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Abstract

Persuasive design, gamification elements, and gambling-like mechanics are increasingly
embedded in digital platforms, shaping how users engage and spend. This thesis examines
how these mechanisms operate within online skin gambling platforms and how they
influence user behaviour. The research combines a walkthrough analysis of the platform
CSGOEmpire with a comparative analysis of similar services. The findings show that these
platforms function as integrated systems combining chance-based rewards, virtual currency,
progression systems, and social features. These elements reinforce repeated engagement
and spending. The comparative analysis demonstrates that such mechanisms are consistently
present across similar platforms, suggesting broader design patterns rather than isolated
features. The thesis contributes to understanding how persuasive and gamblified systems

shape behaviour and blur the boundaries between gaming and gambling.

Abstrakt

Presvédcovaci technologie, gamifikacni prvky a hazardni mechaniky se stdvaji béznou
soucasti digitalnich platforem a ovliviiuji zpisob, jakym uzivatelé¢ platformu vyuZivaji
a vynakladaji finan¢ni prostfedky. Tato prace zkoumad, jak tyto mechanismy funguji na
platformach pro skin gambling a jak ovliviiuji chovani uzivateli. Vyzkum kombinuje
analyzu platformy CSGOEmpire pomoci metody walkthrough s komparativni analyzou
dalSich podobnych sluzeb. Vysledky ukazuji, ze tyto platformy funguji jako celistvé systémy
kombinujici nahodné odmeény, virtudlni ménu, mechaniky postupu a socidlni prvky. Tyto
prvky podporuji opakovanou aktivitu a vynakladani finan¢nich prostfedkl. Komparativni
analyza zaroven ukazuje, Ze tyto mechanismy jsou pfitomny napti¢ podobnymi platformami,
coz naznacuje Sirsi designové vzorce. Prace ptispiva k pochopeni toho, jak presvédCovaci a

gamblifikaéni systémy ovliviiuji chovani a stiraji hranice mezi hranim her a hazardem.
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Introduction

The video game industry has undergone a fundamental transformation in recent years,
shifting from a product-based model toward continuous, service-oriented systems.
As outlined in the theoretical part of this thesis, contemporary games are no longer designed
as finite experiences but as ongoing platforms that integrate monetisation, engagement, and
user retention into their core structure. Within this environment, microtransactions, virtual
currencies, and loot boxes have become standardised tools for generating long-term revenue,

while simultaneously reshaping how players interact with digital content.

One of the most controversial outcomes of this transformation is the emergence of systems
that blur the boundaries between gaming and gambling. Loot boxes, defined as paid
mechanisms offering randomised rewards of uncertain value, represent a key example of this
shift. Their structure introduces elements of chance, risk, and repeated expenditure into
gameplay, leading to increasing academic and regulatory attention. Research has highlighted
not only their economic significance, but also their psychological impact, particularly in
relation to reinforcement mechanisms, cognitive biases, and potential links to problem

gambling behaviours.

These developments extend even further in the context of virtual item economies. In games
such as Counter-Strike, cosmetic items (skins) have evolved into tradable digital
commodities with real-world monetary value. As described in the theoretical framework,
this transformation enables virtual items to circulate beyond the original game environment
and function as assets within broader digital markets. This, in turn, has facilitated the
emergence of third-party platforms where such items can be used as stakes in gambling-like
activities. These platforms represent a distinct and rapidly evolving ecosystem, commonly

referred to as skin gambling.

Skin gambling platforms operate at the intersection of gaming, gambling, and platform-
based monetisation. They combine chance-based systems, such as case openings, with
explicit gambling formats including roulette, coinflip, or match betting. At the same time,

they incorporate design elements typically associated with digital games, such as progression
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systems, rewards, and social interaction features. As a result, these platforms create hybrid
environments in which entertainment, economic exchange, and risk-based mechanics are

deeply intertwined.

Among these platforms, this thesis focuses in particular on CSGOEmpire, one of the most
prominent and active skin gambling websites within the Counter-Strike ecosystem. Due to
its scale, feature complexity, and integration of multiple gamblified systems, it serves
as a representative case for examining how such platforms structure user interaction and

monetisation.

While previous research has extensively examined loot boxes within video games,
significantly less attention has been paid to the design and functioning of external skin
gambling platforms. Yet these platforms often intensify the very mechanisms identified
in earlier studies, combining them into highly optimised systems aimed at maximising user
engagement and financial participation. In particular, they integrate persuasive design
strategies, behavioural triggers, and gamification elements that may shape user behaviour

in ways that go beyond traditional gameplay experiences.

The aim of this thesis is therefore to analyse how persuasive design strategies, gambling-like
mechanics, and potentially manipulative interface elements are implemented within online
skin gambling platforms. The research focuses on identifying specific features of user
interfaces that may influence user behaviour, especially in terms of repeated engagement,

prolonged interaction, and spending.

Based on this objective, the study is guided by the following research questions:
How are persuasive design strategies, gambling-like mechanics, and behavioural triggers
implemented within skin gambling platforms? And how are such features designed to shape

user engagement and spending behaviour?

By combining an in-depth walkthrough analysis of the CSGOEmpire platform with
a comparative analysis across multiple services, the study seeks to determine whether these
mechanisms represent isolated design choices or broader patterns within the ecosystem.

The findings indicate that these platforms are built around highly integrated systems that
9



combine chance-based reward mechanisms, virtual currency abstraction, progression
systems, and competitive elements. Together, these features form behavioural loops that
encourage repeated interaction and continued spending, while similar design patterns were

identified across the majority of analysed platforms.

By situating skin gambling platforms within the wider context of gaming and gambling
convergence and platform-based monetisation, this thesis contributes to a deeper
understanding of how contemporary digital environments shape user behaviour. At the same
time, it highlights the increasing complexity of systems in which play, consumption, and risk
are no longer separate domains, but interconnected components of a single design logic.
These findings are relevant not only for academic research, but also for practice, as they can
support users in recognising potentially manipulative design elements, inform regulatory
discussions on digital gambling-like systems, and provide insight into current design

strategies used within the digital games industry.
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1 Theoretical part

The theoretical framework of this thesis draws on literature from game studies, behavioural
economics, and digital platform research in order to explain how monetisation systems and

interface design influence user behaviour.

1.1 Monetisation of Video Games: Historical Development and Economic

Context

Monetisation strategies in the video game industry have evolved alongside broader
technological and economic changes, fundamentally reshaping how games are produced,
distributed, and experienced. Over time, the industry has shifted from selling games
as complete products toward models based on continuous revenue generation and long-term

player engagement.

1.1.1 The Expanding Game Industry

The video game industry has grown into one of the largest and most profitable entertainment
sectors in the world, surpassing both film and music in total yearly revenue (Johnson and
Brock, 2020; Mediacat, 2024; Gu, 2025). In 2024, the gaming industry was valued
at approximately $184 billion, whereas the global box office amounted to around

$33.9 billion, and the music industry stood at roughly $28.6 billion (Mediacat, 2024).

Over the past years, the video game industry has experienced rapid expansion in both its
player base and the number of released titles, driven by technological development and the
global accessibility of digital distribution platforms (Newzoo, 2023; Zendle, Meyer and
Ballou, 2020). As the number of players and available titles grew, competition among
developers intensified, pushing studios to seek new ways to differentiate their products and
sustain profitability. In contemporary game production, it is not a rarity that a major title
costs over $100 million to produce (Eckert, 2024). However, while production costs for
major titles have increased exponentially, mostly driven by expectations of cinematic

visuals, orchestral scores, and online functionality, the retail price of PC and console

11



AAA- titles' has remained relatively static at around $60 since the late 1990s. Calculating
the purchasing value of an American dollar, the price of the game is even descending

(Narcisse, 2014).

This economic discrepancy between rising development costs and stagnant retail pricing has
become one of the central structural tensions in modern game production. To address it,
publishers have increasingly introduced additional monetisation mechanisms, allowing
games to generate income long after release. The success of Call of Duty: WWII (2017),
which outperformed the previous title of the series, reached over USD $1 billion in combined
sales and in-game purchases (Activision, 2018; Makuch, 2017), illustrates how traditional

sales and live-service monetisation now coexist within a hybrid economy.

Each innovation in monetisation, whether downloadable content (DLC), microtransactions,
or battle passes, has sparked debate among players, journalists, and scholars about its impact
on game design and consumer ethics (King et al., 2019). As Paul (2020) and Nieborg (2015)
argue, these practices mark a broader shift in how games are conceptualised: from isolated
leisure products to continuous and sustainable service platforms, designed to maximise

engagement, data collection, and spending over time.

1.1.2 From Premium Games to Expansion Packs (DLCs)

During the late twentieth century, the premium model dominated video game monetisation.
Games were sold as discrete, self-contained products, the complete experiences purchased
once and owned permanently, similar to films or music albums. The very first way of game
purchasing, the one time coin purchase in arcade machines, was the start of a premium model
type of transaction. This way, the user basically made a one-time purchase to “rent” the game
for a limited number of tries or rounds. This model emerged into the rise of home consoles,
which transformed gaming from a public arcade activity into a domestic leisure practice

(Williams, 2005).

1 “AAA” or “triple A” games refer to high-budget, high-production-value titles developed by large studios, often involving substantial

financial investment, large development teams, and strong marketing support (Ivanov, Wittenzellner and Wardaszko, 2019).
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While the premium model provided a clear exchange between player and developer, it also
locked revenue to a single point of sale. As production values and team sizes expanded in the
1990s and 2000s, developers faced mounting financial pressure to find post-launch income
streams (Johnson and Brock, 2020). Some of the continual income strategies, especially
popular within the role-playing games, were based on a subscription model. For several
decades, subscription-based pricing models have been a standard practice in this type of
games, requiring players to pay a fixed monthly fee for access (Zendle, Meyer and Ballou,
2020, p. 2). Early responses included expansion packs, large content updates sold separately
from the base game, particularly in PC gaming. These evolved into downloadable content
(DLC) with the advent of broadband internet and digital distribution platforms like Steam
(2003) or PlayStation Store (2006). “Finally, portability is something that goes hand in hand
with DLC not only because of the ability to take this media on the go, but also because of
the ability to access and download this media away from home.” (Lizardi 2012, p. 36)

DLC marked the beginning of a structural shift: games were no longer static cultural artefacts
but modular products designed for continual commercial extension. Through smaller,
cheaper content releases, such as new levels, cosmetics, or character packs, publishers could
generate recurring revenue and extend player participation. This marked the early stages
of what would later mature into a fully service-based economy. This way consumers
continue to pay for a game well beyond the point of initial purchase. Rather than a single,
one-time transaction that might suggest a proportionally greater amount of leisure time,
players are instead drawn into an ongoing cycle of commodification through this process

(Lizardi, 2012).

1.1.3 The Rise of the Free-to-Play and Games-as-a-Service Model

By the late 2000s, the traditional premium approach gave way to the Free-to-Play (F2P) and
Games-as-a-Service (GaaS) models. Free-to-Play games refer to titles that are accessible
without an upfront purchase, but monetised through optional in-game purchases.
Games-as-a-Service (GaaS) describes a model in which games are designed as ongoing,
continuously updated services rather than finished products. These models fundamentally
changed how games generate revenue, shifting the focus from one-time purchases to ongoing
player engagement. In the F2P model, players access the game for free but are encouraged

to spend money on virtual goods, cosmetics, or in-game advantages, often through
13



microtransactions (Hamari et al., 2020). Rather than focusing solely on artistic quality,
developers increasingly design games to encourage recurrent in-game purchases by adapting
gameplay to player behavior and releasing periodic content (Alves and Roque, 2007,

Nieborg, 2015).

This structure proved extraordinarily successful in the mobile and PC online markets.
Games such as League of Legends (2009), Clash of Clans (2012), and Fortnite (2017) have
earned billions in revenue, despite being technically free to play (Schober and Stadtmann,
2020). Publishers rapidly adopted similar models for online games, transforming previously

finite experiences into continuously updated digital ecosystems.

The GaaS model extends this logic further. Instead of being completed, games are now
designed to persist indefinitely, with rolling updates, seasonal content, and event-based
activity cycles. Developers optimize for retention rather than completion, focusing primarily
on Concurrent Users metric (CCU), which tracks the number of active users. Regarding
the financial reporting, studios focus on metrics like daily active users (DAU) and average
revenue per user (ARPU) to measure success. This has led to a fundamental
reconceptualisation of value: rather than selling discrete products, publishers sell ongoing
participation in a live service. Some in-game monetisation mechanisms are intentionally
designed to recurrently encourage players to engage in the purchase of virtual goods

(King and Delfabbro, 2019).

In addition to direct purchases of virtual goods, contemporary games increasingly employ
monetisation systems that combine spending with gameplay progression, most notably battle
passes. A battle pass is a seasonal progression system in which players unlock rewards by
completing in-game challenges and accumulating experience over a defined time period.
While access to the basic progression track may be free, a premium tier typically requires
a one-time payment that unlocks additional rewards such as skins, loot boxes, or other virtual
items. As Joseph (2021) argues, battle passes transform consumption into a form of
structured player labour, encouraging players to “work” through gameplay activities in order
to unlock commodified rewards. In this way, monetisation is not limited to direct purchasing

but is integrated into gameplay loops that tie progression, engagement, and consumption.
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Importantly, the shift towards Free-to-Play and Games-as-a-Service models did not only
transform revenue structures but also reshaped game production itself. Contemporary
monetisation increasingly relies on data-driven design practices that monitor and analyse
player behaviour in order to optimise retention and spending. As Tyni, Sotamaa and
My®dhénen (2025) show, “game data work™ has become a central part of development, with
specialised roles dedicated to interpreting player metrics and translating them into design

decisions.

Dubois and Weststar (2022) further argue that Games-as-a-Service alters professional
identities within studios by shifting emphasis from delivering finished products to managing
ongoing live services. This transition introduces new roles, such as data analysts and
LiveOps? specialists, and embeds monetisation logics directly into everyday development
processes. As a result, economic optimisation becomes structurally integrated into how

contemporary games are designed and maintained.

Economically, this model has become vital to sustaining the modern game industry.
As production costs for major releases continue to escalate, service-based monetisation
offers a sustainable way to generate long-term revenue, though at the cost of shifting creative

priorities toward constant engagement and monetisation.

1.1.4 The Commodification of Play and the Shift to Player-as-Consumer

The culmination of these changes in monetisation approaches and development practices can
be described as the commodification of digital play. In political economy, a commodity
refers to a good, service, or activity that is transformed into an object of economic exchange
and value generation within a market system. In the context of Free-fo-Play games, this
process extends beyond the sale of the game itself and increasingly incorporates player

activity and engagement as sources of value.

2 LiveOps (Live Operations) refers to the ongoing management of a video game after its release, involving continuous content updates,
time-limited events, economic adjustments, and data-driven optimisation strategies aimed at maintaining player engagement and

monetisation performance (Agbai, 2022).
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Nieborg (2015) conceptualizes this transformation as the Free-to-play commodity form,
which consists of three interconnected commodity types: the product commodity,
the prosumer commodity, and the player commodity. The product commodity refers to
the direct sale of virtual goods or in-game advantages through microtransactions, which
represent the most visible monetisation strategy. The prosumer commodity emerges from
the social and connective features of digital platforms, where player interactions, such as
sharing, inviting friends, or gifting in-game items, generate visibility and growth for the
game and thus become economically valuable. Finally, the player commodity refers to the
monetisation of player data and attention, which can be used to target players with

advertisements or optimized monetisation strategies.

Rather than selling only a game product, Free-fo-Play systems therefore capture and
operationalize player behaviour itself. Player activity is continuously monitored, analysed,
and integrated into monetisation design, turning engagement, connectivity, and behavioural

data into key economic resources within the contemporary games industry (Nieborg, 2015).

This shift is embedded in the logic of platform capitalism. Players are no longer simply
consumers but active participants in a value-creation system that thrives on engagement.
Their time, attention, and social interactions become forms of currency within a networked
marketplace (Coutinho, 2021). Monetisation mechanisms such as in-game currencies,
reward loops, and scarcity-driven design exploit behavioural tendencies, encouraging

continued play and spending (King and Delfabbro, 2018).

The design of modern games increasingly integrates persuasive and manipulative elements
that normalise constant expenditure. While variable reward systems stimulate dopamine
responses that consolidate habitual play, microtransaction rewards leverage the same
mechanisms to normalize repeated spending and extend gameplay duration. The economic
participation was integrated as a part of the gameplay loop (J N Sarvajith Kumar and
Manohar, 2025). As a result, the role of the player shifts from a one-time buyer to
a continuously monetised participant within a broader platform ecosystem. This evolution
lays the groundwork for subsequent discussions of microtransactions, loot boxes, and dark
patterns, as these mechanisms exemplify the deep integration of commercial and purchase

driven logics in contemporary game design.
16



1.2 Microtransactions and Virtual Economies

Microtransactions and virtual economies represent a central component of contemporary
game monetisation, fundamentally altering the relationship between players and digital
content. Rather than purchasing complete products, players increasingly engage with
systems built around ongoing spending and the acquisition of virtual goods. These systems
not only structure in-game economies, but also shape player behaviour, social interaction,
and the perceived value of digital items, particularly in contexts where such items circulate

beyond the boundaries of individual games.

