11 scores could not be established. Furthermore,
the correlation between high IGD-20 and BIS-11 scores was established to only be weak in strength.
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TIHVISTELMA

Essi Jamsé: Pelinsisdiset ostotapahtumat, internet gaming disorder ja impulsiivisuus: Katsaus Mystic
Messengerin pelaajakuntaan

Pro gradu -tutkielma

Tampereen yliopisto

Internet- ja pelitutkimuksen maisterin tutkinto

Huhtikuu 2020

Tassé pro gradu -tutkielmassa tutkitaan pelinsiséisten ostostapahtumien, internet gaming disorderin ja
impulsiivisuuden kytkoksié toisiinsa. Tutkielma suoritettiin tarkastelemalla Mystic Messengerin, erdan
naisille suunnatun ilmaispelin, pelaajakuntaa. Ongelmallisen pelaamisen tutkimus on historiallisesti
sekd nykyisellddn internet gaming disorderin tultua potentiaaliseen tautiluokitukseen vuonna 2013
keskittynyt tyypillisesti miespelaajiin. Naisiin keskittyvid tutkimuksia on tehty vain rajallisesti.
Olemassa oleva tutkimus on liséksi tuonut ilmi tuloksia, joissa paljon rahaa ilmaispeleihin kayttavat
pelaajat sekd impulsiiviset henkil6t myoOs kérsivit internet gaming disorderista keskimairéista
enemman.

Tamén kytkoksen tutkimiseksi tehtiin kyselytutkimus, jota levitettiin verkkoyhteisopalvelu
Redditissd. Kysely kerdsi dataa Mystic Messengerin pelaajien kdytdosmalleista pelin sisélld, varsinkin
rahankdyttoon liittyen. Sen lisdksi vastaajia pyydettiin tayttdmadn 1GD-20, kysely, jolla pyritddn
mittaamaan internet gaming disordering oireilua. Viimeiseksi vastaajia pyydettiin tayttdmaan BIS-11,
kysely, jolla pyritddn mittaamaan yksilon impulsiivisuutta. Kerdtyn datan tarkoitus oli tutkia, ovatko
impulsiiviset tai paljon rahaa peliin kéyttdvat henkilot alttiimpia internet gaming disorderille, tai
kayttavatko impulsiiviset henkil6t todennidkdisemmin enemmén rahaa peliin.

Kyselytutkimus poiki 340 vastausta kolmessatoista paivissa. Internet gaming disorderin yleisyys ja
BIS-11 -pisteet vastaajien keskuudessa olivat korkeita verrattuna ldhdekirjallisuuteen. Rahaa peliin
kéyttdneiden osuus oli myds suuri verrattuna moniin muihin ilmaispeleihin. Pelinsiséiset ostot eivit
kuitenkaan olleet huomattavasti yhteyksissé korkeisiin IGD-20 tai BIS-11 -pisteisiin. Impulsiivisuuden
ja internet gaming disorderin vilinen korrelaatio 10ytyi, mutta se oli heikko.

Avainsanat: ilmaispelit, internet gaming disorder, impulsiivisuus, naisille suunnatut pelit
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1.INTRODUCTION

For as long as video games have existed as a form of mainstream entertainment, a heated
debate has ensued about their effect on their players (Griffiths, Kiraly, Pontes &
Demetrovics, 2015; Panelas, 1983). Most people seem to have something to say about the
virtues of video games (or lack thereof). The aspect of video game addiction has been of
particular concern, not only to worried parents of gamer children but also amongst scholars
and industry experts alike. The phenomenon of problematic gaming has been widely
speculated and studied with literature dating all the way back to the era where video games
were but bulky machines in dimly lit arcades that required a quarter to run (Egli & Meyers,

1984; Panelas, 1983).

Attempts at regulating and unifying research were made in 2013 when American
Psychological Association (abbreviated to APA) suggested an addition to the fifth edition of
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) in the form of internet
gaming disorder (abbreviated to IGD), a condition where the player of a video game has
trouble regulating the amount of playing with negative real-life consequences to this
behaviour. Furthermore, in 2018 the condition of gaming disorder was added to the 11™
revision of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) by the World Health
Organization (WHO). The phenomenon has been scrutinised and studied since in an attempt
to better understand it, but consensus has not been reached about whether IGD or gaming
disorder even exists, or if they are rather a manifestation of other psychopathological issues.
As of 2020, there seems to be no end to the heated discourse between those who view IGD as

a separate phenomenon and those who are vehemently against categorising it as a mental

illness.

