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Abstract 

The gaming sector has experienced a significant change in the ways players obtain and engage 

with games. During the 1990s and the early 2000s, physical game copies—cartridges, CDs, and 

DVDs—were the main way to distribute games. Buying a game signified possessing a physical 

item that could be resold, shared, or accumulated. Nonetheless, with the emergence of digital 

distribution platforms such as Steam (2003), Xbox Live Marketplace (2005), and the PlayStation 

Store (2006), the idea of "ownership" has been significantly transformed. 

Nowadays, the majority of games are offered as licensed digital downloads, regulated by End-

User License Agreements (EULAs) that clearly indicate players do not possess the software but 

are given a revocable right to access it. 

The gaming sector is at a crucial point concerning intellectual property laws and consumer 

ownership frameworks. This study investigates the changing legal framework regarding pay-to-

play compared to pay-to-own models in digital gaming, exploring recent legal disputes, business 

tactics, and implications for consumer rights. This paper investigates the reasons gaming 

companies are leaning more towards service-oriented models instead of conventional ownership 

frameworks through a thorough examination of key cases such as Epic Games v. Apple, the 

ongoing discourse regarding Steam's digital ownership policies, and the rising issues related to 

NFTs and blockchain gaming. 

The study indicates that businesses oppose consumer ownership for several primary reasons: 

retaining control over digital distribution avenues, enhancing long-term revenue via subscription 

and microtransaction strategies, safeguarding against secondary markets that might disrupt 

pricing approaches, and utilizing data analytics for customized monetization. Recent legal 
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changes, such as the European Union's Digital Services Act, California's consumer protection 

laws, and several class-action suits, are starting to question these corporate priorities, possibly 

altering the industry's stance on digital ownership. 

This paper determines that although pay-to-play models provide businesses with increased 

control and revenue opportunities, developing legal frameworks and consumer advocacy 

initiatives are slowly defining clearer ownership rights for digital game acquisitions. The future 

of the industry probably rests in hybrid models that harmonize corporate goals with consumer 

safeguarding, although considerable legal and technological hurdles persist in establishing and 

enforcing rights to digital ownership. 

Keywords:intellectual property, digital ownership, gaming industry, digital distribution.  

Introduction 

The digital revolution has profoundly changed the way consumers engage with entertainment 

products, especially evident in the gaming sector. Conventional ownership models, in which 

consumers bought physical game copies to keep forever, have transformed into intricate digital 

systems, causing the distinction between ownership and licensing to become more ambiguous. 

This shift has ignited various legal conflicts, regulatory actions, and consumer advocacy efforts 

that together embody one of the most vital intellectual property discussions of the digital era. 

The gaming sector, worth more than $200 billion worldwide, has emerged as a platform for 

larger inquiries regarding digital ownership rights. In contrast to conventional media 

consumption, gaming provides interactive experiences that typically necessitate continuous 

server support, frequent updates, and internet connectivity. These technical specifications have 

offered businesses strong justifications for service-oriented models, while also provoking worries 

regarding consumer rights and enduring access to acquired content. 

This study analyzes the legal, economic, and technological elements influencing the conflict 

between pay-to-play and pay-to-own frameworks in the gaming sector. By examining recent 

legal conflicts, corporate tactics, and regulatory reactions, we investigate how this discussion 

mirrors wider issues concerning property rights within the digital economy. The consequences 
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reach well beyond gaming, providing understanding of how society will manage ownership 

rights for every type of digital content in a more interconnected world. 

Historical Context and Evolution of Gaming Ownership Models 

1. The Traditional Ownership Era (1970s-2000s) 

The initial gaming sector functioned on a simple ownership system derived from physical media 

industries. Customers bought cartridges, discs, or other tangible media that featured full games, 

which they possessed permanently. This model established transparent ownership rights: 

purchasers could resell games, share them with friends, or retain them indefinitely, irrespective 

of the original publisher's financial condition. 

The legal structure underpinning this model was clearly defined by the first-sale doctrine, which 

permits buyers of copyrighted materials to sell, lend, or otherwise manage their copies without 

needing authorization from the copyright owner. This principle, established in Section 109 of the 

U.S. Copyright Act, created the basis for secondary markets for games, books, music, and 

various copyrighted works. 