1.2.1 Definition and Typology of Microtransactions

Microtransactions are small, in-game payments that allow players to purchase additional
content or advantages, such as cosmetic items, virtual currencies, or randomized /oot boxes
(Zendle, Meyer and Ballou, 2020, p. 2-3). Originally emerging from the mobile and online
gaming sectors, they have since become central to the economic model of contemporary
games, especially within Free-to-play and Games-as-a-service games. According to Hamari
(2015), players tend to buy virtual goods when these purchases increase their enjoyment or
strengthen their attachment to the game world. Virtual items often function as tools for
self- expression and social recognition rather than as mere functional advantages, linking
emotional engagement to spending behaviour. This connection through microtransactions
became a popular approach in the gaming industry. Many online titles now adopt
a free- to- play model, allowing access to the core game for free while monetizing through
optional purchases. Even studios that once relied on traditional sales or subscription-based
models are gradually transitioning toward service-oriented monetisation strategies in order
to expand player bases and sustain long-term engagement. Within contemporary game
industry scholarship, this shift has increasingly been interpreted through the concept
of assetization, where games are no longer treated as one-time commodities but as digital
assets designed to generate continuous revenue over time through ongoing player activity,
data extraction, and in-game purchases (Bernevega and Gekker 2022). In this model, revenue
is not concentrated around the initial sale of a game but instead emerges through prolonged

player participation within continuously updated game environments.?

3 Valve, one of the leading PC game publishers, shifted its popular title Team Fortress 2 from a paid to a free-to-play model, a change that substantially expanded the

game’s player base (GeekWire, 2011).
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In recent years, microtransactions have evolved into a central monetisation strategy across
the video game industry, appearing in both Free-to-Play and premium titles. Zendle, Meyer
and Ballou (2020) identify three principal forms of these transactions based on their function

and impact on gameplay:

1. Cosmetic microtransactions — purchases that alter only the visual appearance

of a game, such as skins, outfits, or emotes, without influencing gameplay balance.

2. Pay-to-win transactions — purchases providing functional benefits or competitive

advantages, for instance stronger weapons or faster character progression.

3. Loot boxes — chance-based purchase systems where players receive randomized

in- game rewards, structurally resembling gambling mechanisms

Many contemporary games combine these models, distributing cosmetic items through loot
boxes or limited-time offers, which blend aesthetic appeal with elements of chance (Zendle,

Meyer and Ballou, 2020).

Zendle, Meyer and Ballou (2020) analysed a total of 463 of Steam* games released between
2010 and 2019. Their findings show that loot boxes were present in 75 titles, pay-to-win
mechanisms in 135, and cosmetic microtransactions in 203. This indicates that cosmetic and
functional purchases are considerably more common than chance-based systems, although
all three forms of monetisation coexist across a large proportion of popular PC games.
However, the microtransaction including a loot box is slightly different from the previous
two, as it contains the element of surprise and might be compared to a casino-like experience.
The increasing prevalence of hybrid systems, where cosmetics are sold through chance-
based mechanisms, suggests a trend towards deeper gamblification of monetisation

structures (Johnson and Brock, 2020).

4 Steam is one of the most popular game-purchasing online platforms (Lin et al., 2018).
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1.2.2 Virtual Economies and Digital Currencies

Microtransactions operate within virtual economies, complex systems in which virtual
goods, currencies, and services have real-world monetary value. These economies simulate
traditional market structures, such as supply and demand. However, these trends are
receiving system regulations, or are controlled by developers, creating semi-controlled
economic systems. Virtual economies can be classified as closed or open, yet they
consistently share key traits such as rivalry, persistence, and interconnectedness across

different systems (Lehdonvirta, 2009, p. 100).

A key mechanism in these economies is the introduction of virtual currencies, such as
V-Bucks in Fortnite or Riot Points in League of Legends, which decouple real money from
in-game spending. This separation obfuscates the perceived cost of purchases, encouraging
players to spend more frequently and impulsively. Virtual currencies are the most refined
tool of so-called "aggressive monetisation” (Tomi¢ and Aleksi¢, 2024, p. 64). This system
strategically delays the psychological impact of financial loss, exploiting cognitive biases
associated with abstract currency systems. As Ivanov, Wittenzellner and Wardaszko (2019)
note, in-game currencies represent one of the most common forms of microtransactions.
Their exchange rates with real money differ across games, creating a confusion effect in

which players lose track of the actual value of their purchases.

Moreover, virtual economies extend beyond isolated games into secondary markets, where
virtual items can be traded, sold, or gambled for real money or mentioned secondary
currencies. This dynamic is especially visible in games with transferable assets, such as
Counter-Strike: Global Offensive, where weapon skins have become speculative
commodities (Glaser, 2022). The permeability between in-game and real-world economies
challenges regulatory boundaries, positioning virtual economies as hybrid markets
combining play and economy (Nieborg 2015, p. 6). As Goggin (2012) describes, virtual
economies within online games increasingly intersect with real-world financial systems,
as virtual currencies and digital items circulate through external markets and payment

infrastructures.
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Player participation and spending therefore contribute to value creation both economically
and symbolically. In this sense, microtransactions are not isolated monetisation tools, but

part of a broader system in which user activity itself becomes a source of value.

1.2.3 Behavioural and Psychological Mechanisms of In-game Purchases

Microtransactions rely heavily on behavioural design principles that leverage players’
psychological motivations to encourage spending. Research (Hamari, 2015) shows that in-
game purchases are driven by intrinsic factors, such as enjoyment, immersion, and self-
expression, as well as social motivations, including status signalling and a sense of belonging
within player communities. These motivations are reinforced through design practices that
integrate purchasing options seamlessly into gameplay, making spending feel like a natural

extension of play rather than a separate economic decision (Hamari, 2015).

Hamari’s study (2015) examined players’ intentions to purchase virtual goods across
Free-to-Play games, focusing on the relationship between gameplay enjoyment, continued
play, and attitudes toward virtual items. The findings indicate that while higher enjoyment
of gameplay alone was associated with a lower likelihood of purchasing virtual goods,
positive attitudes toward virtual items and favourable perceptions of peers’ opinions
significantly increased purchase intentions. At the same time, a stronger intention to continue
playing was positively related to spending behaviour, suggesting that long-term engagement

creates conditions under which microtransactions become more likely.

However, more recent research suggests that the motivations behind in-game spending are
more complex. For some players, purchases are connected to questions of identity and self-
representation, as cosmetic items such as skins allow players to customise avatars and
express or perform particular identities within game environments (Reza et al., 2022). At the
same time, large-scale transactional analyses indicate that only a small proportion of players
engage in spending at all, while a very small minority of high-spending users generate

a disproportionate share of total revenue in many games (Zendle et al., 2023).

In addition to intrinsic and social drivers, specific monetisation mechanics play a crucial role
in shaping purchasing behaviour. Design strategies such as time-limited offers, artificial

scarcity, and variable reward structures increase anticipation and urgency, encouraging
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repeated spending. Scarcity, in particular, is widely recognised in persuasion research as
a mechanism that heightens perceived value and promotes more impulsive decision-making
(Cialdini, 2013; King and Delfabbro, 2019). These mechanisms are especially effective
in systems involving chance-based rewards, where uncertainty and intermittent
reinforcement sustain player engagement over time. Cialdini (2012), in addition to scarcity,
in broader theory of persuasion, identified other five key principles that influence human
decision-making: reciprocity, commitment and consistency, social proof, authority and
liking. Within digital game environments, these principles are often embedded
in monetisation design. For example, limited-time offers increase perceived value through
scarcity, visible player activity or item ownership reinforces social proof, authority can be
declared by receiving different forms of titles, and progression systems encourage continued
engagement through commitment. These dynamics demonstrate how behavioural and social

influences are systematically integrated into in-game purchasing systems.

Game designers further exploit these dynamics through variable-ratio reinforcement
schedules derived from behavioural psychology, which reward players unpredictably and
closely resemble gambling mechanisms (Gibson et al., 2022). Systems based on random
rewards or probabilistic outcomes have been associated with patterns of repeated
engagement and, in some cases, compulsive spending behaviours comparable to those

observed in gambling contexts (Petrovskaya and Zendle, 2022; Zendle and Cairns, 2018).

Finally, social influence adds an additional layer to these psychological mechanisms.
Multiplayer environments often create status hierarchies around virtual possessions,
motivating players to purchase items in order to maintain or enhance their identity within
a community (Lehdonvirta, 2009). This interaction between social capital, reward structures,
and persuasive design positions microtransactions as deeply affective economic instruments

that blur the boundary between play and consumption.

The mechanisms outlined above form the structural foundation of contemporary in-game
monetisation. While these strategies operate across a wide range of microtransaction
systems, they become particularly concentrated and intensified in loot box mechanics, where
spending is explicitly tied to chance-based rewards. Loot boxes do not merely extend

existing monetisation practices. Rather, they reorganise them around uncertainty,
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anticipation, and probabilistic outcomes, amplifying the persuasive effects of scarcity,
variable reinforcement, and social comparison. As such, loot boxes represent a critical point
at which monetisation shifts from optional consumption toward a system structurally aligned
with gambling-like logics. Examining loot boxes therefore allows for a focused analysis of
how established behavioural design strategies culminate in a monetisation model that

increasingly blurs the boundary between gaming and gambling.

1.3 Loot Boxes

Loot boxes represent one of the most significant and controversial monetisation mechanisms
in contemporary digital games, particularly due to their reliance on randomness and repeated
spending. A detailed analysis of loot boxes reveals how randomness, reward uncertainty,

and repeated spending are integrated into gameplay systems.

1.3.1 Definition of Loot Boxes

“Loot boxes are items in video games that may be bought for real-world money, but which
provide players with a randomized reward of uncertain value” (Zendle et al., 2020)
Loot boxes are a form of in-game monetisation in which players obtain a virtual box,
presented in a form of a treasure chest (Johnson and Brock, 2020) that contains
a randomised reward (loot), the contents of which are unknown at the point of purchase, as
well as the value of the reward is uncertain. These rewards can include cosmetic items,
functional gameplay advantages, or other virtual goods with varying levels of rarity and

perceived value.’

Unlike cosmetic or pay-to-win transactions, where players exchange money for a clearly
specified outcome, loot boxes decouple payment from guaranteed value. Players instead pay
for the opportunity to participate in a randomised reward event, often repeating the process
multiple times in pursuit of a desired item. As Zendle, Meyer and Ballou (2020) note, this
structural uncertainty is central to the appeal and persistence of loot box systems across

contemporary games.

5 The nature of loot box rewards varies depending on the game: in some titles, randomised items may confer gameplay advantages and function as pay-to-win mechanics,

while in Counter-Strike, loot boxes are restricted to cosmetic items and do not directly influence competitive performance.
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Importantly, loot boxes are frequently embedded within broader monetisation ecosystems
that include virtual currencies, progression systems, and limited-time events. These layers
can obscure the real-world cost of participation, framing loot box purchases as playful
interactions rather than explicit financial transactions (Zendle and Cairns, 2018). As a result,
loot boxes operate simultaneously as economic mechanisms and as game mechanics,

blending consumption with play.

1.3.2 Emergence of Loot Boxes

The emergence of loot boxes is closely linked to broader transformations in digital game
monetisation discussed in the previous chapter. As production costs in the video game
industry increased while the standard retail price of premium games remained relatively
stable, developers and publishers began searching for alternative revenue streams that could
extend monetisation beyond the initial sale. Within this context, the shift toward
Free-to-Play and Games-as-a-Service models encouraged the implementation of systems
designed to sustain long-term engagement while promoting repeated spending. Randomised
reward systems offered a particularly effective solution, as they aligned with established
behavioural design principles while maximising revenue potential (Johnson and Brock,

2020).

In discussing the historical development of loot boxes, their monetisation logic has often
been linked to earlier systems of randomised consumption, particularly collectible trading
cards sold in blind packs. Collectible sports cards and fantasy trading card games such as
Magic: The Gathering were commonly distributed in sealed packs containing random
assortments of cards, including rare “chase cards” that were intentionally designed to be
scarce and therefore highly desirable (Xiao et al., 2022). A similar logic was also present
in widely popular trading card franchises targeted at younger audiences, most notably
Pokeémon. As Haiven (2012) notes, such card systems encourage children to accumulate and
trade cards whose value is structured through rarity, collectability, and social exchange
within peer groups, thereby embedding economic value and speculative practices directly
into play. These systems familiarised players with the idea of repeatedly purchasing
randomised packs in pursuit of rare items, a monetisation logic that closely resembles the

structure later adopted by digital loot boxes.

23



This model encourages repeated purchasing by exploiting uncertainty and rarity: consumers
seeking specific high-value cards are incentivised to buy multiple packs, while most
purchases result in lower-value or duplicate items. Loot boxes adopt a structurally similar
logic by transferring this system of blind, randomised acquisition into digital environments,
where rarity, duplication, and anticipation are embedded into monetisation design

(Xiao et al., 2022).

Rather than representing a sudden innovation, loot boxes should therefore be understood as
the result of a gradual intensification of monetisation design. Johnson and Brock (2020)
describe this process as part of a broader “gambling turn” in digital game design, in which
uncertainty and probabilistic outcomes become increasingly central to revenue generation.
Within this context, loot boxes function as a scalable and flexible mechanism capable of

sustaining player engagement over extended periods.

1.3.3 Characteristics of Loot Box systems

A defining characteristic of loot box systems is their reliance on randomised reward
structures, in which players exchange a known cost for an uncertain outcome (Xiao et al.,
2022). This uncertainty is commonly reinforced through rarity tiers, with certain rewards

deliberately made scarce to increase perceived value and desirability.

A key characteristic of loot box systems lies in the variability of their economic structure
and potential real-world implications. Nielsen and Grabarczyk (2019) classify loot box
implementations based on two key criteria: whether real-world money is required to access
the loot box, and whether the obtained rewards possess real-world monetary value. On this

basis, they distinguish four categories:

* Embedded-Embedded loot boxes

These loot boxes require players to spend real-world money to participate, and the
rewards obtained can be exchanged for real-world currency. Due to their structural
similarity to gambling, such systems have been regulated as gambling in several
jurisdictions, including Belgium, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom, and are

banned in countries with stricter gambling prohibitions.
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* Embedded-Isolated loot boxes
Engagement with these loot boxes requires real-world payment, but the rewards cannot
be legally converted into real-world currency. While this category has been regulated

as gambling in Belgium, it remains unregulated in most other countries.

* Isolated—Embedded loot boxes
These systems do not require real-world money to engage; however, the rewards
obtained can hold real-world monetary value through transferability or resale. Despite

this economic dimension, such implementations are generally unregulated.

* Isolated—Isolated loot boxes
Neither real-world payment is required to access these loot boxes, nor do the rewards
possess real-world monetary value. This category is typically considered the least

controversial and remains largely unregulated.

This typology highlights that loot boxes are not a homogeneous phenomenon, but rather
a spectrum of monetisation systems with differing economic, regulatory, and experiential
implications. Understanding these distinctions is essential for analysing specific
implementations, particularly in games such as Counter-Strike, where loot boxes may appear

cosmetic at the point of use while simultaneously participating in broader item economies.

In general, loot box systems share several characteristics that distinguish them from other
forms of in-game monetisation. Most importantly, they are based on randomisation, ensuring
that rewards are distributed according to probabilistic rules rather than player choice.
Some online games implement loot boxes that distribute rewards with substantially different
levels of contextual value, such as rarity tiers or other rarity indicators. Desired items may
be assigned extremely low probabilities of “drop”, resulting in players frequently receiving
common or low-value items instead. Because the likelihood of obtaining a specific
“goal reward” is uncertain, players may need to purchase an undefined number of loot boxes
before achieving the desired outcome. Loot boxes are inherently repeatable systems.
Each opening resolves uncertainty only temporarily, encouraging continued engagement and

repeated purchases.
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To mitigate the risk of excessive spending, it has been suggested that systems could prevent
duplicate rewards, thereby ensuring that each purchase yields a novel or usable item.
Such measures would also allow players to better estimate the maximum number
of purchases, or overall cost, required to obtain the rarest or most desirable rewards (King

and Delfabbro, 2019).

Loot boxes frequently incorporate audiovisual reward ceremonies, such as animations,
sound effects, and visual cues that emphasise anticipation and reveal. These elements play
a functional role in framing loot box opening as an exciting event, rather than a routine
transaction. The process of opening a loot box can carry independent psychological appeal
for some players. This appeal is often linked to those accompanying audiovisual elements
mentioned above and other visually striking graphical cues. Such features may function
as secondary reinforcers by enhancing the intrinsic attractiveness of the opening event and

encouraging further spending (King and Delfabbro, 2019).

Furthermore, loot boxes are often mediated through in-game currencies, discussed
in previous chapters, which obscure the real-world cost of repeated participation and further

integrate monetisation into gameplay loops (Zendle and Cairns, 2018).