While literature about IGD exists, attempting to identify causes, indicators and consequences,
the aspect of gender is alarmingly absent from this discussion, or examined from a decidedly
male-oriented lens. It seems all but decided that IGD, if it exists, is a condition that mostly
affects young men. The goal of my thesis is to shed some light, not only to IGD in general
but also into the feminine voice that is so often absent from gaming-related academics. By
doing so, I can hopefully gain a little more understanding of IGD and its relationship to

female players, especially those who play female-oriented titles.

My game of choice, Mystic Messenger, also brings us to an interesting crossroads when it

comes to another controversial issue. As a free-to-play title, Mystic Messenger cannot escape
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the connotations often linked with free-to-play games, with the frequent controversy
surrounding the business model thanks to the delicate tightrope many free-to-play makers
walk between offering fair gameplay to all players and making sure their title stays profitable.
This is a balance often skewed, or perceived as such by either the customers or the creators of
the game. As literature exists to suggest a link between problematic gaming and free-to-play
titles, especially among those who spend a lot of money on them (Dreier et al., 2017), it felt

quite natural to examine a game such as Mystic Messenger.

Some research also exists to suggest a link between impulsivity and IGD (Weinstein, Livny
& Weizman, 2017) and large amounts of money used on free-to-play titles (Kim,
Hollingshead & Wohl, 2017). As such, bringing in the dimension of impulsivity felt fustified
as a way to try and bind both of the phenomena to some underlying indicator — a person’s
personality. The three-way link of in-app purchases, internet gaming disorder and impulsivity
were the first and foremost issue I wanted to study, with an underlying curiosity of how

problematic gaming manifests on female-heavy platforms.

The subject of this thesis is as follows: can a link between large or frequent in-app
purchases, internet gaming disorder and impulsivity be established in the players of the
female-oriented free-to-play game Mystic Messenger? This title was divided into four

research questions:

1. Do paying players of Mystic Messenger score higher on average on instruments
measuring internet gaming disorder compared to non-paying players?

2. Do people who have completed large one-time purchases or have spent a lot of money
total on Mystic Messenger score higher on average on tools measuring internet
gaming disorder compared to non-paying or low-paying players?

3. Do impulsive players of Mystic Messenger display higher average rates of using
money on the game compared to those with lower impulsivity scores?

4. Do impulsive players of Mystic Messenger score higher on average on tools

measuring internet gaming disorder compared to non-impulsive players?

The first steps to understanding the phenomena involved were to investigate literature
discussing them from multiple angles. Thus, we start with two theory chapters. Chapter 2 is
an introduction to free-to-play games, otome games (a niche game genre that Mystic
Messenger falls under), Mystic Messenger, problematic gaming and impulsivity with a focus

on either defining the term or introducing its research history briefly. Chapter 3 consists of



the literature review, where relevant research is examined with a special focus on studies
conducted on free-to-play games and their users as well as internet gaming disorder. In
Chapter 4, I then introduce the research questions and methods that I utilise in my study. I
then examine the strengths and weaknesses of online surveys and present the survey that I
designed for the purpose of this study while going in-depth about its utility and limitations. I
will also explain how Reddit, the platform I gathered respondents from, may affect the

results.

Chapter 5 details how the analysis was conducted and which tools and methods were used to
extract the meaningful bits from the raw data. I then introduce the results in detail,
highlighting the important findings and explaining how the multiple variables tied together
while pointing out discrepancies and patterns as they arise. After this, Chapter 6 focuses on
what these results say in the context of my research questions and how they correspond with
the literature introduced. I explain how the findings can be interpreted and what kind of
image that paints of the player base of Mystic Messenger. 1 also discuss the limitations of the
study and what kind of challenges I experienced while writing this thesis. Further research
will then be suggested based on the results and finally, a conclusion ties the threads together
by concisely explaining the fundamentals of the thesis, the research questions and how those

questions can be answered based on the results.