In this period, gaming firms earned money mainly from initial purchases, along with some extra 

income from expansion packs or follow-ups. The business model was simple: develop a 

comprehensive product, produce physical copies, sell via retail platforms, and proceed to the 

next item. Businesses maintained minimal ongoing connections with customers following the 

transaction.  

2. The Digital Distribution Revolution (2000s-2010s) 

The emergence of broadband internet and digital distribution channels significantly transformed 

the gaming environment. Valve's Steam platform, introduced in 2003, was the first to establish 

the digital distribution model that would become the industry norm. Steam's subscriber 

agreement clarified what was previously implied in the shift to digital: users were acquiring 

licenses for games rather than buying them in the conventional way. 
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This change took place slowly and with minimal public awareness. The ease of digital 

distribution—immediate access, automatic updates, cloud storage, and large libraries available 

from any device—concealed the essential shift in ownership rights. Consumers welcomed the 

convenience without entirely grasping the legal consequences of licensing contracts. 

Digital distribution removed numerous conventional expenses linked to physical media: 

production, delivery, stock management, and retail profits. Instead of transferring these savings 

to consumers, businesses utilized the cost reduction to support new revenue models focused on 

continuous service delivery rather than singular transactions. 

3. The Service Economy Transition (2010s-Present) 

The 2010s experienced a rapid shift towards gaming models centered on services. Free-to-play 

titles featuring microtransactions, subscription gaming services, and games-as-a-service (GaaS) 

models grew more common. This shift mirrored wider economic patterns favoring service-

oriented business models across various sectors, including music streaming and software 

subscriptions. 

Businesses found that service models delivered more reliable revenue sources, increased 

customer lifetime value, and enhanced chances for data gathering and examination. The 

conventional approach of selling a full product at a set price was increasingly viewed as 

underutilizing potential revenue when compared to continuous engagement and monetization 

methods. 

This shift also occurred alongside the growth of online multiplayer gaming, which necessitated 

continuous server infrastructure and assistance. Businesses claimed that the expenses of 

sustaining these services warranted the transition from ownership to licensing models since they 

required continuous income to fund ongoing services.  

Legal Frameworks and Foundational Concepts 

1. Intellectual Property Law in Digital Contexts 
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Applying traditional intellectual property law to digital gaming poses distinct challenges. 

Copyright legislation, intended mainly for fixed creations, needs to tackle interactive, dynamic, 

and networked material. Patents focus on particular gaming technologies and mechanics, 

whereas trademarks safeguard brand identities and character images. 

The 1998 Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) established a framework for digital 

copyright concerns, incorporating safe harbor clauses for platforms and procedures for removing 

infringing materials. Nonetheless, the DMCA was mainly crafted for online content and file 

distribution, not the intricate interactive experiences that contemporary games embody. 

The law surrounding trade secrets has gained significance as gaming companies aim to safeguard 

their algorithms, methods for analyzing player data, and strategies for monetization. In contrast 

to patents, which necessitate public exposure, trade secrets can be safeguarded indefinitely as 

long as they stay confidential and offer a competitive edge.  

2. Contract Law and Terms of Service 

End User License Agreements (EULAs) and Terms of Service (ToS) agreements act as the 

principal legal framework that gaming companies establish to outline their connection with 

users. These agreements generally provide users with a restricted, revocable license to access 

games instead of transferring ownership. 

The validity of these agreements has been examined in various legal cases, yielding inconsistent 

outcomes. Courts have typically affirmed the legitimacy of EULAs, yet have placed restrictions 

on excessively burdensome clauses and mandated that agreements be displayed in manners that 

afford users adequate awareness of their details. 

The idea of "clickwrap" agreements—where users need to click "I agree" to move forward—has 

been widely recognized by courts as forming binding contracts. Nevertheless, "browsewrap" 

agreements—where conditions are only accessible through a hyperlink—have encountered 

increased examination and uneven application. 

3. Consumer Protection Laws 
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Consumer protection regulations at both the federal and state levels impose certain constraints on 

businesses' capacity to limit ownership rights via contract provisions. The Federal Trade 

Commission (FTC) is empowered to examine fraudulent actions, such as deceptive claims 

regarding ownership rights in digital acquisitions. 

State laws differ greatly in how they safeguard digital ownership rights. California has been 

notably proactive, enacting laws that mandate clearer disclosure when digital purchases are, in 

fact, licenses. The California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) grants consumers rights over their 

personal data, impacting gaming companies that gather large amounts of player information. 