1.3.4 Loot Boxes in Contemporary Games

Research (Zendle, 2020) indicates that loot boxes are a prevalent feature of contemporary
digital games. Loot boxes are frequently implemented alongside other forms
of microtransactions, particularly within games operating under Free-to-Play or
Games-as-a-Service models. The game industry representatives argue that loot boxes are
present in a minority of games, which the research confirmed. However, the games that
feature loot boxes are so popular that the majority of gamers are exposed to this feature
anyway. (Zendle, Meyer and Ballou, 2020). Rather than representing a marginal
monetisation strategy, loot boxes have become embedded within mainstream game design

across multiple platforms and genres.

The prevalence of loot boxes extends beyond PC games to console and mobile markets.
According to Zendle et al. (2020), loot boxes are especially common in mobile gaming

environments. “Overall, the majority of top-grossing mobile games on both Android (58%)
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and iPhones (59%) featured loot boxes, as did 36% of desktop games. Of the 124 unique
games surveyed across both mobile platforms, the majority (56%) contained loot boxes. This
high level of availability is mirrored by the large number of players that may be exposed
to loot boxes: in total, we found more than 1.8 billion installs of games that contain this

1

gambling-like feature.’

Authors also point at the fact that these mechanics are often offered to minors. “Almost
a billion of these were of games that were deemed suitable for children aged 7+.” (Zendle
et al., 2020)

The widespread adoption of loot boxes has also triggered increasing regulatory scrutiny
in multiple jurisdictions. Because paid loot boxes require players to spend real-world money
on randomised rewards, regulators and policymakers have raised concerns about their
structural similarities to gambling and their potential harms, particularly for younger players
(Xiao et al., 2022). As a result, several countries have begun to introduce regulatory
interventions. For instance, Belgium classified paid loot boxes as a form of gambling under
existing gambling legislation and effectively banned their sale after determining that video
game companies could not legally offer them without a gambling licence. This decision led
several game publishers to remove loot box mechanics from their games in the Belgian

market (Xiao et al., 2022).

Beyond national bans, regulatory attention has also focused on consumer protection and
transparency in digital monetisation systems. Industry self-regulation and platform policies
increasingly require game developers to disclose the probability of obtaining specific
rewards from loot boxes, while regulators have emphasised the need to prevent misleading
monetisation practices. In the European Union, consumer protection authorities have
recently targeted the use of virtual currencies that obscure the real-world value of purchases,
requiring clearer price transparency and conversion into local currencies such as euros

in order to reduce the risk of deceptive spending practices.

Loot boxes are implemented across a wide range of game genres, including first-person
shooters, sports games, role-playing games, and multiplayer online titles. Their flexibility

allows them to be adapted to diverse gameplay contexts, from systems limited to cosmetic
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rewards to monetisation mechanisms with broader economic implications. As such, loot
boxes function as versatile monetisation tools that can be integrated into both competitive

and non-competitive game environments.

These systems represent a particularly lucrative form of microtransaction compared to more
transparent monetisation models such as direct-purchase DLCs or cosmetic items. Unlike
these systems, loot boxes introduce uncertainty into the purchasing process, which can
significantly increase repeated spending. Xiao (2022) highlights the financial scale of these
systems. He uses an example of loot boxes in Counter-Strike: Global Offensive. Loot boxes
were reported to generate approximately US$528,000 in a single day within one country
alone, underscoring the substantial revenue potential of loot box monetisation even within

a single title.

This monetisation model has been the subject of significant public and regulatory
controversy. A notable example is Star Wars Battlefront I1 (2017), where the implementation
of loot boxes providing gameplay advantages led to widespread backlash and debates about
exploitative monetisation practices (Goodstein, 2021). “Star Wars Battlefront II, one of the
most highly anticipated games among the new releases in 2017, utilized loot boxes that
operated via Monetized Rivalries and Currency Confusion dark patterns, as well
as implementing the Grind dark pattern for players uninterested in purchasing loot boxes.
The game locked iconic playable characters like Luke Skywalker behind paywalls, forcing
players to either use real money to purchase enough loot boxes to earn sixty thousand in-
game credits or spend an average of 2,395.97 minutes of pure gameplay time- roughly forty
hours of grinding to unlock a single character.” (Goodstein, 2021) This tension illustrates
the dual position of loot boxes as both highly profitable revenue systems and potentially

harmful mechanics, raising questions about their relationship to gambling-like behaviour.

At the same time, loot boxes should not be understood in isolation, but as part of broader
economic and design systems that extend beyond individual games. In some cases, these
systems are closely connected to player-driven economies and external markets, where
virtual items acquire real-world value and circulate across different platforms.
Counter-Strike represents a particularly relevant case in this regard, as it combines cosmetic

loot boxes with a large-scale trading system and links to third-party markets.
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1.4 The Analysed Title: Counter-Strike

Counter-Strike stands, on the game market, as a particularly suitable case for examining the
transformation of virtual items into tradable assets and their subsequent use within gambling-
like systems. The game represents a relevant example due to its established skin economy,
active player base, and integration with external trading systems. Its structure provides
a clear illustration of how in-game items can evolve into assets used within third-party

gambling platforms.

1.4.1 Counter-Strike as a Competitive Platform

The Counter-Strike series represents one of the most influential franchises in the history of
multiplayer first-person shooter games. The game originally emerged in 1999
as a community-created modification for Valve’s Half-Life. Due to its popularity, the mod
was later developed into a standalone title, Counter-Strike 1.6, which became one of the
most widely played competitive multiplayer games of the early 2000s. Subsequent iterations
of the series included Counter-Strike: Source (2004), which introduced the game
to Valve’s Source engine, and later Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO), released
in 2012 (Kabir, 2025).

While the core gameplay of the franchise remained focused on skill-based team competition,
where players inhabit the roles of terrorists and counter-terrorists clashing with each other,
each new iteration expanded the game’s technological infrastructure and player base. In 2023
Valve released Counter-Strike 2, a major update built on the Source 2 engine, effectively
replacing CS:GO while preserving its competitive structure and in-game item ecosystem.
Across these successive versions, Counter-Strike has developed into one of the central titles
of the global esports ecosystem, attracting large professional tournaments, streaming

audiences, and long-term player communities (Macey and Hamari, 2019).

The release of Counter-Strike: Global Offensive in particular significantly expanded the
economic dimension of the game. While earlier versions of the series focused primarily
on competitive gameplay, Valve gradually introduced additional systems that extended
the game’s economic ecosystem. These systems included cosmetic weapon skins, loot boxes

known as weapon cases, and a player-driven trading infrastructure integrated with the Steam
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platform. Together, these features transformed Counter-Strike from a purely competitive
shooter into a hybrid environment combining gameplay, digital commodities,

and marketplace exchange.

1.4.2 Introduction of Weapon Skins and Cases

A major turning point in the economic structure of Counter-Strike occurred in 2013 with
the introduction of the “Arms Deal” update, which added weapon skins and weapon cases
to the game. Weapon skins are cosmetic modifications that alter the visual appearance of in-
game weapons without affecting their gameplay functionality. Players can obtain these items
either through random drops during gameplay or by opening weapon cases that contain

randomized cosmetic rewards (Ligman, 2013)

Weapon case is a form of a loot box. In order to open a case, players must obtain
a corresponding key, which can be purchased through the Steam platform. Each case
contains a randomized skin with varying levels of rarity, ranging from common items
to extremely rare cosmetic items such as knives or gloves. Because the contents of each case
are unknown prior to opening, the system introduces a probabilistic reward structure similar

to other loot box mechanics (Johnson and Brock, 2020).

Although skins do not influence gameplay performance, their rarity and visual design create
strong demand among players. Rare skins can become highly desirable digital collectibles,
particularly when they are associated with distinctive visual patterns, limited drop
probabilities, or special item categories. As a result, cosmetic items in Counter-Strike have
developed a complex hierarchy of perceived value within the player community.
This perception is also reflected in community practices, where skins are frequently

discussed and valued among players.

1.4.3 Steam Marketplace and Item Trading

The economic significance of weapon skins is closely connected to the infrastructure of the
Steam Community Market, Valve’s official trading platform that allows users to buy and sell
digital items. Through this system, players can list in-game items for sale and purchase items

from other users using funds stored within their Steam accounts.
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This trading infrastructure transformed weapon skins into transferable digital assets with
measurable market value. Unlike many cosmetic systems in other games, Counter-Strike
skins can be exchanged between players, creating a functioning marketplace where prices
are determined by supply and demand. According to Glaser (2022), the integration of the
Steam marketplace effectively “platformized” virtual items by embedding them within

a broader digital economy where cosmetic goods operate as tradeable commodities.

Over time, some rare skins have reached extremely high market prices. Particularly rare
items, such as certain knife skins or limited-pattern variants, have been reported to sell
for thousands of US dollars on secondary markets. This market valuation is influenced
by several factors, including item rarity, aesthetic appeal, pattern variations, and player
demand. Some weapon skins have achieved extremely high market value within the
Counter-Strike item economy. A well-known example is the AWP Dragon Lore, one of the
rarest skins in the game, with a souvenir variant reportedly selling for approximately $74,000
in 2025, illustrating the substantial economic value that virtual items can acquire within
player-driven markets (Steam Analyst, 2026). This phenomenon is further illustrated
by high-profile transactions within the community. In 2023, a trader known as “zipelL”
reported completing one of the largest skin trades in Counter-Strike history, selling
a combination of two extremely rare items, including an AK-47 Case Hardened with four
Titan stickers and a rare Karambit knife, for a total exceeding $500,000. Such transactions
highlight not only the speculative nature of the skin economy but also its integration into
broader practices of digital asset valuation, where virtual items can function as high-value

commodities.
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zipeL4=
1 just completed the second largest trade in CS history! Sold these two on
behalf of

- #1 AK-47 661 ST MW with 4x Titan (Holo)
- Karambit #387 P1in well-worn

The combined sale was +500,000%

Picture 1: zipel’s trade shared on X.com

The existence of a regulated marketplace also enabled the emergence of external trading
infrastructures. While the Steam platform provides the official environment for item
exchange, third-party websites have developed tools that allow players to exchange skins
outside the official marketplace. These systems significantly expanded the economic

ecosystem surrounding Counter-Strike items.

1.4.4 Skins as Digital Commodities

The introduction of weapon skins and the Steam marketplace fundamentally altered the role
of in-game items within the Counter-Strike ecosystem. Rather than functioning solely
as cosmetic rewards, skins became digital commodities embedded within a global virtual
economy. Players could collect, trade, and speculate on these items in ways that resemble

financial markets or collectible goods markets.

Because skins can be transferred between users and possess measurable monetary value,
they also function as intermediary currencies in other digital systems. In particular, the
transferability of skins made them suitable for use as wagering assets on external websites.
Players could deposit skins from their Steam inventories onto third-party platforms and use

them as stakes in gambling activities such as roulette, jackpot games, or case openings.
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This development represents a crucial step in the broader convergence between gaming
and gambling discussed in the previous chapter. When virtual items acquire economic value
and become transferable between users, they can circulate beyond the boundaries of the
original game environment. As a result, cosmetic rewards originally designed as aesthetic
elements of gameplay can evolve into financial instruments within broader digital

ecosystems.

The fact that skins acquired real-world monetary value directly led to the emergence of third-
party gambling platforms that operate outside the original game environment while still
relying on its economic infrastructure. As skins begin to function as transferable and
valuable digital assets, they can be used as stakes within external systems. This shift enables
the development of platforms that extend the use of in-game items beyond gameplay and

into gambling contexts.

1.5 Emergence of Third-Party Skin Gambling Platforms

Building on the development of virtual item economies in games such as Counter-Strike,
third-party platforms began to emerge that use these items as trading and gambling assets.
Their rise was enabled by a combination of economic incentives, and the increasing
transferability of virtual items, resulting in a range of platforms with different gambling

formats.

1.5.1 Integration of Steam Inventories and Item Transfers

The development of the Counter-Strike skin economy created the conditions for the
emergence of external digital markets that extended beyond the official infrastructure
provided by Valve. Because weapon skins could be traded between users and possessed
measurable market value, they could also function as transferable digital assets in other

online environments.

A key technological factor enabling this development was the Steam trading system
and application programming interface (API). Through Steam’s trading infrastructure, users
are able to transfer in-game items directly between accounts. Third-party websites exploited

this functionality by creating automated trading accounts, commonly known as trade bots,
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which could receive and distribute skins through the Steam trading system. By connecting
their Steam accounts to external websites, players could deposit skins into these platforms,
effectively converting their virtual items into stakes for various gambling activities (Johnson

and Brock, 2020).

This technological integration allowed skins to circulate outside the game’s original
environment while still relying on the official trading infrastructure of the Steam platform.
As a result, skins became a form of informal digital currency within a rapidly expanding

ecosystem of external gambling services.

1.5.2 Types of Skin Gambling Platforms

Once skins began functioning as transferable assets with real-world value, numerous third-
party platforms emerged that allowed players to use them as wagering instruments.
These platforms offered a range of gambling formats that closely resembled traditional

online gambling products while using virtual items instead of conventional currencies.

One common format was roulette-style games, in which players deposited skins and placed
bets on different colour segments of a spinning wheel. Another popular format involved
coin-flip betting, where two players wager skins against each other and the winner was

determined randomly (Macey and Hamari, 2019; Gainsbury et al., 2017; Martinelli, 2017).

A particularly notable category of platforms involved case opening websites, which
replicated the loot box mechanics already present in the game itself. These websites offered
virtual cases containing skins of varying rarity, often presented through elaborate
audiovisual animations designed to mimic the experience of opening in-game loot boxes.
In many cases, these external case systems introduced additional reward sets, structures and

probabilities that differed from those implemented within the official game environment.
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1.5.3 Expansion of the Skin Gambling Ecosystem

The rapid growth of these platforms during the mid-2010s resulted in the emergence
of a large and highly visible ecosystem commonly referred to as skin gambling. Because
skins could be exchanged for real money through online marketplaces, they effectively

functioned as a substitute currency within these gambling environments.

This ecosystem expanded particularly rapidly between 2015 and 2017, when numerous
websites began offering skin-based gambling services connected to the Counter-Strike
trading infrastructure. According to industry estimates, the global skin gambling market
reached several billion US dollars in annual value during this period (Johnson and Brock,

2020).

The expansion of skin gambling platforms also generated significant controversy. Critics
argued that these systems allowed players, including minors, to participate in gambling
activities without the regulatory safeguards typically associated with licensed gambling
operators. Because skins functioned as digital items rather than conventional currency, many

of these platforms initially operated outside existing gambling regulations.

Despite later regulatory interventions and platform restrictions introduced by Valve, skin
gambling remains an important example of how virtual item economies can facilitate
new forms of online gambling infrastructure. The case of Counter-Strike therefore illustrates
how digital commodities created within video games can circulate beyond their original

context and become integrated into broader gambling ecosystems.

These platforms are not only economically significant, but are also structured in ways that
actively influence how users interact with them, particularly through systems based on risk
and reward. Because these environments are built around monetised interaction
and probabilistic reward systems, their design plays a crucial role in guiding user decisions
and engagement patterns. Their structure therefore requires closer examination from

the perspective of persuasive design.

35



1.6 Persuasive Design and Manipulative Techniques

The importance of analysing persuasive and gambling-like design mechanisms becomes
clear when considering their measurable impact on player behaviour and associated risks.
Because many loot box systems require players to spend real-world money on randomised
rewards, scholars have highlighted their structural and psychological similarities
to gambling activities (Xiao et al., 2022). In such systems, players effectively wager money

in exchange for uncertain outcomes governed by probabilistic mechanisms.

Researchers have identified a positive correlation between loot box spending and problem
gambling severity across multiple countries (Drummond et al., 2020; Garea et al., 2021;
Kristiansen and Severin, 2020; von Meduna et al., 2020; Zendle and Cairns, 2018).
Players exhibiting higher levels of gambling-related problems tend to spend significantly
more on loot boxes, while a substantial proportion of total revenue is often generated by

a relatively small group of high-spending users (Xiao et al., 2022).

These findings suggest that the design of such systems may have measurable behavioural
and economic consequences, particularly for vulnerable users. As a result, it becomes
important to examine the specific design mechanisms through which digital platforms

influence user behaviour.

1.6.1 Persuasive Design: Motivation, Ability, Triggers

Fogg’s (2009) behavioural model provides a foundational framework for understanding how
digital systems influence user behaviour. According to this model, behaviour emerges when
three elements converge: motivation, ability, and triggers. Rather than functioning
independently, these elements are deliberately orchestrated within interface design

to maximise user engagement.

Motivation in digital environments is often constructed through the anticipation of rewards.
In gambling-like systems, such as case opening platforms, this motivation is not based
on guaranteed outcomes but on probabilistic high-value rewards. The visibility of rare items,
often prominently displayed before interaction, serves to amplify perceived potential gains.

Importantly, this perceived value is not purely economic but also symbolic, as rare skins
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may carry social prestige within gaming communities as described in the previous chapters.