2. BACKGROUND

In this section, I introduce the most crucial concepts of the thesis and either define them or
contextualise them. First, I introduce the free-to-play monetisation model, what it is, its
history and its relevance to the current game industry. Secondly, I offer a brief explanation of
otome games, what they are, their characteristics, history and role in the dating simulation
industry. Then, I introduce Mystic Messenger, the game whose player base I’'m examining for
this thesis and explain its unique mechanics to those unaware. Finally, I take a look at the
history of problematic gaming and how it has been researched from the early days of video

gaming until now.

2.1 Free-to-play games

Free-to-play (sometimes also referred to as freeZplay and f2p) is a monetisation model used
in games where the product itself is free to acquire and use, but certain elements or features
of the game can be purchased or are only available for a fee. Some games have a free and
paid tier, utilising a so-called freemium model that usually runs on a monthly subscription
fee. Others have only singular aspects locked behind a paywall or have everything accessible
to non-paying players, but acquiring them requires more time or effort than if the player uses
money. Luton (2013) divides commodities sold in free-to-play games into what he calls “four

Cs”: content, convenience, competitive advantage and customization.

In Luton’s (2013) model, content refers to unlockable characters, levels, stages and other
commodities that provide the user with more playable content. Convenience refers to for
instance skipping wait times and making grinding or advancing smoother. Competitive
advantage means giving paying players better weapons and abilities (though, the practice is
widely criticised for implementing pay-to-win, the practice of giving paying players game-
breaking advantages (Alha et al, 2014). Customization means selling custom skins to
personalize gameplay. This can mean avatar customization, weapon customization and the

like. Most free-to-play titles, however, are a mix of multiple commodities (Luton, 2013).

Free-to-play is by no means a new invention. The roots of free-to-play can be traced all the
way back to the 1980s when shareware on floppy disks first surged in popularity
(Winchester, 2014). Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, many game companies released free
demos of their products. Arguably, the first large and mainstream free-to-play game was
RuneScape, which is a massively multiplayer online role-playing game (abbreviated to

MMORPG) released in 2001. Initially, it was funded entirely with ads (Winchester, 2014).
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Another notable free online game that was funded with advertisements was Neopets, which
launched in 1999 and was massively successful, having deals with notable advertisers, such

as Disney and McDonald’s (Fonda & Roston, 2004).

Throughout the 2000s and to this day, many MMORPGs operate on a freemium model,
where there is a free tier as well as a subscription-based paid tier, which costs a set fee every
month or year (Winchester, 2014). The largest shift in the free-to-play market arguably
happened in 2007 with the introduction of mobile applications when Apple’s AppStore was
introduced for their newly released iPhone (Winchester, 2014; Phillips, 2015). This can be
seen as the biggest shift in gaming culture overall, as mobile consoles and ease of access
phone applications opened gaming to a whole another audience — casual gamers (Leaver &

Willson, 2016).

This shift, however, has not been embraced in its entirety. According to Leaver & Wilson
(2016), even though lately many so-called hardcore game companies have begun to utilize
free-to-play as well, many still see a harmful binary between casual free-to-play gamers and
hardcore gamers. Furthermore, while some of the criticism directed towards free-to-play
games is certainly warranted, such as disagreeing with pay-to-win and paywalls (abruptly
cutting gameplay altogether unless the player pays), some of the criticism could be viewed as
being given in bad faith and out of pure distaste for casual gaming as a phenomenon (Leaver
& Willson, 2016). Furthermore, the divide between hardcore and casual is, in itself, debatable

(Chess & Paul, 2019).

Given that currently people (at least in the U.S.) spend more time on their mobile phones than
watching TV, it is no surprise that free-to-play games have become a 30-billion-dollar
industry (Nieborg, 2017). Even though the mobile application market grows every year, it is
still oversaturated with thousands of new applications published every day and the
competition between developers is fierce (Nieborg, 2017). Platforms play a large part in free-
to-play gaming, with the vast majority being published in Apple’s AppStore and Google’s
Play Store. In the U.S., microtransactions in free-to-play titles make up 79% of the overall
revenue generated among online application stores (Dziedzic, 2016). Looking at the
information given by Nieborg (2017), there seems to be a rather symbiotic relationship
between app developers and platforms such as Google PlayStore. These platforms get a share
of the revenue and in return, provide a stable and secure venue for developers to publish their

works. The consumer has an infinite selection to choose from, and they do not need to worry



about giving their billing information to third parties as transactions are done through the

platform (Nieborg, 2017).