The consumer protection framework of the European Union is typically more stringent than that 

of the U.S., with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and several consumer rights 

directives offering enhanced safeguards for digital transactions and personal information. 

Major Legal Battles and Landmark Cases 

1. Epic Games v. Apple: The App Store Monopoly Case 

The lawsuit between Epic Games and Apple, started in August 2020, stands as one of the most 

important legal conflicts in the history of digital distribution. Epic Games, the creator of the 

well-known game Fortnite, contested Apple's dominance in iOS app distribution and payment 

processing, asserting that Apple's App Store regulations represented an unlawful monopoly. 

The case started when Epic introduced a direct payment method in Fortnite that circumvented 

Apple's in-app purchase mechanism, breaching Apple's service terms. Apple swiftly took down 

Fortnite from the App Store, prompting Epic's planned legal action. Epic contended that Apple's 

mandate for all iOS applications to be distributed exclusively through the App Store, along with 

the obligatory utilization of Apple's payment system (which charges a 30% fee), represented 

monopolistic conduct detrimental to developers and consumers alike. 

The court case brought up essential issues regarding control and ownership rights of digital 

platforms. Epic claimed that buyers of devices ought to have the freedom to install software from 

various sources, whereas Apple contended that its restricted ecosystem was essential for security, 

privacy, and user satisfaction. 
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In September 2021, U.S. District Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers delivered a split decision. 

Although she concluded that Apple was not a monopolist in mobile gaming, she instructed Apple 

to permit app developers to guide users towards other payment options. This decision was 

important as it questioned Apple's complete authority over iOS payment processing, but it did 

not achieve Epic's aim of creating alternative app stores. 

Both sides challenged the ruling, and the case remains in development within the appeals 

procedure. The legal precedent set by this case extends its impact beyond gaming, influencing 

how digital platforms manage distribution and monetization for all types of digital content. 

2. Valve Corporation and Steam's Digital Ownership Policies 

Steam, managed by Valve Corporation, holds around 75% of the digital distribution market for 

PC gaming, causing its policies to significantly impact industry standards. Numerous legal 

disputes have arisen concerning Steam's methods of digital ownership and account 

administration. 

In 2012, a class-action suit was launched against Valve, claiming that Steam's subscriber 

agreement infringed on consumer rights by blocking the resale of digital games. The legal action 

contended that digital games ought to be governed by the same first-sale doctrine rights as 

physical games, permitting users to sell their digital collections. 

Valve prevailed in this lawsuit, as courts determined that the subscriber agreement distinctly 

indicated a licensing relationship instead of a sale. Nonetheless, the situation emphasized the 

conflict between conventional ownership rights and digital licensing frameworks. 

European regulators have adopted a more confrontational approach regarding Steam's policies. In 

2019, Valve was fined €1.6 million by the European Commission for geo-blocking practices that 

hindered cross-border game sales in the EU. This case set significant precedents for regulations 

regarding the digital single market and consumer rights in international digital transactions. 

The French consumer protection agency has disputed Steam's policy of prohibiting game 

refunds, claiming that digital purchases ought to be governed by the same consumer protection 

rights as tangible purchases. Valve eventually introduced a refund policy that permits returns 
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within 14 days of buying a game (given there are fewer than 2 hours of playtime), but legal 

issues persist regarding the scope of consumer rights in digital game acquisitions. 

3. Sony PlayStation Network Outages and Consumer Rights 

Sony has encountered several legal issues concerning PlayStation Network disruptions and 

consumer access rights. The most notable incident arose from the extensive PlayStation Network 

hack in 2011, leading to a 24-day service disruption impacting more than 70 million users. 

Numerous class-action lawsuits were initiated against Sony, claiming that the firm did not 

sufficiently safeguard user data and breached its terms of service by not ensuring reliable 

network access. The legal actions brought up significant issues concerning the responsibilities of 

companies to uphold digital services and the rights of consumers when those services are 

disrupted. 

Sony's service terms featured extensive liability restrictions and required arbitration provisions, 

making it difficult for users to pursue legal recourse. Nonetheless, authorities in various regions 

examined Sony's data security practices and imposed penalties for insufficient protective 

measures. 

The case set significant precedents related to corporations' responsibilities for sustaining digital 

services and safeguarding user information. It also emphasized the susceptibility of service-

oriented gaming models to technical malfunctions and security violations.  