Ability refers to the ease with which a user can perform an action. In contemporary monetised
platforms, ability is maximised by reducing friction to near zero. Case opening systems
typically allow users to engage through a single click or very simplified user flow, often
preceded by preloaded balances or simplified payment systems. This minimisation of effort
lowers the threshold for repeated engagement and reduces opportunities for reflective
decision-making. According to the behavioural model (Fogg, 2009), an action is most likely
to occur when user motivation is high and the action itself is easy to perform, meaning

it requires minimal effort or ability.
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Figure 1: The Behavioural Model (Fogg, 2009)

Triggers are cues that prompt action at specific moments. In gambling-like interfaces, these
include visual prompts (e.g., “Open now”), time-limited offers, notifications of recent wins,
or dynamic interface elements that signal urgency. Importantly, triggers are often
synchronised with heightened emotional states, for example, immediately after a near-win

or loss, encouraging continued play.

When combined, these elements create a tightly integrated behavioural loop in which users
are continuously motivated, enabled, and prompted to engage. In the context of skin
gambling platforms, this loop is particularly effective because it is embedded within systems

of uncertainty and reward anticipation.
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1.6.2 Dark Patterns and Manipulative Design

While persuasive design can be neutral or beneficial, its application in monetised
environments often overlaps with what Gray et al. (2018) define as dark patterns, design
strategies that manipulate users' decision-making processes. Although this research focuses
mainly on online shopping flows, the strategies can be applied to other monetised

environments in similar forms.

One of the most prominent mechanisms is misdirection, where interface design draws
attention toward desirable outcomes while obscuring less favourable information. In case
opening platforms, this may manifest through highly salient visual representations of rare
rewards, while the actual probabilities of obtaining such items remain less visible

or cognitively secondary.

Closely related is the use of hidden or obscured information, particularly regarding
probabilities and expected value. Even when odds are technically disclosed, they are often
presented in ways that are difficult to interpret, thereby limiting users’ ability to make
informed decisions. This asymmetry between perceived and actual value is central

to sustaining engagement.

Scarcity and urgency cues further intensify this dynamic. Limited-time cases, exclusive
drops, or countdown timers create artificial temporal pressure, encouraging users to act
quickly rather than deliberatively. These cues exploit well-documented psychological

tendencies toward impulsive decision-making under time constraints.

Finally, forced action structures can be embedded within platform logic. For example, users
may be encouraged to deposit funds in fixed increments or to engage with bonus systems
that require continued participation to unlock perceived value. These mechanics create
behavioural pathways that guide users toward sustained engagement, even when individual
actions may not be independently rational. These patterns do not simply influence isolated
decisions but structure the entire user experience in a way that systematically favours

continued participation.
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1.6.3 Behavioural Economics: Loss and Risk

The effectiveness of these design strategies is deeply rooted in cognitive biases identified in
behavioural economics. Prospect theory (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979) demonstrates that
individuals evaluate outcomes relative to a reference point, leading to systematic deviations
from rational decision-making. This theory challenges the assumptions of expected utility
theory by showing that individuals do not evaluate outcomes solely based on final states of
wealth, but rather in terms of gains and losses relative to a reference point. This shift
is crucial, as it implies that the subjective value of outcomes depends on how they are

framed, rather than on their absolute magnitude.

A key component of the theory is the value function, which is typically “concave for gains
and convex for losses.” (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979) This means that individuals tend to
be risk-averse when dealing with gains, but risk-seeking when facing losses. In case opening
systems, this can lead users to continue spending in order to “recover” previous losses, even
when the expected value remains negative. This behaviour is often described as loss chasing,
a pattern commonly observed in gambling contexts. A pattern of “chasing one’s losses” may
develop, with an urgent need to keep gambling (often with the placing of larger bets or the
taking of greater risks) to undo a loss or series of losses (American Psychiatric Association,

2013).

Another important feature is that probabilities are not processed linearly. Instead of treating
probabilities objectively, individuals transform them into decision weights, which reflect
their subjective impact on decision-making. In prospect theory, outcomes are weighted by
decision weights, which are derived from choices rather than reflecting objective
probabilities. These weights do not follow probability rules and instead capture how strongly
outcomes influence decisions, meaning that even events with the same probability may be

subjectively valued differently.

Together, these mechanisms explain why individuals may deviate from rational decision-

making models, especially in contexts involving uncertainty and risk.
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1.6.4 Gambling Mechanics: Variable Rewards, Near-Miss, Reinforcement

At the core of gambling-like systems lies the use of variable-ratio reinforcement,
amechanism in which rewards are delivered unpredictably after repeated actions.
This structure is widely recognised as one of the most effective ways to sustain behaviour,
as the uncertainty of reward timing increases anticipation and engagement (King and

Delfabbro, 2018).

In case opening platforms, this mechanism is implemented through randomised reward
distribution, where each interaction carries a small probability of yielding a high-value
outcome. The unpredictability of these rewards encourages repeated engagement, as each

attempt is perceived as a new opportunity for success.

The near-miss effect further amplifies this dynamic. When users experience outcomes that
appear close to a desired reward, such as a high-value item narrowly passing by in a spinning
animation, they may interpret this as evidence of an increasing likelihood of success.
Research (Clark et al., 2009) suggests that near-miss outcomes can increase motivation

to continue playing, despite not providing any actual reward.

These effects are often reinforced through audiovisual design elements, including
animations, sound effects, and visual pacing. For example, the slowing down of a spinning
interface before revealing an outcome can heighten suspense and emotional investment.

Finally, these systems operate through reinforcement loops, where each interaction feeds
into the next. Wins provide positive reinforcement, while losses, especially near-misses,
maintain engagement through anticipation. Over time, this creates a cyclical pattern

of behaviour in which users are continuously drawn back into the system.

1.6.5 Monetisation Structures and High-Spending Users

Recent research highlights that monetisation in digital environments is often driven
by a relatively small proportion of users. Zendle et al. (2023) demonstrate that a minority
of players, sometimes referred to as ‘“high spenders” or “whales”, account for

a disproportionately large share of total revenue.
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This has significant implications for platform design. Rather than targeting average users,
monetisation systems are often structured to maximise engagement among those most likely

to spend large amounts. This can involve:

e escalating reward structures
e bonus incentives tied to cumulative spending

o personalised offers or retention mechanisms

In gambling-like environments, these dynamics may be further intensified, as high-spending
users are more likely to engage repeatedly with probabilistic systems. These aspects

of monetisation design represent a key focus of the present research.

Importantly, research shows that a large proportion of revenue is generated by a small
minority of high-spending players, whose behaviour has been linked to problem gambling
severity and potentially harmful engagement patterns (Zendle et al., 2023; Zendle and
Cairns, 2018; Xiao et al., 2022).

1.6.6 Audiovisual Persuasion and Interface Design

The persuasive potential of loot boxes and gambling-like systems is not only embedded in
their underlying mechanics, but also in the way these mechanics are presented through
audiovisual and interface design. In digital environments, visual and sensory elements play
a crucial role in shaping user perception, guiding attention, and reinforcing behavioural
patterns. As such, interface design can function as a powerful persuasive layer that

complements psychological and economic mechanisms discussed in previous sections.

Reward presentation in digital systems is often enhanced through audiovisual cues such as
animations, sound effects, and visual highlights. These elements transform otherwise simple
probabilistic outcomes into engaging and emotionally stimulating experiences. Research
on gambling demonstrates that such sensory cues can reinforce user behaviour by increasing
arousal and anticipation, particularly in systems based on random rewards (Clark et al.,

2009).
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In the context of loot boxes and case-opening platforms, the act of revealing a reward
is frequently stylised through suspenseful animations, bright colours, and escalating sound
effects. These features not only enhance the perceived excitement of the outcome but may
also function as secondary reinforcement, making the act of opening itself rewarding
regardless of the actual result. Near-miss outcomes, where players narrowly fail to obtain
a desirable item, are especially relevant in this context, as they have been shown to increase

motivation to continue engagement despite losses (Clark et al., 2009).

Beyond reward presentation, interface design plays a central role in directing user behaviour.
Digital interfaces are structured to prioritise certain actions through visual hierarchy,
placement, and ease of interaction. Elements such as prominent buttons, minimal friction in
purchase processes, and continuous feedback loops can significantly lower the effort

required to engage in repeated actions.

From a persuasive design perspective, these features can be understood as facilitating
conditions that increase the likelihood of user action by making behaviour easy and
immediate. In the context of gambling-like platforms, this often translates into seamless
transitions between actions (e.g., opening multiple cases consecutively), thereby reducing

opportunities for reflection and encouraging continuous engagement.

Another important aspect is how randomness and value are visually framed.
Interface elements often emphasise potential rewards while downplaying probabilities
or risks. For example, rare or high-value items may be visually highlighted, creating

a perception of desirability that exceeds their actual likelihood of occurrence.

This form of visual framing aligns with findings from behavioural economics, where the
presentation of options significantly influences decision-making. By foregrounding
desirable outcomes and obscuring statistical realities, interface design can shape how users

interpret risk and reward, often in ways that favour continued participation.
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User behaviour in these environments is not only a result of individual choice, but
of deliberately structured systems that combine psychological, economic, and interface-
based influences. These design practices are closely related to broader conceptual
frameworks that describe how game-like and gambling-like elements are integrated into

digital systems.

1.7 Gamification, Gamblification and Gaming-Gambling Convergence

The increasing overlap between gaming and gambling can be understood through the
concepts of gamification, gamblification, and convergence. The analysed platforms are set
within broader theoretical frameworks, highlighting how game-like and gambling-like

elements are combined in contemporary digital environments.

1.7.1 Gamification and Gameful Design

The growing integration of reward systems, progression mechanics, and behavioural
incentives in digital platforms has frequently been analysed through the concept
of gamification. Gamification generally refers to the application of game design elements
in non-game contexts in order to increase user engagement, motivation, or participation
(Deterding et al., 2011). Rather than creating full games, gamification systems typically
incorporate selected mechanics associated with games, such as points, levels, badges,

leaderboards, and structured reward loops.

These mechanisms aim to structure user activity through systems of feedback and
progression. By rewarding participation and establishing visible markers of achievement,
gamified systems encourage continued engagement and repeated interaction.
Gamification has therefore been widely adopted in fields such as marketing, education,
productivity software, and online communities, where game-like incentives are used to

motivate users to perform desired actions (Deterding et al., 2011).

However, the role of gamification within contemporary digital economies extends beyond
these traditional applications. In many digital environments, reward structures and
progression systems are closely connected to commercial objectives. This can be observed

in mobile games, fitness applications, or e-commerce platforms, where points, rewards,
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or progression systems are directly linked to user spending or repeated engagement.
Gamified systems can therefore function not only as engagement tools but also
as mechanisms that structure consumption behaviour and guide users toward specific

economic actions.

Despite these similarities, it is important to distinguish gamification from other
developments in digital game monetisation. Classical gamification typically describes the
introduction of game-like elements into non-game environments. By contrast, contemporary
video games increasingly incorporate elements traditionally associated with gambling
mechanisms, such as probabilistic rewards and risk-based outcomes. This development has

led to the identification of a different process, often described as gamblification.

1.7.2 Gamblification of Digital Games

The concept of gamblification refers to the incorporation of gambling-like mechanics into
video games and other digital platforms. These mechanics include systems of chance,
probabilistic rewards, wagering mechanisms, and uncertain outcomes that resemble
structural characteristics commonly found in gambling activities (King and Delfabbro,

2018).

In digital games, gamblification is most commonly associated with systems that combine
monetary expenditure with randomised rewards. Loot boxes represent one of the most
prominent examples of such mechanics, as they require players to pay for a chance-based
outcome whose value remains uncertain until the reward is revealed. Because these systems
rely on probability rather than player skill, their structure closely resembles gambling

mechanics (Zendle and Cairns, 2018).

Scholars have described the increasing presence of these systems as part of a broader
transformation in the political economy of digital games. Johnson and Brock (2020) refer to
this development as the “gambling turn” in digital game monetisation, arguing that
uncertainty and probabilistic reward structures have become central tools for sustaining
player engagement and generating revenue. In this model, game design increasingly
incorporates mechanics that encourage repeated participation through cycles of anticipation,

risk, and reward.
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From a behavioural perspective, gamblified systems often rely on variable-ratio
reinforcement schedules, where rewards are distributed unpredictably after repeated actions.
Such reinforcement patterns are known to sustain persistent engagement, as the uncertainty
of outcomes encourages continued participation in anticipation of a future reward (King and
Delfabbro, 2018). When combined with monetisation mechanisms, these dynamics can

incentivise repeated spending behaviour.

Importantly, gamblification does not necessarily transform games into gambling products in
a legal sense. Rather, it describes the gradual integration of gambling-like structures into
interactive entertainment systems. In many cases, these mechanics are embedded within
broader gameplay environments that maintain the aesthetic and narrative characteristics
of video games. As a result, players encounter systems that combine elements of play,

consumption, and probabilistic reward within the same design framework.

As these elements have become more prevalent, they have also attracted increasing
regulatory attention. In some jurisdictions, developers are now required to disclose the
probabilities of obtaining specific rewards from loot boxes, although such regulations remain
inconsistent globally (Xiao et al., 2022). This uneven regulatory landscape reflects
the ongoing debate over whether these systems should be treated as entertainment mechanics

or as forms of gambling.

1.7.3 Gaming—Gambling Convergence

The concept of convergence has been extensively theorised in media and cultural studies,
most notably by Jenkins (2006), who defines convergence as the flow of content, practices,
and economic logics across different media systems. Rather than a purely technological
process, convergence describes a broader transformation in which industries, platforms, and

user practices increasingly overlap and reshape one another.
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Applied to digital games, this perspective provides a framework for understanding the
growing intersection between gaming and gambling. Gaming—gambling convergence refers
to the process through which elements traditionally associated with gambling become
integrated into video games, while, conversely, gambling platforms adopt features
characteristic of digital games (King and Delfabbro, 2018). This convergence operates

across multiple dimensions, including mechanics, aesthetics, and economic infrastructures.

At the level of mechanics, convergence is evident in the increasing incorporation of chance-
based systems, probabilistic rewards, and monetised uncertainty into video games.
Loot boxes represent a key example of this development, as they introduce structures in
which players exchange money for uncertain outcomes governed by probability rather than
skill. These systems align closely with established gambling mechanics, particularly in their

reliance on randomisation and repeated engagement.

At the same time, convergence also occurs in the opposite direction, as online gambling
platforms increasingly adopt design elements typical of digital games. These include visually
rich interfaces, progression systems, reward feedback loops, and interactive animations.
Such features contribute to what has been described as the “gamification” of gambling,
where traditional betting activities are reconfigured through game-like aesthetics and

interaction patterns.

A further dimension of convergence emerges through the development of virtual item
economies. In games where digital items can be transferred, traded, or sold, virtual goods
may acquire real-world economic value. As a result, these items can function beyond their
original context and become integrated into external systems, including gambling platforms.
This creates hybrid economic structures in which digital play, market exchange, and

wagering practices intersect.
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From this perspective, gaming—gambling convergence is not a singular phenomenon but
an ongoing process in which boundaries between entertainment, economy, and risk-based
systems become increasingly blurred. Understanding this convergence is essential
for analysing contemporary digital environments in which gameplay, monetisation,

and gambling-like mechanisms are deeply intertwined.

The convergence of gaming and gambling reflects a broader shift in digital environments,
where play, economic activity, and risk increasingly overlap within the same systems.
These developments create hybrid platforms that combine elements of play, consumption,
and wagering, often within the same user experience. Understanding this convergence is
essential for analysing contemporary loot box and skin gambling platforms, where these
dynamics are not only present but actively operationalised through specific design strategies.
This theoretical framework provides the foundation for the methodological approach and

empirical analysis that follow.
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2 Methodology

The aim of this thesis is to analyse how persuasive design strategies, gambling-like
mechanics, and potentially manipulative interface elements are implemented within online
skin gambling platforms. The research focuses on identifying specific features of the user
interface that may influence user behaviour, particularly in relation to repeated engagement,
prolonged interaction, and financial expenditure. This methodological approach is designed
to address the research question outlined in the introduction, focusing on how specific
interface elements and system structures influence user behaviour within skin gambling

platforms.

In order to achieve this, the research adopts a qualitative approach centred on interface
analysis and user experience. The study is conducted in two main stages. First, CSGOEmpire
website is selected based on measurable indicators of popularity and user activity.
Second, the selected platform is examined in detail using the walkthrough method
(Light, Burgess and Duguay, 2018), which allows for a systematic exploration of the

platform from the perspective of a regular user.

This combination of selection criteria and qualitative analysis makes it possible to situate
the findings within a broader ecosystem while maintaining a detailed focus on the structure

and functioning of a specific platform.

Finally, a comparative analysis is conducted across a broader sample of selected platforms.
This stage examines whether the key features identified in the in-depth walkthrough are also
present on other platforms. By comparing the presence and form of these features,
the research is able to determine whether the observed mechanisms represent isolated design

choices or more generalised patterns within skin gambling platforms.
This combination of selection criteria, in-depth qualitative analysis, and cross platform

comparison makes it possible to situate the findings within a broader ecosystem while

maintaining a detailed focus on the structure and functioning of a specific platform.