According to Dziedzic (2016), in the midst of this competition between applications, game
developers are viewed to be somewhat ahead of the curve when it comes to new, innovative
ways to monetise a product. Free-to-play games are often crafted with the explicit goal of
encouraging short but frequent playing sessions, a signature aspect of casual gaming in
general. These play sessions, in turn, generate high retention rates, meaning the interval with
which the player opens the application. Platforms that provide applications are more likely to
favour applications with high retention rates, which in turn makes casual free-to-play games

more visible and accessible (Dziedzic, 2016).

However, there are problems that arise from this kind of arrangement. Criticism has been
directed towards application stores for promoting certain applications while not others. It has
been shown that users do not contemplate their choices long when they are looking up an
application (Nieborg, 2017). A user who wants a match-three game, for instance, is most
likely to pick the first search result without comparing the products. Because of this, the
developers are mostly at the mercy of the store’s algorithms and what it picks to promote to

users, and getting visibility in these stores can be nearly impossible (Nieborg, 2017).

This shift within the gaming industry has been criticized as well as embraced. According to
Phillips (2015), many companies feel lost in the face of this change. According to him,
mobile games are the new go-to product with free-to-play being the dominant business
model. Where previously making and releasing a game was a comparably streamlined
process of planning and executing a game and then selling physical copies in stores,
nowadays a mere retail-based approach might not work anymore. Marketing games has
become a complex task that implements multiple monetisation models and sources of
revenue, as well as pressure to constantly make new content for the title in order to keep the

players invested (Phillips, 2015).

However, for those who have successfully transferred their product to a free-to-play model,
the effect seems to be mostly positive. Many massively multiplayer online games (MMOs)
have moved from subscription-based business models to a free-to-play environment with

good results (Tack, 2013). One director of such an MMO noted:

The effect on the playerbase has been tremendous. Our daily active users

jumped around 300% after the free-to-play announcement. There was a



significant amount of re engagement. Players that were inactive for 14 days or
more came back at a rate 900%. It’s staggering. Revenue increased more than

five times. (Tack, 2013, n.p.)

Overall, the game industry has changed with the success of free-to-play games. On the one
hand, it has opened gaming to a larger audience, encouraged new and innovative
monetisation methods and made the gaming industry grow in scope. On the other hand, it has
forced some game companies to adopt free-to-play mechanics against their will just to keep
up with the competition, it can encourage morally dubious ways to acquire paying players
and the market, while growing every year, has also become oversaturated with subpar
products. Nonetheless, no matter how one feels about free-to-play, its success as a

monetisation method is evident.

2.2 Otome games

Otome (Jap. “maiden”) games are a game genre that usually falls under the category of visual
novel (a story-oriented game where the player typically reads through a story while
experiencing visuals and makes choices on where they want the story to go) and dating
simulator (a game with the goal of romancing romantic or sexual partners). They are
romance-oriented games, traditionally made by women for other women (Hasegawa, 2013).
Typically, their target audiences are girls and women who are at least adolescent but not
usually older than their twenties. The games, like other dating simulators, focus on

developing relationships and eventually romancing in-game characters.

Dating simulators are a fairly popular subtype of games, especially in Japan where they
originate from. Although exact figures are hard to come by, as they are usually not
categorized as their own genre but rather fall under either simulation or RPG games, in 2007
one source estimated that approximately 25% of all video game software sold in Japan are
dating simulators (Taylor, 2007), a figure undeniably outdated but one of the few points of
reference on the subject. Even though it is impossible to know if the figure has fallen or risen
during the last twelve years, it is still evident that dating simulators are an integral part of
Japanese video gaming culture. Despite their popularity in Japan, dating simulators have met
limited success overseas (Taylor, 2007). Furthermore, research, especially non-Japanese,

regarding this genre is very small in scope and hard to come by.

The vast majority of dating simulators are directed towards a male audience and feature a

male protagonist trying romance various bishoujo (Jap. “beautiful girl”) characters and male-
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oriented dating simulators are more popular than their female-oriented counterparts (Taylor,
2007). Female-oriented dating simulators can generally be divided into two categories: otome
games (which feature a female protagonist typically romancing male characters) and BL
games (Boys’ Love games), which focus on male-on-male relationships. Often, dating
simulators that target male players are explicit and feature a strong element of sex (Taylor,
2007), whereas as a long-standing player of otome titles, I have noticed otome games are

usually rather chaste in nature.