4. Activision Blizzard and the Overwatch Loot Box Controversy 

Activision Blizzard has encountered various legal issues concerning loot boxes and gambling-

like features in games like Overwatch. These instances provoke significant inquiries regarding 

the convergence of gaming revenue models, consumer safeguard, and gambling oversight. 

Multiple class-action lawsuits have been initiated claiming that loot boxes represent unlawful 

gambling since they require payment for random rewards of differing values. U.S. courts have 

typically ruled against these lawsuits, determining that loot boxes do not fulfill legal criteria for 

gambling since virtual items lack any real-world monetary worth. 
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Nonetheless, global regulators have adopted a distinct strategy. Belgium and the Netherlands 

have designated specific loot box systems as gambling and mandated their elimination from 

games available in those regions. These regulatory measures have compelled companies to alter 

their revenue strategies across various regions. 

The legal ambiguity regarding loot boxes highlights wider issues of how conventional gambling 

regulations pertain to digital gaming elements. While gaming companies persist in creating new 

monetization methods, regulatory structures find it challenging to adapt to technological 

advancements. 

5. Microsoft and the Xbox Live Service Termination Cases 

Microsoft has encountered legal issues concerning its Xbox Live service rules, especially related 

to account suspensions and the forfeiture of access to digital game collections. Numerous 

instances have developed where individuals have lost entry to hundreds or thousands of dollars 

in digital games as a result of account suspensions or service cancellations. 

These instances underscore the susceptibility of digital ownership frameworks to one-sided 

corporate actions. Microsoft's service terms allow the company considerable authority to 

deactivate accounts for breaches of community guidelines or service terms, which could lead to 

total loss of access to games purchased. 

Legal disputes concerning these policies have largely not prevailed, as courts determined that 

users consented to the terms of service and that Microsoft's licensing approach does not confer 

permanent ownership rights. Nonetheless, these instances have led to increased consumer 

understanding of the constraints of digital ownership. 

Corporate Strategies and Motivations 

1. Revenue Optimization and Monetization Models 

The reluctance of gaming companies to adopt traditional ownership models is mainly driven by 

economic factors. Service-oriented models offer numerous benefits compared to single sales that 

have fundamentally transformed industry economics. 
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Subscription models generate reliable, ongoing revenue that investors greatly appreciate and 

facilitate improved long-term strategy. Games-as-a-service models enable companies to generate 

revenue from players throughout longer durations instead of just obtaining value at the moment 

of initial purchase. In-game purchases and microtransactions can produce revenue that surpasses 

traditional game sales by a significant margin. 

Data analytics are essential in maximizing these monetization strategies. Models based on 

services offer businesses extensive insights into player behaviors, preferences, and spending 

habits. This information allows for advanced pricing tactics, customized promotions, and focused 

content creation that couldn't be achieved with conventional ownership structures. 

The move to digital distribution has also removed the sale of used games, which businesses 

considered as revenue loss. When buyers acquire physical games and subsequently resell them, 

publishers earn nothing from the resale. Digital licensing models completely eliminate secondary 

markets, guaranteeing that all revenue goes to publishers.  

2. Control Over User Experience and Content 

Models based on services grant organizations exceptional authority over user interactions and 

content availability. This control fulfills various business goals in addition to short-term revenue 

creation. 

Businesses can implement service control to uphold community guidelines, deter cheating, and 

preserve fairness in multiplayer games. This ability is especially crucial for esports and 

competitive gaming, where integrity is vital for sustaining player involvement and audience 

fascination. 

Content control allows businesses to handle their intellectual property with greater efficiency. 

Service-oriented models enable businesses to swiftly eliminate infringing material, adjust games 

in accordance with evolving legal standards, and alter content due to cultural or political issues. 

The capability to update games remotely offers businesses chances to prolong product lifespans 

and adapt to shifting market circumstances. Instead of launching fixed products, companies can 
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consistently develop games according to player input, market dynamics, and competitive 

challenges. 

3. Platform Ecosystem Development 

Large gaming firms are progressively seeing their platforms as ecosystems that offer benefits 

beyond single games. These ecosystems encompass social aspects, content generation tools, 

marketplace capabilities, and connections with other services. 

Creating thriving ecosystems necessitates continuous funding for infrastructure, community 

oversight, and feature enhancement. Models based on services generate the consistent revenue 

needed to support these investments, whereas ownership models would restrict companies' 

capacity to harness the value generated from ecosystem involvement. 