48



2.1 Selection of the Platform

The selection of the analysed platform is based on its relative prominence within the pool
of skin gambling websites. Rather than choosing a platform arbitrarily, this study employs a
set of quantitative indicators to identify a platform that is both widely used and socially
visible. By research, there have been discovered ten sites, which do have noticeable online

appearance, and their data were examined with specific metrics.

Two primary metrics are used in this process:

First, social media presence is examined through the number of followers on social media
platforms. Specifically, the research will aim at the number of X followers, Instagram
followers and Discord server members. These metrics are chosen, as the majority of the
platforms have these three channels active to promote their website. Social media platforms
play a crucial role in the promotion of gambling-related services and in the formation of user
communities. The number of followers therefore serves as an indicator of the platform’s

visibility, marketing reach, and audience size.

Second, website traffic is analysed using a publicly available analytic tool called
SimilarWeb. This tool provides estimates of monthly visits and user engagement, offering
insight into how frequently the platform is accessed. While such data are approximate, they

serve as a useful proxy for actual user activity.

By combining these two indicators, the research aims to balance visibility and usage, thereby
selecting a platform that is both influential and actively used. The platform identified through
this process is subsequently analysed as a representative case within the broader landscape

of skin gambling platforms.
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2.2 Walkthrough Method

The analytical method used in this thesis is the walkthrough method as defined by
Light, Burgess and Duguay (2018). This method involves a systematic, step-by-step
engagement with a digital platform in order to examine how user experience is structured

and how specific forms of behaviour are encouraged.

The walkthrough method enables the researcher to interact directly with the platform and
to observe how interface elements, interaction flows, and embedded systems shape user
behaviour. As noted by Light et al. (2018), this approach allows researchers to slow down
the process of interaction and to analyse individual steps that would otherwise remain

implicit during ordinary use.

This method is particularly suitable for the analysis of persuasive technologies (Fogg, 2009),
as it allows for the identification of mechanisms that influence user behaviour through design

rather than explicit instruction.

In the context of this research, the walkthrough method is used to identify: persuasive design
elements that guide user decisions, repetitive interaction loops that sustain engagement,
mechanisms of pressure, such as urgency or scarcity, reward structures based on uncertainty

and variability, behavioural triggers and reinforcement systems.

2.2.1 Environment of Expected Use

This stage of the walkthrough method focuses on what Light et al. (2018) describe as the
environment of expected use. This stage involves a general examination of the platform
in order to understand its broader context and intended use. This includes three main

dimensions.
The vision of the platform refers to its stated purpose, target audience, and the way it presents

itself to users. In the case of skin gambling platforms, this may involve framing the platform

as entertainment, gaming, or skill-based activity rather than gambling.
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The operating model concerns the platform’s monetisation strategies and revenue streams.
This includes mechanisms such as deposits, virtual currencies, case openings, bonus

systems, and other forms of financial interaction.

The governance dimension includes rules, restrictions, and regulatory elements that structure
user behaviour. These may include age restrictions, withdrawal conditions, wagering
requirements, or other limitations that shape how users interact with the platform. This stage
provides a contextual foundation for the subsequent analysis by identifying how the platform

frames and structures user participation.

2.2.2 Technical Walkthrough

This stage represents the core of the analysis and consists of a detailed walkthrough
of the platform interface. During this process, the researcher simulates typical user
behaviour and systematically observes how the platform structures interaction and guides

user actions.

The walkthrough focuses on identifying specific interface elements and interaction patterns
that may influence user behaviour. Particular attention is paid to features that encourage

repeated engagement, prolong user activity, or promote financial expenditure.

The analysis examines how these elements function within the interface, with a focus on:

e persuasive design elements that guide user decisions (Fogg, 2009)

o dark patterns, such as misdirection, hidden information, or forced actions (Gray et al.,
2018)

e behavioural mechanisms related to decision-making under risk (Kahneman and
Tversky, 1979)

o gambling-like features, including variable rewards, reinforcement loops, and near-
miss effects (King and Delfabbro, 2018; Clark et al., 2009)

o audiovisual elements that enhance emotional engagement and anticipation

The walkthrough is documented through screenshots and descriptive notes, allowing

for a detailed reconstruction of the user experience.
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The identified elements are subsequently interpreted through the theoretical frameworks
introduced in the theoretical part of this thesis. Rather than analysing elements in isolation,
the study focuses on how they are interconnected and how they contribute to the formation

of repetitive behavioural patterns.

In particular, the analysis examines how the platform combines motivation, ability,
and triggers (Fogg, 2009), how it employs potentially manipulative design strategies
(Gray et al., 2018), and how it incorporates mechanisms commonly associated with
gambling systems (King and Delfabbro, 2018). In addition to these frameworks, the analysis
also draws on Cialdini’s (2012) principles of persuasion. These principles provide
an additional interpretative layer for understanding how platform features may leverage
social dynamics and psychological tendencies to influence user behaviour. Their inclusion
allows for a more nuanced identification of persuasive mechanisms within the walkthrough

analysis.

This approach allows the study to move beyond description and to explain how specific

design features may influence user behaviour within the platform.
When researching an online platform with presence of other users, following a research

ethics, the usernames of the users, if any, will be anonymized in the provided visual material

by blurring the username text.

52



3 Research section

The empirical part of this research focuses on the analysis of selected skin gambling
platforms. The chapter begins with the identification of a representative platform
(CSGOEmpire) based on measurable indicators of popularity, followed by an in-depth
walkthrough analysis of its interface and features. These findings are subsequently extended
through a comparative analysis across multiple platforms, allowing for the identification
of recurring design patterns and behavioural mechanisms characteristic of this type of

websites.

3.1 Platform selection

The selection of the analysed platform followed the methodological framework outlined
in the previous chapter. In order to identify a relevant and representative case study within
the selection of skin gambling platforms, a combination of social media presence and

website traffic metrics was used.

The first step of the selection process involved analysing the social media channels
of selected platforms, specifically Instagram, X (formerly Twitter), and Discord.
These platforms play a crucial role in the promotion of gambling-related services and the
formation of user communities. The number of followers and community members therefore
serves as an indicator of visibility, audience reach, and overall platform influence.

These data show numbers gathered in early April 2026.

As shown in Table 1, several platforms demonstrate a strong presence across social media.
Notably, Hellcase and CSGOEmpire show particularly large audience on X, with
476.9 thousand followers. It is important to note that this figure is marked with an asterisk,
as the official CSGOEmpire account on X was temporarily suspended. According
to reporting on the suspension (PokerListings, 2025), the account was removed as part of
a broader enforcement action targeting gambling-related and unlicensed betting operators on
the platform. However, the owner of the page claims that the suspension is a result of
coordinated attack from his competitors (Hall, 2025). The follower count used in this

analysis therefore reflects the last available data from September 2025.
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Table 1: Social media presence

hellcase.com 60.8k 540.3k 44.6k 645.7k
csgoempire.com = 20.6k 476.9k* 23.2k 520.7k
farmskins.com 47k 384.7k 31.6k 463.3k
csgoroll.com 15.7k 215.5k 26.1k 267.3k
clash.gg - 87.6k 104.8k 192.4k
skin.club 25.7k 109.5k 34.4k 169.6k
rain.gg 7.7k 27.5k 80.9k 116.1k
skinrave.gg 11.7k 21.7k 49.3k 82.7k

csgoluck.com - 24.9k 3.3k 28.2k

csgold.gg® 3k 17.3k - 20.3k

source: Author’s own data gathering from: X.com, Instagram.com, Discord.com

Despite this limitation, the data remain relevant for comparative purposes. Social media
metrics for similar platforms have shown minimal fluctuation over time. For example, the
X account of Hellcase recorded approximately 542 thousand followers in September 2025,
compared to 540.3 thousand in April 2026. This relative stability suggests that the recorded
figures provide a reliable approximation of platform popularity over the observed period.
Based on these indicators, CSGOEmpire can be considered a platform with strong online

presence.

In the second step, website traffic was analysed using the analytics tool SimilarWeb, which
allows tracking website traffic analytics on multiple domains. The focus was placed
on average monthly visits over a three-month period (January—March 2026), providing
an estimate of actual user activity on each platform. As illustrated in Table X, the analysed
platforms differ in their levels of traffic, with Skin.club recording the highest number

of visits, followed by CSGOEmpire and Clash.gg.

6 The domain csgold.gg is in ongoing rebranding process from “CSGold” To “CSGODiamons”. Although the domain was renamed during the time of this research, the

Instagram profile is still operating under the name “CSGold”.

54



Table 2: Website traffic

skin.club 13.8M
csgoempire.com 11.8M
clash.gg 9.6M
hellcase.com 6.7M
farmskins.com 5.2M
csgoroll.com 4.9M
skinrave.gg 2.9M
rain.gg M
csgoluck.com 466.8k
csgold.gg 141k

4.6M

3.9M

3.2M

2.2M

1.7M

1.6M

986.4k

698.2k

155.6k

47k

1.1M

1.3M

1.1M

552.5k

687k

308.5k

212.7k

140.6k

55.9k

14.9k

source: SimilarWeb Website Performance Tool

While Skin.club demonstrates the highest traffic overall, CSGOEmpire combines
consistently high user activity with a strong and well established social media presence.
This balance between usage and visibility is particularly important for the purposes of this
research, as it indicates not only that the platform is frequently used, but also that it maintains

an active and engaged community.

Based on these combined criteria, CSGOEmpire was selected as the case study for the
subsequent walkthrough analysis. The platform represents a highly relevant example within
the skin gambling ecosystem, characterised by both significant user traffic and strong
community visibility. As such, it provides a suitable basis for examining persuasive design
strategies and gambling-like mechanics in contemporary digital environments. The selection

of CSGOEmpire is supported by its ranking within average rank in both tables combined,

shown in Table 3.
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Table 3: Average ranking

csgoempire.com 2 2 2.0
hellcase.com 4 1 2.5
skin.club 1 6 3.5
clash.gg 3 5 4.0
farmskins.com 5 3 4.0
csgoroll.com 6 4 5.0
skinrave.gg 7 8 7.5
rain.gg 8 7 7.5
csgoluck.com 9 9 9.0
csgold.gg 10 10 10.0

3.2 Walkthrough: CSGOEmpire

The analysis focuses on a detailed walkthrough of the selected platform, CSGOEmpire,
following the structure of a typical user journey. Individual sections of the interface are
examined in order to identify key design elements that shape user interaction, with particular
attention to features that incorporate gambling mechanics, persuasive design,

and gamification elements.

3.2.1 Home page

Upon entering the domain CSGOEmpire.com, the user is immediately directed to the
roulette game interface, which functions as the default landing page. This design choice
is significant, as the platform does not present an informational overview or neutral
homepage, but instead immerses the user directly into an active gambling environment.
Similar design strategies can also be observed outside of gambling platforms, for example
in e-commerce environments such as AliExpress, where users are often immediately

exposed to gamified elements (spin-to-win features or randomised rewards) upon entering
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the site. While these systems are not gambling in a strict sense, they rely on similar
behavioural mechanisms, particularly variable reward structures that encourage immediate

interaction.

The central element of the interface is a horizontal roulette bar displaying a sequence
of outcomes represented by symbols associated with different betting options. A vertical
marker in the centre indicates the point at which the rolling animation will stop, determining
the outcome of the round. The animation is continuous, with the interface showing the

current roll (“ROLLING”) and a numerical value representing the ongoing process.

Below this central visual element, the user is presented with a betting interface. This includes
an input field for entering the bet amount, accompanied by multiple shortcut buttons
(+0.01, +1, +10, MAX), which simplify and accelerate the betting process. The platform
further offers three primary betting options, each associated with different probabilities and

payout multipliers (e.g., 2x or 14x).

Another prominent element of the interface is the display of previous outcomes (previous
rolls) and aggregated statistics of the last 100 results. These are visually represented using
icons and numerical summaries. In addition, the lower part of the interface includes a live

feed of other users’ bets, showing who placed a bet, on which option, and in what amount.

On the left side of the interface, the user can open and close a public chat window, where
participants communicate in real time. This chat is populated with ongoing messages from
other users, creating the impression of a highly active environment. Even when not directly
interacted with, the visible presence of other users contributes to the perception that the

platform is widely used and continuously engaged with.

From the perspective of persuasive design, several important mechanisms can be identified.
First, the immediate exposure to an active gambling interface functions as a behavioural
trigger in terms of Fogg’s Behaviour Model. The user is not required to navigate or make an
initial decision to engage with gambling; instead, the system presents a ready-to-use
interaction, lowering the threshold of entry (ability) while simultaneously stimulating

engagement through dynamic visual elements (motivation).
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The presence of shortcut betting buttons further reduces friction, allowing users to place bets
with minimal effort. This aligns with Fogg’s concept of increasing ability by simplifying

actions, making repeated betting more likely.

The display of previous results, live bets, and the active public chat collectively introduce
elements of social proof (Cialdini, 2009). By making the activity of other users highly
visible, the platform normalises betting behaviour and reinforces the perception that
participation is common and socially validated. This can reduce perceived risk and

encourage users to conform to observed behaviour.

At the same time, the presentation of previous outcomes may contribute to cognitive biases
associated with gambling, particularly the gambler’s fallacy, where users may interpret past
results as indicative of future outcomes. Although each round is independent, the structured

display of historical data can create an illusion of predictability.

Finally, the continuous animation of the roulette and the anticipation of the outcome reflect
core characteristics of gamblified systems, where uncertainty and real time feedback play
a central role in maintaining user engagement. The interface does not merely present a game
but actively structures the user experience around immediacy, repetition, and anticipation,

which are key features of both gambling environments and persuasive digital design.

QO CSGOEMPIRE

9 PLACE BET

7 Bets Total 5 Bets Total

Picture 2: Home page



3.2.2 Sign-In Interface

When attempting to place a bet, the user is prompted with a Log In / Register window,
effectively making authentication a required step for any further interaction. Notably, the
“Place Bet” button functions as an immediate trigger for this process, serving a similar role
to the “Sign In” button located in the top navigation bar. This design integrates
the registration requirement directly into the core interaction flow, rather than presenting

it as a separate step.

The sign-in interface offers multiple options, including traditional email registration as well
as third-party authentication through platforms such as Steam and Google.
Particularly significant in this context is the option to log in via Steam. As Steam is the
primary platform through which users access and manage the game Counter-Strike and its
associated item inventory, this integration creates a seamless connection between the game

ecosystem and the gambling platform.

From the perspective of persuasive design, this reduces friction in the onboarding process,
as users can bypass the need to create a new account and instead use an existing, familiar
service. At the same time, it reinforces the link between in-game assets and external
gambling systems, further contributing to the broader convergence between gaming and

gambling environments.

O C5GOEMPIRE

G Google

Picture 3: Log In pop up window
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3.2.3. Deposit: Virtual Currency and Payment Systems

After successfully logging in, the platform prominently presents a “Deposit” button in the
top-right corner of the interface. This button is visually highlighted using an accent colour,
drawing the user’s attention and signalling the next expected step in the interaction process.
Similarly, attempting to place a bet without sufficient balance also redirects the user to the

deposit interface, effectively linking gameplay directly with the need to add funds.

Upon entering the deposit section, the user is presented with a wide range of payment
options. These include both the possibility of depositing in-game items (skins) from the
Counter-Strike inventory, as well as multiple real-world payment methods such as credit
cards, online payment services (e.g., PayPal, Skrill), and mobile payment systems like
Google Pay and Apple Pay. This variety of options reduces barriers to payment and
accommodates different user preferences, thereby increasing the likelihood of completing

a transaction.

c PLACE BET

36 Bets Total

Picture 4. Lead into Deposit

After selecting a payment method, the user is asked to choose the amount of virtual currency
(Empire Coins) they wish to purchase. As shown in Picture n.5, the interface displays both
the amount of coins and its value in a real-world currency (e.g., 100 coins = €52,57).
However, the transaction itself is framed primarily in terms of virtual coins rather than actual

monetary value.
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From the perspective of persuasive design, this system reflects the use of virtual currency
as a type of monetisation. By converting real money into platform-specific coins, the
interface creates a layer of abstraction between spending and its real-world financial
consequences. As described in chapter Virtual Economies and Digital Currencies, virtual
currencies are the most refined tool of so-called "aggressive monetisation” and this system
strategically delays the psychological impact of financial loss, exploiting cognitive biases

associated with abstract currency systems (Tomi¢ and Aleksi¢, 2024).

Furthermore, the integration of multiple fast and familiar payment methods (e.g., Apple Pay,
Google Pay) increases user ability in terms of Fogg’s Behaviour Model by simplifying the
transaction process. Combined with the immediate availability of betting options after

deposit, this creates a seamless loop between payment and gameplay.

Overall, the deposit system demonstrates how platform design strategically connects
financial transactions with gameplay mechanics, while simultaneously shaping user
perception of value through abstraction and framing. This represents a key mechanism

through which gambling-like systems operate in digital environments.