Otome and BL cultures, while consisting of different kinds of games, are often coined
together under Japanese female otaku culture, a term used for people with a strong interest in
Japanese pop culture, especially games, anime and manga. While less prominent than male-
oriented dating simulators, otome games have a vibrant community built around them with
exclusive conventions, cosplay and fanworks. The history of otome games reaches all the
way back to the 1990s when the first titles were made. However, otome games owe a lot to
shoujo culture which emerged much earlier, in the 1970s. Shoujo (Jap. “young woman”) is a
subcategory of Japanese media, especially comics and animation, that caters specifically to a

younger, typically teenage, female audience. (Hasegawa, 2013)

The vast majority of otome games on the market are produced by Japanese game companies
such as Idea Factory, Rejet and Broccoli, with a small minority of Korean and Western
productions. However, according to my observations as a hobbyist, lately, there has been an
increase in Western titles. This could be an indicator that otome games are becoming more
popular among international audiences. However, another likely explanation is that this is due
to the ease of modern game-making, as free visual novel game engines such as Ren Py and
readily available platforms like Steam and itch.io provide tools for small teams and even

amateur hobbyists to make and distribute their own otome games.

Most otome games, especially Japanese ones, feature strictly heterosexual relationships with
a playable female character who dates masculine, heterosexual male characters (Hasegawa,
2013). Typically, even in male-oriented dating simulators, the player characters are designed
to be a blank canvas (Taylor, 2007). That being said, the player characters especially in
otome games have been criticized for being weak, mellow and non-threatening and adhering
to traditional Japanese gender roles (Hasegawa, 2013; Kim, 2009). Then again, the tabula

rasa player avatars have also been defended as not being sexist, but rather that the lack of



strong personality makes the player character easier to identify with and project to (Kim,

2009).

While not strictly within the subject of my thesis, another aspect of otome games that I feel
must be mentioned are the various harmful tropes associated with it. The games tend to
portray a cast of male characters for the player to choose from, and these characters often
conform to a set of toxic stereotypes prominent in Japanese entertainment. According to my
own (admittedly limited) observations as a hobbyist, especially tsundere and yandere have

been discussed widely among Western otome audiences.

Tsundere is a character archetype that is defined by alternating between “hot” and “cold”.
They usually treat the player character harshly, verbally berating her, insulting her and
ridiculing her, and as the story progresses, they develop a softer side and warm up to the
player, arguably promoting the idea that abusive behaviour is worth suffering through if the
reward is the occasional sweet moment and the knowledge that the other party cares deep
down. Yandere, on the other hand, is an obsessive character archetype that typically
forcefully confines the player character until she falls for her captor. These popular
archetypes can be seen as glorifying and normalising abusive behaviour and as harmful

depictions and role models, especially in titles that are popular among younger audiences.

Despite the criticism, otome games cannot be attributed as merely detrimental towards
women’s empowerment in Japan. Throughout their lifespan, otome games have had few but
prominent studios that make titles with an arguably feminist approach (Kim, 2009).
Furthermore, Hasegawa (2013, p. 138) points out that the shoujo culture (that has
significantly affected otome culture) in general has had a liberating effect on Japanese female

audiences, stating:

Researchers unanimously claim that the act of reading, writing, and sharing the works
of shojo manga among girls and women greatly contributed to create a progressive
and/or experimental space where various boundaries of sexual desires and sexuality

are either contested or reinscribed.

It can be argued that otome games, as entertainment that is mostly created by women for
women, are intrinsically empowering in nature despite the problematic tropes they often
conform to. As the game industry continues to be largely dominated by male developers
(Statista, n.d.), the mere existence of thriving, female-driven markets can arguably be seen as

a positive.
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The popularity of otome games shows no signs of diminishing. According to Hasegawa
(2013), romance games are the fastest growing genre in the market for mobile applications.
During the last few years, many Japanese game companies have translated their mobile
games and published them to an international audience. Some game companies, perhaps most
notably Cybird, have also managed to transfer otome games into a lucrative free-to-play
format, with Cybird having six different, active free-to-play titles available in English as of

2020.

Outside of Japan, the most notable otome game company is arguably the South Korean
Cheritz. Prior to 2016, they released paid titles such as Dandelion - Wishes brought to you -
and Nameless ~The one thing you must recall~. In 2016, however, they released a free-to-
play mobile game to commercial and critical success. The game, Mystic Messenger, is the

subject of my thesis.