Platform exclusivity has emerged as a critical competitive tactic, with firms such as Epic Games, 

Microsoft, and Sony making significant investments in exclusive content to draw users to their 

platforms. Models based on services allow businesses to uphold continuous connections with 

customers and utilize those connections to market supplementary products and services. 

The network effects present in gaming ecosystems generate considerable competitive benefits for 

established platforms. As additional users engage with a platform, it increases in value for both 

existing users and content creators, establishing obstacles for prospective competitors.  

4. Risk Management and Liability Limitation 

Models based on services offer businesses enhanced adaptability in handling legal and financial 

risks linked to their products. Conventional ownership structures subject firms to continuous 

responsibility for faulty products, whereas licensing frameworks usually feature wider liability 

restrictions. 

The capability to update games remotely enables companies to promptly resolve security issues, 

correct bugs, and alter content that could pose legal risks. This ability is especially crucial due to 

the worldwide aspect of digital distribution and the differing legal obligations in various 

jurisdictions. 
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Service termination functionalities offer businesses ways to handle troublesome users or content 

without the legal complications that might come from trying to retract conventional ownership 

rights. Although these abilities heighten concerns for consumer protection, they equip businesses 

with resources to handle their operational risks. 

Consumer Rights and Advocacy Movements 

1. Digital Ownership Advocacy Organizations 

Consumer advocacy groups have arisen to tackle the issues presented by digital licensing 

systems in gaming and various other sectors. The Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) has 

played a significant role in promoting digital ownership rights and opposing corporate policies 

that restrict consumer access to content they have bought. 

The EFF contends that digital acquisitions ought to have the same ownership rights as tangible 

ones, encompassing the rights to resell, lend, or alter acquired content. They have also pushed for 

more robust disclosure regulations that would clarify for consumers when they are licensing 

instead of buying digital content. 

Consumer Reports and various established consumer advocacy groups have started to tackle 

digital ownership matters, acknowledging that these issues impact millions of consumers across 

different sectors. These groups have urged for legislative measures to define and enhance digital 

property rights. 

Advocacy initiatives on an international level have achieved notable success in Europe, where 

laws for consumer protection tend to be more robust than those in the United States. European 

advocacy groups have effectively campaigned for rules that enhance safeguards for digital 

transactions and improve clarity in licensing agreements.  

2. Class Action Litigation and Consumer Legal Actions 

Class action lawsuits have emerged as a crucial tool for consumers to contest corporate behaviors 

concerning digital ownership. Although numerous lawsuits have failed because of compulsory 
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arbitration clauses and limitations on liability in the terms of service agreements, they have 

increased public awareness regarding issues of digital ownership. 

The most effective consumer legal efforts have concentrated on misleading marketing tactics 

instead of directly disputing the legitimacy of licensing models. Instances where businesses 

promoted digital purchases as "buying" or "owning" games while truly just offering licenses 

have been more effective than wider disputes regarding licensing frameworks. 

State attorneys general have launched inquiries and legal proceedings concerning practices of 

digital ownership. These measures typically emphasize consumer protection regulations that 

mandate transparent disclosure of conditions and ban misleading practices in advertising. 

Collecting individual consumer damages through class action processes has been difficult 

because of the relatively minor individual losses and the intricate legal matters surrounding 

digital ownership. Nonetheless, these instances have led to increased awareness of the problems 

and have urged companies to change their practices. 

3. Legislative and Regulatory Advocacy 

Consumer advocacy groups have more often sought legislative and regulatory measures to tackle 

issues related to digital ownership. These initiatives have aimed at mandating more transparent 

disclosure of licensing conditions, enhancing consumer rights in digital acquisitions, and 

restricting companies' capacity to revoke access to acquired content. 

California has led in legislative initiatives, introducing several proposed bills aimed at ensuring 

clearer disclosures when digital purchases are essentially licenses. These legislative initiatives 

have encountered considerable resistance from industry organizations, yet have led to an increase 

in political awareness regarding digital ownership matters. 

Federal legislative actions have been somewhat restricted, yet certain Congress members have 

started investigating digital ownership matters. The intricate legal and technical matters at play 

have complicated the development of sweeping federal laws; however, gradual changes targeting 

particular practices have garnered some backing. 
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International advocacy initiatives have achieved greater success, especially in the European 

Union, where laws protecting consumers tend to be more robust. The Digital Services Act and 

other recent EU legislation contain measures that enhance consumer rights for digital 

transactions.  