Picture 5: Payment methods
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Picture 6: Coin Value

3.2.4 Coinflip

Another game accessible through the “Games” dropdown menu is “Coinflip”. Unlike loot
box systems, this mode represents a direct form of gambling based on a simple binary
outcome. Users can either create a game by selecting a side and wager amount, or join
an existing game created by another player. Each round consists of two participants betting
an equal amount of virtual currency, with the winner taking the entire pot. The interface
displays active games and enables users to join them instantly via a highlighted “Join game”
button, reinforcing immediacy and ease of participation. If no other player joins the game,

a bot is automatically assigned, ensuring that the game proceeds without delay.

From the perspective of persuasive design, this structure minimises friction and maximises
accessibility, corresponding to Fogg’s concept of increasing user ability. The constant
visibility of active bets and the presence of other players also function as social proof
(Cialdini, 2009), normalising participation and risk-taking behaviour. Unlike loot boxes,
where value is mediated through virtual items, coinflip operates as a more explicit gambling
mechanism, directly replicating win or loss betting scenarios within the platform’s virtual

currency system.
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Picture 7: Coinflip game
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Picture 8: Active coinflip game

3.2.5 Cases

The Cases section represents the central feature of the platform, built around the opening
of virtual boxes with unknown outcomes. Unlike traditional loot boxes in Counter-Strike,
these cases are fully designed and curated by the platform itself. Each case contains
a predefined pool of possible rewards, but the specific outcome remains randomised at the

moment of opening.

Users can choose between different categories such as low, medium, and high risk, which

signal the potential value and variability of rewards. High-risk cases typically include the
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possibility of obtaining high value skins, while also implying a lower probability of such
outcomes. The price of cases varies significantly, ranging from very low-cost options
(0.02 coins) to extremely expensive cases costing tens of thousands of coins. This wide range
enables participation across different spending levels while simultaneously encouraging

higher risk, higher cost engagement.

The visual design of the cases plays a crucial role in shaping user behaviour. Each case
is presented with a distinctive name, colourful design, and preview of potential rewards.
Importantly, these visuals are not derived from the original Counter-Strike interface but are
created by the platform itself. This allows for greater control over how rewards are framed
and presented, often emphasising high-value items and visually attractive outcomes.
From the perspective of persuasive design, this reflects the use of visual salience and
framing, where desirable rewards are highlighted to increase perceived value and motivate

engagement.

At the same time, the system operates on principles of variable reward schedules, where
outcomes are uncertain and distributed probabilistically. Such mechanics are known
to sustain repeated engagement, as users continue opening cases in pursuit of rare and
valuable items. These systems are often found in gambling environments, as noted in the
chapter “Gambling Mechanics: Variable Rewards, Near-Miss, Reinforcement”.
The categorisation into risk levels further reinforces this behaviour by explicitly framing the

activity as a trade-off between risk and reward.
The cases system exemplifies the gamblification of digital environments, combining

elements of chance, visual persuasion, and economic investment into a single interactive

mechanism that closely resembles gambling-like reward structures.
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Picture 9: Cases

The process of opening a specific case further intensifies the persuasive and gambling-like
characteristics of the system. Each case displays the potential rewards along with their
associated probabilities, which creates an impression of transparency. At the same time,
items are visually differentiated by coloured backgrounds indicating rarity tiers (blue, purple,
red, and gold), with higher-value items presented as more visually salient and desirable.
This system of specific colors for value tiers of the items is integrated from original cases
within the Counter Strike interface. Users can also toggle the option of “Empire Spin”, which
highlights the high value items during the roll, by changing their visual presentation to gold

coin. This option is purely visual and does not affect the drop chance.

The opening itself is accompanied by a spinning animation combined with repetitive clicking
sounds, closely resembling the mechanics of slot machines. During this animation, high-
value items frequently appear in close proximity to the final outcome, often passing by just
before the result is determined. This design reflects the near-miss effect, a well documented
phenomenon in gambling contexts, where outcomes that are close to winning increase
motivation to continue playing. As mentioned in “Audiovisual Persuasion and Interface
Design”, this effect, where players fail to obtain a desirable item, is linked to increasement

of motivation to continue engagement despite losses (Clark et al., 2009).
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Picture 10: Case opening

Users are also given the option to open multiple cases simultaneously, up to four, which
accelerates the betting cycle and increases the volume of engagement within a short period
of time. This contributes to the reinforcement loop typical of variable reward systems, where

repeated actions are encouraged through rapid feedback and uncertainty of outcome.

An additional layer of reinforcement is introduced through audiovisual feedback linked
to successful outcomes. When a user obtains an item of higher value than the cost of the
case, the platform highlights this event through animated visual effect, sparks surrounding
the current coin balance (Picture n.10). This celebratory feedback enhances the perceived

significance of wins and strengthens positive emotional responses associated with spending.

€2 Lvl 22
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Picture 11: Profit animation
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3.2.6 Case Battles

Another variation of case opening available on the platform is the “Case Battle” mode.
This format builds on the standard loot box mechanic but introduces direct competition
between players. Users can either create a new battle or join an existing one, with up to four
participants taking part simultaneously. All players open the same sequence of cases, and
the winner is determined by the total value of the obtained items, with the highest value

taking the entire pool.

This mode introduces a strong competitive dimension, transforming an individual activity
into a social and comparative experience. The presence of other players and visible outcomes
enhances engagement through competition and comparison, while the winner is visually
highlighted with green colour, reinforcing the association between success and reward.

This combines the bases of the coinflip game with the core of this site, the case opening.

From the perspective of persuasive design, case battles combine variable reward systems
with social dynamics, increasing both emotional intensity and perceived stakes.
Unlike standard case opening, where outcomes are evaluated individually, here the result is
directly compared against others. The format also amplifies the appeal of high-value

outcomes, as a single rare item can determine victory over multiple opponents.

Case battles represent a hybrid between loot box mechanics and competitive gambling,
where chance-based rewards are embedded within a multiplayer environment. This further
strengthens the convergence between gaming and gambling by combining uncertainty,

financial stakes, and social competition into a single system.

3.2.7 Match betting

Another feature available on the platform is Match Betting, which represents a further shift
away from gamified systems toward traditional forms of gambling. In this section, users can
place bets on real-world esports matches, including Counter-Strike, as well as on other
sports. The interface closely resembles conventional betting applications, displaying teams,

odds, and possible outcomes in a structured format.
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Unlike case opening or case battles, this mode does not involve virtual items, skins,
or audiovisual reward animations. Instead, it operates purely on predictive betting, where
users wager virtual currency on the outcome of matches. This removes the game-like layer

of item acquisition and replaces it with a more direct financial betting system.

This section highlights the continuum between gaming and gambling present on the
platform. While earlier features (cases or case battles) rely on gamified mechanics
and audiovisual persuasion, match betting aligns almost entirely with traditional gambling
logic. This demonstrates how a single platform integrates multiple layers of engagement,

ranging from playful, game-like systems to fully developed betting environments.
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Picture 12: Match betting

3.2.8 Marketplace

The Marketplace section allows users to exchange accumulated virtual currency for
Counter-Strike skins. Unlike previous sections focused on gambling mechanics, this
interface functions as a digital item store, where users can browse and purchase skins using

coins obtained through deposits or gameplay.

This feature plays a key role in connecting gambling activity with real economic value.
By enabling the conversion of virtual currency into tradable in-game items, the platform
creates a loop in which money is deposited, used in gambling-like systems, and then

transformed into assets with market value.
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Picture 13: Marketplace

3.2.9 Leaderboard

This section introduces a competitive reward system based on total wagering activity.
The platform features a global prize pool of 500,000 coins, distributed among the users
within a limited time period, indicated by a visible countdown. “Prizes go to the top
250 no "anonymous" racers, like on other casinos — we believe in radical transparency
(plus it's more fun for onlookers).” (CSGOEmpire, 2026) This structure directly incentivises
increased spending, as a user’s position depends solely on the volume of their bets. The more

a user wagers, the higher they rank and the greater their potential reward.

From the perspective of persuasive design, this system combines several key mechanisms
identified in the theoretical framework. First, it strongly relies on social comparison and
competition, as users can observe the rankings, wagered amounts, and identities of other
players. This aligns with Cialdini’s principle of social proof (2012), where visible
participation and high spending by others normalise and encourage similar behaviour.
The public leaderboard also reinforces status seeking motivations, linking financial
expenditure with recognition and prestige within the platform. Additionally, the limited time

for this event is using the persuasive technique of scarcity (Cialdini, 2012).

Second, the system can be interpreted through Fogg’s Behaviour Model (2009), where
motivation is significantly amplified by the presence of a large, time limited reward.

The countdown introduces urgency, while the continuous visibility of rankings acts
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as a trigger, repeatedly reminding users of their current position and potential gains. In

general, this whole section creates a new point of motivation for engaging with the platform.

Users who have already invested significant amounts may be more likely to continue
wagering in order to maintain or improve their rank, reflecting the logic of sunk costs and
loss aversion described in prospect theory (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979). Importantly,
rewards are not tied to successful outcomes, but to total expenditure, which shifts the focus

from winning to continuous participation.

Finally, this system reflects broader monetisation strategies, where a disproportionate share
of revenue is generated by a small group of high-spending users. By rewarding volume of
play rather than efficiency or success, the leaderboard effectively targets and incentivises
these “high spenders”, reinforcing sustained and intensified engagement (Zendle et al.,

2023).

The leaderboard represents one of the most explicit persuasive mechanisms on the platform,
transforming spending itself into a competitive and rewarded activity, and thereby

significantly strengthening the platform’s mechanics.
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Picture 14: Leaderboard
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3.2.10 Daily Free Cases: the “Honey Trap”

The platform also offers Daily Free Cases, which allow users to open a case for free at
regular time intervals. Users can choose between different risk levels (low, medium, high),
mirroring the structure of paid cases. While no immediate financial investment is required,

this feature plays a crucial role in sustaining long term engagement.

From the perspective of persuasive design, daily rewards function as a habit-forming
mechanism. By offering free rewards at fixed intervals, the platform encourages users to
return regularly, gradually integrating the activity into their daily routine. This aligns with
behavioural models of engagement, where repeated exposure and low effort interaction
increase the likelihood of continued use. Moreover, the wagering within the site is required
to obtain higher value items from the free cases, as the tooltip states: “Claim values increase

when you wager and decrease when you stop wagering.” (CSGOEmpire, 2026)

At the same time, this system can be interpreted through Cialdini’s (2012) principle
of reciprocity. By giving users something “for free”, the platform creates a subtle
psychological obligation to give something back, often in the form of continued play or
financial spending. Although the reward appears to be without cost, it serves as an entry

point into the broader monetisation system.

This dynamic is also reflected in user experience. As one player describing their experience
with such platforms states: “Be careful with this, I really want to warn you about it. A lot of
these sites give you something for free, but it’s basically a ‘honey trap’” (EvilBender47,
2025, translated by the author of the thesis). The initial free rewards can lead to gradual
accumulation of virtual currency, which may then be lost through gameplay, prompting
further deposits: “Over time I saved up some of those free coins, lost them, and that pushed
me to deposit money again... and again.” (EvilBender47, 2025, translated by the author
of the thesis) EvilBender47 claims that he lost over $50.000 on this type of site in the time

frame of 18 months.

Importantly, the time-based availability of these rewards introduces a persistent
psychological trigger. As the same user describes: “Because of those free spins, there was
always this little voice in the back of my head, like, in two hours you’ll get another free case.

You 're curious, and it keeps pulling you back, like a junkie.” (EvilBender47, 2025, translated
71



by the author of the thesis) This illustrates how anticipation and scheduled rewards can

maintain continuous cognitive engagement even outside active play.

Finally, although framed as “free”, these rewards are embedded within a broader system
designed to encourage spending: “That free bonus wasn’t really free in the end.”
(EvilBender47, 2025, translated by the author of the thesis) In this sense, daily cases function
less as a reward and more as a retention strategy that draws users into repeated interaction
cycles. The daily free case system exemplifies how seemingly harmless rewards can operate
as powerful persuasive tools, combining habit formation, reciprocity, and anticipation

to sustain engagement and potentially lead users toward increased financial involvement.

0 Daily Cases

Choose your daily case

Daily Case

Picture 15: Daily Cases

3.2.11 Bonus Cases

The platform also incorporates a progression system based on experience points (XP), which
are accumulated through user activity, particularly betting. The current level and progress
bar are continuously visible in the interface, and reaching a new level is accompanied by a
toast notification highlighting the achievement. (Picture n. 18 and 19) As users gain
experience, they advance through different ranks (Rust, Bronze, Silver, Gold, Diamond,
Uranium, Unbreakable), which unlock access to additional bonus cases. (Picture n. 20

and 21)

This system directly reflects progression mechanics, known from the theory of gamification
systems. Progress is represented through points, levels, and ranks, which function as
indicators of user advancement. As noted by Zichermann and Cunningham (2011), such
systems motivate users through their cumulative nature, encouraging repeated engagement.

Similarly, Rothschild and Gaidis (1981) argue that behaviour is more likely to be repeated
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when it is rewarded. The reward here is progressive, as the higher rank leads to higher

probability of receiving valuable items.

Importantly, the platform differentiates how much XP is earned depending on the type of
activity. For example, roulette generates 100 XP per coin wagered, cases and case battles
90 XP, while coinflip yields only 10 XP. Match betting provides between 25 and 50 XP
depending on the type of bet, while certain “risk-free” bets generate no XP at all
(CSGOEmpire, 2026). This uneven distribution suggests that the system is designed to
incentivise specific types of behaviour, particularly those that are more frequent or profitable

for the platform.

Another important element is the time-gated reward structure. Bonus cases are divided into
tiers with cooldown timers (Rust: 1 hour, Bronze: 2 hours, higher tiers: up to 6 hours),
meaning that rewards can only be claimed after a certain period has passed. This introduces
a recurring temporal loop, encouraging users to return to the platform regularly in order to

maximise rewards.

From a persuasive design perspective, this system combines reinforcement, habit formation,
and goal-setting mechanisms. Each bet contributes incrementally toward progression,
creating a continuous feedback loop where spending is directly tied to advancement.
The visible XP bar and level system act as persistent triggers, while unlocking new tiers

of rewards increases motivation to continue.

The ranking structure also introduces a status dimension, where higher levels signal
experience and engagement within the platform. As discussed by Thiebes, Lins and Basten
(2014), such systems function as social influence mechanisms, making user performance
visible and meaningful within a community context. This system is supported by the fact,
that each of the mention ranks has a visual representation in the form of a badge. The design

and the badge colour differs with each rank and is visible to all other users.

The XP and bonus case system exemplifies how progression mechanics are strategically
integrated into a monetisation framework. By linking rewards to continuous activity,
differentiating XP gains across game modes, and introducing time-based restrictions, the
platform creates a structured environment that encourages repeated engagement and

sustained spending.
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3.2.12 Summary of Walkthrough Analysis: CSGOEmpire

The walkthrough of the CSGOEmpire platform revealed a complex system of interconnected
mechanics that combine elements of gamification, persuasive design, and gambling. Across
the analysed sections, several specific features were identified as key drivers of user

engagement and spending behaviour.

At the core of the platform are gambling-like systems such as cases, roulette (default
homepage), coinflip, case battles, and match betting. These features rely on chance-based
outcomes and direct financial stakes, with coinflip, roulette and match betting representing
explicit forms of gambling games. In contrast, case opening systems introduce gamblified
mechanics, where users purchase cases with uncertain outcomes. These systems are
enhanced by audiovisual design elements, including spinning animations, clicking sounds,
and the presence of the near-miss effect, where high value items narrowly “pass by” during
the roll. Additionally, items are visually framed through rarity colour coding, increasing the

perceived desirability of high value rewards.

A central mechanism across the platform is the use of virtual currency (Empire Coins),
which abstracts real monetary value. Users deposit real money or skins and convert them
into coins, which are then used for betting. This creates a psychological distance from real-
world spending and facilitates repeated transactions. The loop is completed through the
marketplace, where coins can be exchanged back into tradable Counter-Strike skins,

effectively reconnecting virtual play with “real” items.
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The platform further employs several persuasive and retention-oriented features.
The leaderboard system, with a coin prize pool, rewards users based on total wagered
amounts rather than success, directly incentivising higher spending. The daily free cases
introduce time based rewards that encourage habitual return to the platform, functioning as a
form of reciprocity and habit formation. Similarly, the XP and progression system links
betting activity to levels, ranks, and bonus cases, with different game modes providing
varying amounts of XP (e.g., roulette and cases significantly more than coinflip), thereby

incentivising specific behaviours.

Additional social and behavioural triggers are present throughout the interface. The visibility
of other players’ bets, public chat, and ongoing games reinforces social proof, while features
such as instant matchmaking (including bots in coinflip) ensure continuous availability
of play. The platform also reduces friction through easy deposit options and seamless

transitions between sections, maintaining a continuous cycle of interaction.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that CSGOEmpire is not composed of isolated
features, but rather a highly integrated system designed to guide users through a repetitive
loop of deposit, play, reward/loss, reinvestment. By combining concrete design elements
such as near miss effects, virtual currency abstraction, time gated rewards, competitive
leaderboards, and progression systems, the platform systematically encourages prolonged

engagement and increased financial participation.