2.3 Mystic Messenger

Mystic Messenger is a 2016 free-to-play mobile game, published by the South Korean game
studio Cheritz. It is an otome game with visual novel elements where the player takes on the
role of a young woman who agrees on a task of chatting with what she believes to be A.I-
generated characters in a virtual boyfriend app. Unbeknownst to her, she is actually chatting
with real people. The game focuses on the relationships between the player and the characters
as well as planning and executing a charity event, as the characters belong to a charity
organisation called RF4. Image 1 depicts the general layout of the user interface (UI), with

the numerous features visible.
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Image 1. Screenshot of the Ul of Mystic Messenger.

Most of the gameplay happens in chatrooms with the characters. The chatrooms open based
on real-time, and on average a chatroom opens every three hours (see image 2 for a depiction
of the schedule). The chatroom is open and available for play free of charge until the next
chatroom opens, after which the previous, missed chatrooms can merely be read through
(with the characters chatting without the player) unless the player uses in-game currency, in
which case they can participate retroactively. Chatrooms open throughout the day, including

nights.
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Image 2. Screenshot of the schedule of chats.

When playing through the chatrooms (image 3), the player is given choices on how to reply
to the characters and according to the choices (image 4), the protagonist’s relationship with
the characters changes. The characters also occasionally send artificial text messages and call
the player within the application, though these are considered additional interactions that do

not affect the story in any way, merely adding a layer of immersion.
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Image 4. Screenshot of a player choice.



In addition to chatting with the characters, the player is given chances to invite guests to the
charity event through e-mail. The player must communicate with the guests through e-mail
messages and give them responses they like. Successfully inviting a set number of guests is a
requirement for the best possible ending. Otherwise, the player’s interaction in chatrooms
decides the ending, with various bad endings that may be triggered by certain choices
throughout the story. Furthermore, if the player misses enough of the chatrooms, a bad
ending will also ensue. If the player makes it to the end without triggering a bad ending, the
charity event takes place on the 11" day (in real-time) and ends the run. Successful endings
typically depict the player starting a relationship with the character whose storyline they are
focussing on whereas a bad ending can for example be the character of interest leaving or
rejecting the player character, becoming dependent on her or even abusing, indoctrinating or
imprisoning her. An additional epilogue for the best ending of each character can be

purchased with in-game currency.

In-game currency, referred to as hourglasses, can be bought with real money or accumulated
by attending chat rooms and replying to text messages. When the player makes choices that
please a certain character, they get that character’s hearts which are stored and can be
converted to hourglasses. Furthermore, sometimes hourglasses are handed in chatrooms by
simply attending. There is also a mechanism that gives the player a random assortment of
hearts and/or hourglasses at irregular intervals. Reflecting back to Luton’s (2013) model of
four C’s (content, convenience, competitive advantage and customization) that I introduced
in chapter 2.1, Mystic Messenger’s in-game currency can be used to buy content and

convenience.

Hourglasses can be used to unlock character routes, route meaning focusing on a specific
character whose affections the player wants to win and thus triggering a playthrough where
the storyline focuses on the said character. The free version only has three of the characters
unlocked whose storyline the player can play through. With hourglasses, four additional
routes can be unlocked. Hourglasses can also be used to re-do chatrooms (or do chatrooms
the player missed), call characters and unlock additional bonus stories. Players may also
purchase V.I.P packages that give them an unlimited amount of phone calls to the character
of their choice. These all fall under the subcategory of content on Luton’s (2013) model, as
the player unlocks additional dialogue and interaction with in-game characters, with re-doing

chatrooms arguably also falling under the category of convenience.
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Furthermore, the player can also purchase quality of life improvements, such as maximum
speed to rapidly advance through chatrooms in repeated playthroughs and additional save
slots and loading saves which makes for a more pleasant and less demanding playthrough,
which all belong to the category of convenience. As Mystic Messenger is a single-player
game, there is no need for commodities that offer competitive advantage. Furthermore, there
are no options to customize, for instance, the player character. This, in my experience, is a
rather rare model to settle on for a free-to-play otome game, as most other titles I have played
implement a strong element of buying clothes, accessories and hairstyles for the player
avatar. The in-game currency is also, based on personal experience, much easier to
accumulate during playthroughs that in the v