4. Technical Solutions and Workarounds 

Certain consumer advocacy initiatives have concentrated on technical approaches that would 

reinstate ownership-like rights for digital acquisitions. These initiatives involve creating tools for 

backing up digital game collections, establishing local servers for games needing online access, 

and safeguarding games that companies have stopped supporting. 

The Software Preservation Network and comparable entities strive to maintain access to digital 

games and other software for historical and cultural reasons. These initiatives frequently clash 

with corporations' intellectual property rights and service agreements, resulting in persistent legal 

disputes. 

Blockchain and NFT technologies are suggested as possible answers for digital ownership, 

facilitating decentralized validation of ownership rights and creating secondary markets for 

digital assets. Nonetheless, these technologies encounter considerable technical and adoption 

hurdles, and numerous gaming companies have been reluctant to embrace their implementation. 

Open source gaming initiatives offer an alternative solution to digital ownership issues by 

developing games that players can genuinely own and alter. Although these projects have yielded 

a few successful games, they encounter major difficulties when competing with commercial 

games that boast substantially higher development budgets. 

Recent Developments and Emerging Trends 

1. NFTs and Blockchain Gaming Initiatives 

The rise of blockchain technology and non-fungible tokens (NFTs) has brought forth new 

opportunities and challenges for digital ownership in gaming. Multiple prominent gaming firms 
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have tested NFT incorporation, whereas some have outright dismissed the technology owing to 

ecological and speculative issues. 

Ubisoft's Quartz platform, introduced in 2021, was one of the initial significant efforts by a 

conventional gaming company to incorporate NFTs into current games. The platform enabled 

players to buy and exchange distinctive in-game items as NFTs, theoretically offering genuine 

ownership rights that could endure across various games and platforms. 

Nonetheless, the initiative encountered substantial resistance from players who perceived NFTs 

as an unnecessary profit-making tactic that lacked significant advantages compared to 

conventional in-game items. The ecological effects of blockchain technologies and the 

speculative characteristics of NFT markets led to unfavorable consumer feelings. 

Epic Games has adopted a more careful strategy, permitting NFT-focused games on its Epic 

Games Store but not creating NFT functionalities for its own titles. This intermediate stance 

demonstrates the uncertainty concerning NFT technology and its durability in gaming over the 

long haul. 

The legal nature of NFTs in gaming is ambiguous, raising issues about whether owning an NFT 

equates to genuine ownership of digital assets or just ownership of blockchain tokens linked to 

assets managed by game developers. The regulatory structures for NFTs are still evolving, 

contributing to the ambiguity regarding their application in gaming. 

2. Cloud Gaming and Streaming Services 

The emergence of cloud gaming platforms such as Google Stadia (now defunct), Microsoft 

xCloud, and NVIDIA GeForce Now has added more complexity to issues surrounding digital 

ownership. These services enable users to play games on company servers remotely, with video 

being streamed to their devices. 

Cloud gaming removes any illusion of local ownership, since games do not reside on users' 

devices. This model gives businesses full control over access and removes worries regarding 

piracy or unauthorized alterations. Nonetheless, it also renders users completely reliant on 

ongoing internet access and service availability. 
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The collapse of Google Stadia in 2022 underscored the dangers of cloud gaming platforms for 

users. When Google revealed the shutdown of Stadia, players were denied access to their 

complete game libraries, although Google offered refunds for game purchases. This situation 

demonstrated the susceptibility of entirely service-oriented gaming models to corporate strategic 

choices. 

Microsoft's strategy for Xbox Game Pass embodies a mixed model that integrates cloud gaming 

with downloadable titles and cross-platform functionality. This method offers a degree of 

safeguarding against service discontinuation while preserving the advantages of cloud gaming 

for specific applications. 

The legal structures for cloud gaming are still evolving, raising concerns regarding data 

sovereignty, cross-border service delivery, and consumer protections when services cease. As 

cloud gaming grows more common, these challenges will probably need fresh regulatory 

strategies. 

3. Subscription Gaming Services 

Gaming subscription services have gained significant popularity, featuring platforms such as 

Xbox Game Pass, PlayStation Plus, and Apple Arcade that provide access to extensive game 

collections for monthly charges. These services indicate a distinct move from ownership models 

to consumption based on access. 