Building on this in-depth analysis, several key design elements can be identified as primary
drivers shaping user behaviour on the platform. These include chance-based reward systems,
explicit gambling games (roulette, coinflip, matchbetting), the use of virtual currency, player
versus player gambling, retention mechanisms such as daily rewards and progression
systems, competitive incentives in the form of leaderboards, and social features that

normalise participation (online chat).

Together, these elements form the core structural components through which user

engagement, repetition, and spending are encouraged.

While these findings are grounded in the detailed analysis of CSGOEmpire, it is important
to consider whether these mechanisms are unique to this platform or represent broader design

patterns across similar services. In particular, certain features, most notably loot box
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systems, can be understood as foundational elements of this platform category, and are
therefore expected to be present across all analysed cases. Other elements, such as social
features, progression systems, or specific gambling mechanics, may vary in their

implementation and prominence.

The following section therefore extends the analysis beyond a single platform and examines
the presence of these key behavioural-shaping mechanisms across multiple services within
the skin gambling ecosystem, which were already put into the research during choosing the

representative platform for walkthrough method.

3.3 Platform comparison

The analysis extends beyond a single platform to examine how similar systems are
implemented across multiple skin gambling websites. Instead of focusing on individual
mechanics in isolation, the comparison identifies recurring structural patterns as well as
differences in their implementation. This makes it possible to assess whether the observed
design features represent isolated cases or broader tendencies within the range of skin

gambling platforms.

3.3.1 Operationalisation of Comparative Categories

In order to extend the analysis beyond a single case study, it is necessary to define a set of
analytical categories that can be systematically observed across multiple platforms.
Based on the findings of the walkthrough analysis, several key design elements were
selected as indicators of persuasive and gambling-like mechanisms. These categories are

defined below to ensure consistency in the comparative analysis.

1. Loot box systems (cases)

Loot box systems represent a foundational feature of the analysed platforms. All selected
websites are built around the opening of cases with randomised rewards, and therefore this
element is considered a constant across the dataset rather than a differentiating factor.

As such, it is not included in the comparative table.
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2. Social features

This category refers to any interface elements that make other users’ activity visible and
contribute to social proof. This may include live chat, live feeds of recent wins or drops,
visible betting activity, or lists of active players. The presence of such features is relevant as

they can normalise participation and reinforce engagement through social comparison.

3. Virtual currency systems

This category captures the use of platform-specific currencies (coins, tokens) that abstract
real monetary value. Importantly, this does not necessarily refer only to the primary
transaction system. Even if a platform allows direct deposits in real currency or skins, the
presence of any intermediary virtual currency used for betting or transactions is considered
relevant. These systems play a key role in framing spending behaviour and reducing

perceived financial risk.

4. Direct gambling mechanics

This category includes game modes that resemble traditional forms of gambling, such as
roulette, coinflip, or match betting. Unlike loot box systems, these mechanics involve
explicit wagering with binary or probabilistic outcomes and do not rely on item-based
rewards. Their presence indicates a shift from gamblified systems toward more explicit

gambling structures.

5. Player-versus-player (PvP) gambling systems

This refers to gambling mechanics where users compete directly against each other, such as
coinflip matches or case battles. These systems introduce a social and competitive dimension
to gambling, often increasing engagement through direct interaction and perceived skill

or rivalry.

6. Retention and reward systems (free rewards)
This category includes mechanics that provide users with free rewards over time, such
as daily cases, free spins, or time-based bonuses. These features are particularly relevant

as they support habit formation, recurring engagement, and long-term retention.
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7. Competitive systems (leaderboards)

This category captures the presence of ranking systems where users are rewarded based
on their activity, typically through wagered amounts or performance. Leaderboards
introduce elements of competition, status, and social comparison, often incentivising higher

levels of participation and spending.

8. Progression systems (levels, XP, ranks)

This refers to systems that track user progression over time through experience points, levels,
or ranks. These systems are often tied to rewards (e.g., bonus cases) and function as long-
term engagement mechanisms by linking continued activity with advancement and reward

systems.

These categories provide a structured framework for comparing platforms and identifying
recurring design patterns. By systematically examining their presence or absence, the
platform comparison aims to determine whether the persuasive and gambling-like

mechanisms identified in the case study are characteristic for the particular type of websites.

3.3.2 Cross platform Comparison

The comparative overview of selected skin gambling platforms is based on the categories
defined above. Each platform is evaluated according to the presence or absence of specific

design features that were identified as relevant for shaping user behaviour.

The comparison is based on publicly accessible interface elements and observable platform
functionalities. The goal is not to provide an exhaustive analysis of each platform, but rather
to identify recurring patterns and structural similarities within the ecosystem. The ranking
in the table is based on their average score within ranking in Social media popularity and
Traffic, described in the chapter Platform selection. The following table summarises the
presence of these categories across the analysed platforms. Each feature is coded as either
present (1) or absent (0), allowing for a clear comparison of how widely specific behavioural

mechanisms are implemented within the range of platforms.
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Table 4: Platform Comparison

csgoempire.com 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
hellcase.com 1 1 0 1 1 1 1
skin.club 1 1 0 1 1 1 1
clash.gg 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
farmskins.com 1 1 0 1 1 0 1
csgoroll.com 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
skinrave.gg 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
rain.gg 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
csgoluck.com 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
csgold.gg 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Hellcase.com

Hellcase 1s primarily oriented around loot box mechanics, with social features present in the
form of recent drops, displaying other users’ wins alongside their usernames. The platform
does not include direct gambling systems such as roulette or coinflip. Instead, interaction
is centred on case opening. However, a Player versus Player (PvP) element is present
through case battles, where players compete by opening the same cases, with the highest

value outcome taking all rewards.

The platform incorporates retention and progression systems, including daily free cases and
aweekly leaderboard (Case Race) that rewards users based on activity. A progression system
is implemented through profile levels, which increase access to rewards. Additionally,
Hellcase utilises multiple forms of virtual currency, such as WarTag points and event-based
tokens, which can be used to access specific cases or boost progression (e.g., purchasing XP

boosts).
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Skin.Club

SkinClub similarly centres on loot box mechanics, with social features implemented through
recent drops that display other users’ winnings. The platform does not include direct
gambling systems such as roulette or coinflip, however, a PvP gambling element is present

through case battles.

In terms of monetisation and engagement, SkinClub incorporates multiple forms of virtual
currency beyond its primary system, including Pearls Coins and Giveaway tickets, which
are used to participate in limited time rewards and increase chances of winning. Retention
mechanisms are present in the form of daily free rewards, while competitive elements are

introduced through weekly leaderboards that reward the most active users.

A progression system is also implemented, where users gain experience points through
wagering on cases and case battles. Higher levels unlock increased access to daily rewards,

reinforcing continued engagement.

Clash.gg

Clash.gg represents a more complex platform that combines loot box mechanics with direct
gambling systems. Social features are present through a live chat, reinforcing user interaction
and social proof. The platform utilises virtual currency in the form of Gems and Coins, which
are interchangeable but abstracted from real-world value (large numerical conversions per

USD), contributing to reduced transparency of spending.

Clash.gg includes explicit gambling mechanics such as roulette (Double) and games of
chance like Mines, where users reveal tiles with uncertain outcomes. A PvP gambling
element is also present through case battles, maintaining the competitive dimension seen

across similar platforms.

Retention is supported through multiple reward systems, including free cases, deposit-based
bonuses, and mission-based rewards tied to user activity (wagering or gameplay milestones).
The platform also incorporates a progression system, where user levels unlock additional

features and game modes. Competitive elements are reinforced through time limited
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leaderboards that reward the most active users, further incentivising continued participation

and higher levels of engagement.

Farmskins.com

Farmskins is primarily focused on loot box mechanics, with social features present through
recent drops that display other users’ winnings. The platform does not include direct
gambling systems such as roulette or similar chance-based games. The PvP element

is implemented through case battles, where users compete by opening identical cases.

The platform incorporates multiple forms of virtual currency beyond its primary monetary
system, including Bullets, which function as a cashback mechanism tied to user spending,
and Crystals, which are earned through tasks and promotions and can be used to access
reward cases. These systems contribute to ongoing engagement by introducing alternative

reward loops and reinforcing continued activity.

Retention mechanisms are present in the form of daily bonus cases, encouraging repeated
visits. Additionally, Farmskins includes a progression system based on user levels, where

advancing unlocks rewards such as virtual currency or in-game items.

CSGORoll.com

CSGOROoll combines loot box mechanics with direct gambling systems. Social features are
present through a /ive chat, supporting interaction and reinforcing social proof among users.
The platform operates with its own virtual currency, Chips, which is used for all transactions

and further abstracts real monetary value.

Unlike purely case focused platforms, CSGOROoll includes explicit gambling mechanics
such as roulette and dice roll games, where users wager on probabilistic outcomes. A PvP
gambling element is also present through case battles, maintaining a competitive dimension

similar to other platforms.
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Retention mechanisms include daily free cases, encouraging repeated engagement, while
competitive incentives are introduced through leaderboard system, Daily Race, which
reward users based on their wagering activity. Additionally, the platform incorporates

a progression system, where users level up through activity and unlock further rewards.

Skinrave.gg

Skinrave represents a hybrid platform combining loot box mechanics with a wide range
of direct gambling systems. Social features are present through a live chat, supporting
interaction and reinforcing social proof. The platform utilises a dual virtual currency system,

consisting of Tokens (base mode) and Coins (fun mode), which abstracts real monetary value.

This site offers multiple direct gambling games, including roulette, coinflip, keno, and wheel
games. PvP gambling is present not only through case battles but also within certain
gambling modes (wheel game), where multiple users participate simultaneously and

compete for a shared outcome.

Retention mechanisms include daily free cases, encouraging repeated engagement, while
competitive elements are implemented through time limited leaderboard systems, Races, that
reward users based on accumulated activity. The platform also incorporates a progression

system, where leveling up grants users keys used to unlock reward cases.

Rain.gg

Rain.gg represents a hybrid platform combining loot box mechanics with direct gambling
systems. Social features are present through both /ive chat and recent drops, which display
other users’ activity. The platform operates using its own virtual currency (Coins), alongside
additional event-based currency (Eggs), which can be used to access special cases, further

diversifying engagement mechanisms.

Direct gambling is implemented through games such as roulette (labelled as Double), while
PvP interaction is present through case battles. Retention is strongly supported through
a system of free rewards distributed on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis, encouraging

repeated engagement over multiple timeframes.
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Competitive elements are introduced via leaderboard systems (Weekly Race), where users
are rewarded based on activity. Additionally, the platform includes a progression system
in the form of profile leveling, where users gain ranks and associated benefits, reinforcing

long term engagement and continued participation.

CSGOLuck.com
Social feature on CSGOLuck is present through a live chat, supporting interaction
and communication. The platform utilises its own virtual currency (Coins), which is used

for all transactions and contributes to the abstraction of real monetary value.

The platform includes multiple direct gambling mechanics, such as coinflip, mines,
and match betting, allowing users to engage in explicit wagering systems. A PvP element is

also present through case battles, maintaining a competitive interaction between users.

Retention mechanisms include daily free cases, encouraging repeated visits, while
competitive elements are implemented through leaderboard systems (labelled as Rankings),
where users are rewarded based on their wagering activity. Additionally, CSGOLuck
incorporates a progression system, where users gain experience through gameplay,

increasing their level and unlocking improved daily rewards.

CSGOLD.gg

CSGOLD, or CSGODiamonds, represents a hybrid platform combining loot box mechanics
with a wide range of direct gambling systems. Social features are present through both live
chat and recent drops, making user activity highly visible and reinforcing social proof.

The platform operates using its own virtual Coins, which is used for all transactions.

The platform includes multiple direct gambling mechanics, such as dice, spin, mines, and
even sports match betting, indicating a strong shift towards traditional gambling structures.
A PvP element is also present through case battles, maintaining competitive interaction

between users.
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Retention mechanisms are implemented through daily free cases, encouraging repeated
engagement. Competitive elements are supported by weekly leaderboard system that
rewards users based on their wagering activity. Additionally, the platform incorporates
a progression system, where users level up over time and gain access to increasingly valuable

level cases.

3.3.3 Summary of Cross-platform comparison

The comparative analysis demonstrates that the key behavioural shaping mechanisms
identified in the CSGOEmpire walkthrough are not unique to a single platform but rather

represent consistent design patterns across the broader skin gambling ecosystem.

As shown in Table 4, several features are present across all analysed platforms (10/10).
These include social features, virtual currency systems, PvP gambling (case battles),
retention mechanisms (free daily rewards), and progression systems. The universal presence
of these elements suggests that they form the structural foundation of this platform category.
Their consistency across services indicates a shared design logic aimed at sustaining

engagement, normalising participation, and encouraging repeated interaction.

Other features show slightly more variation. Competitive leaderboards are present on 9 out
of 10 platforms, indicating that performance-based rewards tied to user activity (often
measured through wagering volume) are a highly dominant, though not entirely universal,
strategy. In contrast, direct gambling mechanics (such as roulette, coinflip, or betting
systems) appear on 8 out of 10 platforms. This suggests a partial divergence within the
ecosystem, where some platforms remain focused primarily on case opening mechanics,

while others expand into more explicit forms of gambling.

These findings reinforce the conclusion that platforms such as CSGOEmpire represent not
an outlier, but rather a more fully developed version of a broader design paradigm.
While individual implementations may differ in complexity or emphasis, the underlying
systems, like combining chance-based rewards, virtual currencies, social reinforcement, and

progression-driven incentives, remain largely consistent.
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Taken together, the results indicate that skin gambling platforms operate through a shared
set of behavioural design principles, systematically structuring user interaction around

repetition, competition, and monetisation.
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4 Discussion

This chapter interprets the findings of the empirical analysis in relation to the theoretical
framework outlined earlier in the thesis. It discusses how the identified design features align
with existing research on persuasive design, gamification, and gambling-related

mechanisms, and considers their implications for user behaviour and platform design.

4.1 Analysis Results

This thesis examined how persuasive design strategies, gamblified systems, and gambling
mechanics are implemented within skin gambling platforms, with a focus on their influence
on user behaviour. The findings from both the in-depth walkthrough analysis
of CSGOEmpire and the subsequent cross platform comparison indicate that these
mechanisms are not isolated but rather form a consistent design pattern across the analysed

ecosystem.

The walkthrough analysis shows that CSGOEmpire operates as a tightly integrated system
in which multiple behavioural drivers are combined. These include chance-based reward
systems (cases), explicit gambling mechanics (roulette, coinflip, match betting), the use
of virtual currency, and progression-based reward structures. These findings align with the
concept of persuasive systems as described by Fogg (2009), where behaviour is shaped
through the interaction of motivation, ability, and triggers. The platform simultaneously
motivates users through the anticipation of rewards, reduces friction through simple

interaction design, and repeatedly prompts action through time-based and visual triggers.

A central mechanism identified across the platform is the use of virtual currency, which
abstracts real monetary value. As outlined in the theoretical framework, virtual currencies
function as a key tool of aggressive monetisation, as they obscure real-world costs and
reduce users’ sensitivity to spending (Tomi¢ and Aleksi¢, 2024). This was evident in all
analysed platforms, where real money or skins are converted into platform-specific
currencies (Coins, Gems, Chips), facilitating repeated transactions and continuous

engagement.
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The role of gamblification is also clearly reflected in the findings. As described by King
and Delfabbro (2018), gamblification refers to the integration of gambling-like mechanics
into game-like environments. Across the analysed platforms, core interactions are structured
around probabilistic reward systems, including case opening, roulette style games, and PvP
formats such as case battles. These systems rely on variable ratio reinforcement, where
rewards are delivered unpredictably, a mechanism known to sustain repeated behaviour over
time. The presence of near-miss effects and audiovisual feedback further strengthens this

loop, as these elements increase anticipation and emotional engagement.

The platform further employs several retention-oriented features, particularly in the form of
daily free cases and bonus rewards. These mechanics create the gambling loop, where users
who receive free rewards may feel encouraged to continue engagement. At the same time,
time gated rewards function as recurring triggers within Fogg’s behavioural model (2009),
repeatedly bringing users back to the platform. Qualitative insights, such as user testimony
describing free rewards as a “honey trap”, further illustrate how these systems contribute to

habit formation and prolonged interaction.

Another important aspect is the use of progression systems and leaderboards, which align
with established gamification frameworks (Zichermann and Cunningham, 2011).
The analysed platforms implement XP systems, levels, and rank-based rewards that
reinforce continuous activity. As suggested by Rothschild and Gaidis (1981), behaviour that
is rewarded is more likely to be repeated. Notably, leaderboard systems reward the total
amount wagered rather than successful outcomes, which directly incentivises higher

spending rather than strategic play.

Social features such as live chat and visible recent drops play an important role, as they
contribute to social proof and normalisation of behaviour. As discussed in the theoretical
framework, visible activity of other users can influence individual decision making and
reinforce participation (Cialdini, 2012). This dynamic can also be linked to the concept of the
player or prosumer commodity (Nieborg, 2015), where user activity itself becomes a source

of value within the platform ecosystem.
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The comparative analysis demonstrates that these features are not unique to CSGOEmpire.
Instead, they appear consistently across the analysed platforms, often in very similar forms.
Most platforms implement virtual currencies, PvP gambling systems, retention rewards,
progression mechanics, and competitive leaderboards. This suggests that these elements
represent standardised design practices within the skin gambling ecosystem rather than

isolated innovations.

The analysis shows that CSGOEmpire is not composed of isolated features, but rather
operates as a tightly interconnected system in which individual elements reinforce one
another. Gambling-like mechanics, virtual currency, progression systems, and social
features do not function independently, but are integrated into a continuous cycle of deposit,

play, reward or loss, and reinvestment.

What emerges is a platform structure that actively sustains user engagement over
time. Design elements such as near-miss effects, time-gated rewards, competitive
leaderboards, and progression systems contribute to an environment where interaction is not
only encouraged, but continuously maintained. In this sense, the platform can be understood
not simply as a collection of games, but as a system designed to guide user behaviour through

repeated and structured interaction.

This raises broader questions about the role of such systems within the contemporary digital
games ecosystem. The findings suggest that the integration of gamblification and persuasive
design is not incidental, but increasingly embedded as a standard approach to monetisation
and engagement. This development challenges traditional distinctions between play
and gambling, especially in the analysed environments. In this context, the evolution from
cosmetic microtransactions, through loot boxes, to the emergence of third party gambling
platforms makes it relevant to ask whether these design practices should be understood
as a natural evolution of digital game design, or as potentially problematic systems that

prioritise monetisation through behavioural manipulation.

This becomes particularly significant when considering that many of the identified
mechanisms, such as variable reward schedules, near-miss effects, and continuous

reinforcement loops, are directly associated with patterns of repeated behaviour and, in some
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cases, problematic gambling engagement (King and Delfabbro, 2018; Zendle and Cairns,
2018). The combination of these elements with virtual currency systems and reduced
spending transparency may further amplify their impact, as users are less able to accurately
perceive financial risk. The consistent presence of these mechanisms across platforms
therefore suggests that this is not an isolated phenomenon, but part of a wider structural trend
within the industry, raising important concerns about the normalisation of gambling-like

systems in digital environments.

The significance of these findings extends beyond the analysis of a single platform and
contributes to a broader understanding of how digital environments, especially those with
gamblified monetisation structures, shape user behaviour. From the perspective of users, the
identification of specific persuasive and gamblified design elements may increase awareness
of how interaction is guided and potentially manipulated. Recognising mechanisms such
as variable rewards, virtual currency abstraction, or time-gated incentives can enable users
to more critically engage with these platforms and potentially resist patterns of repeated

spending and prolonged interaction.

At the same time, these results are relevant for ongoing discussions surrounding regulation
and consumer protection. By identifying concrete interface features and behavioural
mechanisms, this research contributes to a more precise understanding of what constitutes
gambling-like design in digital environments. This may support regulatory efforts aimed
at addressing problematic practices, particularly in relation to transparency, the use of virtual
currencies, and the integration of chance-based systems within otherwise entertainment-
oriented platforms. The findings highlight that these systems often operate in a regulatory

grey area, despite employing mechanisms functionally similar to traditional gambling.

While the identified mechanisms can be understood as potentially manipulative or risky,
they simultaneously represent highly effective tools for driving engagement and retention.
As such, this research can also be interpreted as a reflection of current design trends within
digital platforms, where behavioural influence is increasingly embedded into system
architecture. This dual perspective highlights a central tension within contemporary digital
design, where the same mechanisms can be used both to enhance user experience and to

maximise monetisation, raising important ethical questions about their implementation.
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4.2 Research Limitations

This study provides a qualitative insight into the design and behavioural mechanisms of skin

gambling platforms. However, several limitations should be acknowledged.

First, the research is based on the walkthrough analysis of a single platform (CSGOEmpire).
Although this approach allows for a detailed and in-depth understanding of interface design
and user experience, it inherently limits the generalisability of the findings. While the
subsequent comparative analysis suggests that many identified features are present across
multiple platforms, these findings are based on surface level observation rather than equally

detailed analysis of each platform.

Second, the study relies on a qualitative methodological approach, which focuses on the
interpretation of interface elements rather than measurable behavioural outcomes.
As aresult, the research identifies potential influences on user behaviour but does not
empirically verify how users actually respond to these mechanisms. The conclusions are

therefore interpretative and should be understood as indicative rather than definitive.

Another limitation concerns the lack of user centred data. The analysis is conducted from
the perspective of the researcher as a user, rather than through direct data collection from
actual users (interviews, surveys, or behavioural tracking). While illustrative examples, such
as personal testimony of gambling experiences, provide valuable context, they cannot

be considered representative of the broader user population.

This limitation is further reinforced by the restricted financial scope of the research. The
analysis was conducted with a limited budget, which constrained the extent of interaction
with the platform. As a result, the experimental user was able to reach only level 27
(Bronze rank) within the progression system and participate in approximately 350—400 bets
before exhausting the available resources. Higher levels and advanced reward systems may
therefore not have been fully explored, which could limit the completeness of the analysis,

particularly in relation to longer term progression mechanics and high level user incentives.
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The study is also limited by the dynamic nature of digital platforms. Skin gambling websites
are continuously updated, with changes in interface design, reward systems,
and monetisation strategies. The findings therefore reflect the state of the platforms at the

time of analysis and may not fully capture future developments or modifications.

Additionally, the comparative analysis simplifies platform features into binary categories
(presence/absence). While this approach enables a clear cross platform comparison, it does
not capture differences in the intensity, implementation, or prominence of specific features.
For example, while progression systems or retention rewards may be present across

platforms, their actual impact on user behaviour may vary significantly.

Finally, the research focuses specifically on Counter-Strike skin gambling platforms, which
limits its applicability to other types of digital gambling or monetised gaming environments.
Although some findings may be transferable to broader contexts, the results are most directly

relevant to platforms operating within this specific ecosystem.

Despite these limitations, the study provides a structured and theoretically grounded analysis
of persuasive and gamblified design practices, offering a foundation for future research that

could incorporate quantitative methods or user-based data collection.

4.3 Future Research

The findings of this study open several directions for future research that could further

deepen the understanding of behavioural mechanisms within skin gambling platforms.

One important avenue is the application of quantitative research methods. Future studies
could analyse user behaviour at scale, focusing on metrics such as the most frequently used
game modes, the distribution of wagers across different features, or the overall financial flow
within platforms. Such data would allow researchers to identify which specific mechanics
(case opening, roulette, case battles) generate the highest engagement and spending.
This would provide empirical validation of the behavioural patterns identified in this study

and help determine the relative impact of individual design elements.
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Another promising direction lies in user centred qualitative research. While this study relied
primarily on interface analysis and limited illustrative testimonies, future research could
incorporate in-depth interviews with users of these platforms. In particular, focusing on high-
spending users (“whales”) could provide valuable insight into the motivations, decision
making processes, and emotional experiences associated with prolonged engagement and
high financial investment. Such research could help uncover which specific features or

design elements are most effective in retaining users and encouraging continued spending.

Additionally, future research could explore longitudinal aspects of user behaviour,
examining how engagement evolves over time. This could include studying how users
progress through levels, how their spending patterns change, or how retention mechanisms

such as daily rewards influence long-term activity.

Finally, further studies could extend the scope beyond Counter-Strike skin gambling
platforms and examine whether similar persuasive and gamblified mechanisms are present
in other digital environments, such as mobile games, online casinos, or different virtual item
economies. This would contribute to a broader understanding of how these design practices

operate across the other similar platforms.
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Conclusion

This thesis analyses how persuasive design strategies, gambling-like mechanics,
and behavioural triggers are implemented on loot-box-based platforms. The research focuses
on identifying specific features that shape user behaviour, particularly in relation to repeated

engagement, prolonged interaction, and financial expenditure.

The theoretical part of the thesis establishes a conceptual framework drawing from
persuasive technology, behavioural psychology, and gamification and gamblification
studies. Particular attention is paid to concepts such as the Foggs Behaviour Model (2009)
and the broader notion of gaming—gambling convergence (King and Delfabbro, 2018).
These theories provided the foundation for understanding how digital environments
can influence user decision-making and behaviour through design. The thesis also addressed
the role of loot boxes, virtual item economies, and the gradual integration of gambling-like

mechanics into gaming environments.

The methodological approach combines platform selection, qualitative interface analysis,
and comparative analysis. First, a representative platform (CSGOEmpire) is selected based
on indicators of popularity, including social media presence and web traffic. The platform
is analysed using the walkthrough method (Light, Burgess and Duguay, 2018), which allows
a systematic exploration of the interface from the perspective of a regular user. This method
makes it possible to identify specific persuasive elements and behavioural triggers embedded

within the platform’s design.

Finally, a comparative analysis is conducted across multiple platforms within the same
ecosystem to determine whether the identified features represent broader design patterns.
While the original research design proposal was based on a single platform walkthrough
analysis, the actual study is further extended during the research process to set the research
within a broader context of gambling platforms. Other refinements include a slight
reorganisation of chapters and the addition of a section on the development of game
monetisation in order to provide a more comprehensive theoretical background. At the same
time, certain aspects were deliberately narrowed, such as highlighting the audiovisual

elements specifically within chosen loot box systems rather than conducting a full
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audiovisual analysis theory and examination, and excluding social media communication
of platforms, as this falls beyond the scope of interface-based persuasive design. These
adjustments did not alter the core research focus, but allowed for a more precise and

analytically coherent approach.

The walkthrough analysis reveals that CSGOEmpire operates as a highly integrated system
combining gambling mechanics, gamification, and persuasive design. Key features included
chance-based reward systems (cases), explicit gambling games (roulette, coinflip, match
betting), the use of virtual currency, player-versus-player gambling modes, and multiple
retention mechanisms such as daily rewards and progression systems. Additional elements
such as leaderboards, social features (chat, visible bets), and audiovisual reinforcement
(near-miss effects, animations) further contribute to shaping user behaviour. Together, these

components create a continuous loop of deposit, play, reward or loss, and reinvestment.

The comparative analysis demonstrates that these features are not unique to CSGOEmpire
but are consistently present across other skin gambling platforms. While individual
implementations may vary, core mechanisms such as virtual currencies, PvP gambling,
retention systems, and competitive incentives appear across the analysed services.
This suggests that these elements represent standardised design patterns within the broader

ecosystem rather than isolated features of a single platform.

The findings indicate that skin gambling platforms systematically employ persuasive and
gamified design strategies to encourage user engagement and financial participation.
These platforms operate at the intersection of gaming and gambling, where entertainment,
economic activity, and behavioural influence converge. The results of this study contribute
to a deeper understanding of how such systems function and highlight the importance

of further research and regulatory attention in this rapidly evolving digital environment.
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These findings highlight that skin gambling platforms are not merely entertainment systems,
but structured environments that actively shape user behaviour through design towards
prolonged spending behaviour. This has broader implications for user awareness
and consumer protection, while also contributing to ongoing discussions about the
increasingly blurred boundaries between gaming and gambling and the need for appropriate

regulatory frameworks in digital environments.
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Zavér
Tato diplomova prace se zabyva presvédCovacimi strategiemi, hazardnimi mechanikami
a behavioralnimi vzorci na loot boxovych platformdch. Vyzkum se zaméfil

na identifikaci konkrétnich prvkl, které formuji chovani uzivatelt, zejména ve vztahu

k opakované aktivité, prodlouzené interakci a vynalozeni finan¢nich prostiedki.

Teoreticka ¢ast prace pokladd konceptudlni zdklad vychdzejici z teorii persvazivnich
technologii, behavioralni psychologie a studii gamifikace a gamblifikace. Zvlastni pozornost
byla vé€novana konceptiim uzce spojenych s analyzou, jako je Foggiiv behavioralni model
(2009) a sirsi pojeti konvergence her a hazardu (King a Delfabbro, 2018). Tyto teoretické
pfistupy poskytly zaklad pro pochopeni toho, jak mohou digitalni prostfedi prostiednictvim
designu ovliviiovat rozhodovani a chovani uzivatell. Prace se dale vénovala roli loot box,
ekonomikdm tvofenym virtudlnimi pifedméty a postupné integraci hazardnich prvkl

do herniho prostredi.

Metodologicky pfistup kombinuje vybér platformy, kvalitativni analyzu uZzivatelského
rozhrani a komparativni analyzu. Nejprve je na zaklad¢ ukazatelll popularity, jako je aktivita
na socialnich sitich a navstévnost webu, vybrana reprezentativni platforma (CSGOEmpire).
Ta je nasledné€ analyzovana pomoci walkthrough method (Light, Burgess a Duguay, 2018),
ktera umoznuje systematické zkoumani rozhrani z perspektivy bézného uzivatele. Diky této
metod¢ je mozné identifikovat konkrétni presvédCovaci prvky a behavioralni podnéty

zakotvené v designu platformy.

Naslednd komparativni analyza napfi¢ vice platformami v ramci stejného ekosystému
s zkoumad, zda identifikované prvky predstavuji SirSi designové vzorce v rdmci daného
vybéru. Pivodni vyzkumny navrh vychézel z analyzy jediné platformy, v pritb¢hu vyzkumu
byl vSak rozsifen tak, aby zasadil zkoumany jev do SirSiho kontextu gamblingovych
platforem. Soucasné doslo k dil¢im upravam, jako bylo pfeorganizovani kapitol a doplnéni
¢asti vénované vyvoji monetizace her, ktera prispéla k ucelenéjSimu teoretickému ukotveni
tématu. Naopak nékteré oblasti byly zdmérné zuZeny, naptiklad zaméteni na audiovizudlni
analyzu, kterd je pfitomna jako zminka o konkrétnich prvcich v ramci zkoumanych

lootboxt. Déle byl vyloucen vyzkum komunikace platforem na socidlnich sitich, ktery
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presahuje ramec piesvédCovacich strategii designu pifimo v rozhrani. Tyto upravy neménily
zakladni zaméfeni vyzkumu, ale umoznily jeho presnéjsi a analyticky soudrznéjsi

zpracovani.

Analyza platformy CSGOEmpire ukazala, ze jde o provazany systém, ktery kombinuje
hazardni mechaniky, prvky gamifikace a presvédcovaci strategie v designu. Mezi klicové
prvky patii systémy nahodnych odmeén (cases), explicitni hazardni hry (ruleta, coinflip,
sdzeni na zapasy), vyuziti virtualni mény, kompetitivni herni reZimy a retencni mechanismy,
jako denni odmény ¢i systémy postupu. Dalsi prvky, jako jsou zZebticky, socialni funkce
(chat, viditelné sazky ostatnich hracl) a audiovizuélni podnéty (napt. near-miss efekt nebo
animace), dale pfispivaji k utvafeni chovani uzivatelti. Spole¢né tyto prvky vytvaieji

kontinuélni cyklus vkladd, hry, vyhry ¢i prohry a nasledné reinvestice.

Komparativni analyza ukazuje, ze tyto prvky nejsou specifické pouze pro CSGOEmpire, ale
objevuji se napfi¢ dalSimi platformami se stejnym zaméienim. Piestoze se jejich konkrétni
implementace muiZze liSit, zdkladni mechanismy, jako jsou virtudlni mény, kompetitivni
gambling, retencni systémy ¢i soutézni prvky, jsou pfitomny napfi¢ analyzovanymi
sluzbami. To naznacuje, ze se nejedna o ojedinélé feSeni, ale o standardizované designové

vzorce v ramci SirSiho vybéru platforem.

Zjisténi ukazuji, ze platformy pro skin gambling (loot boxové paltformy) systematicky
vyuzivaji presvédCovaci a gamblifikacni designové strategie k podpofe zapojeni uzivatell
a vynakladani finan¢nich prosttedki. Tyto platformy se pohybuji na pomezi her a hazardu,
kde se propojuji zdbava, ekonomicka aktivita a cilené ovliviiovani uzivateld. Vysledky prace
tak prispivaji k lepsimu pochopeni fungovani téchto systémt a zaroven poukazuji na potiebu

dalSiho vyzkumu a zaméfeni na regulaci v této dynamicky se vyvijejici oblasti.

Vyzkum zéaroven ukazuje, Ze platformy pro skin gambling nelze chépat pouze jako zdbavni
sluzby, ale jako strukturovana prostfedi, kterd prostfednictvim designu aktivné formuji
chovani uzivateli smérem k dlouhodobé¢ a opakované financni participaci. Vyznam ma prace
jak pro informovanost uzivatelii a jejich ochranu, tak pro rozvoj debaty o stile vice se

stirajicich hranicich mezi hranim a hazardem a potfebé odpovidajicich regulacnich ramct.
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