The achievement of subscription services in various media sectors, especially music and video 

streaming, has prompted gaming firms to investigate analogous models. These services generate 

stable, recurring income and can lower the risk tied to individual game development by 

distributing expenses among extensive user bases. 

Nonetheless, subscription services also raise new issues regarding content accessibility and 

consumer rights. Games may be taken off subscription services unexpectedly, causing users to 

lose access to complete libraries if they cancel their subscriptions. This model creates complete 

reliance of consumers on continuous service relationships. 
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The legal structures regulating subscription gaming services are still evolving, raising concerns 

about minimum service standards, content availability assurances, and consumer rights when 

services are changed or terminated. Consumer protection organizations have initiated inquiries 

into certain practices, yet extensive regulations have not been established. 

Certain hybrid models have surfaced that enable users to buy games at reduced prices while 

retaining subscription access. These models strive to reconcile the advantages of subscription 

services with a degree of ownership protection, even though the legal standing of these setups is 

still ambiguous. 

4. Regulatory Responses and Policy Developments 

Regulatory bodies globally have started formulating policy measures to address digital 

ownership concerns in gaming and various other sectors. These initiatives indicate an increasing 

acknowledgment that current legal structures might be insufficient for tackling the distinct issues 

presented by digital goods and services. 

The European Union has been very proactive in creating thorough policy solutions. The Digital 

Services Act has measures that enhance consumer rights for online shopping and mandate a more 

transparent explanation of licensing conditions. The Digital Markets Act tackles platform 

dominance problems that impact digital distribution. 

In the United States, the regulatory reaction has been more disjointed, with various agencies 

tackling particular facets of digital ownership concerns. The Federal Trade Commission has 

looked into specific practices regarding loot boxes and misleading advertising, while state 

attorneys general have concentrated on breaches of consumer protection laws. 

California's suggested law mandating clearer information regarding digital licensing terms is one 

of the most extensive state-level responses to concerns about digital ownership. If passed, this 

law might act as an example for other states and possibly shape the development of federal 

policies. 

https://www.ijalr.in/


VOLUME 6 | ISSUE 1                                 AUGUST 2025                                          ISSN: 2582-7340 

For general queries or to submit your research for publication, kindly email us at ijalr.editorial@gmail.com  
https://www.ijalr.in/ 

© 2025 International Journal of Advanced Legal Research 

Coordination on digital ownership matters internationally has been sparse, even though digital 

distribution platforms operate globally. Varied regulatory frameworks in different regions pose 

compliance difficulties for companies and might reduce the efficacy of separate policy measures.  

Economic Analysis and Market Dynamics 

1. Revenue Model Comparisons 

The financial benefits of service-oriented models compared to conventional ownership models 

are significant and quantifiable. Industry data indicates that games-as-a-service usually produce 

3-5 times higher revenue per user compared to traditional one-time purchase games throughout 

their lifespans. 

Games that are free-to-play and utilize microtransaction models have shown notably robust 

revenue outcomes. Games such as Fortnite, League of Legends, and Genshin Impact earn 

billions each year via continuous monetization methods that wouldn't be feasible with 

conventional ownership systems. 

The reliability of subscription revenue has also shown to be beneficial for investor relations and 

business planning. Firms boasting robust recurring revenue sources generally attain greater 

market valuations compared to those reliant on erratic product sales. 

Nonetheless, these income benefits are accompanied by higher operational expenses. Models 

based on services necessitate continuous server infrastructure, customer assistance, content 

creation, and community oversight that conventional ownership models lack. The overall 

economic advantage relies on firms' capacity to handle these continuous expenses efficiently. 

The focus of revenue among a limited selection of very successful service-oriented games has 

also led to new competitive dynamics. The triumph of one game-as-a-service title can sustain 

entire companies, whereas conventional models necessitate success across several products to 

uphold revenue flows. 

2. Market Structure and Competition 
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The transition to service-oriented models has led to greater market concentration within the 

gaming industry. The significant expenses of creating and sustaining successful service-based 

games establish entry barriers that benefit established firms with ample resources. 

In this context, digital distribution platforms have gained significant power, as they manage 

customer access and can impact the success of specific games through practices like featuring, 

pricing, and policy choices. The influence of this platform has resulted in the previously 

mentioned legal issues and remains a source of regulatory worry. 

The network effects present in multiplayer games and gaming platforms provide further 

competitive benefits for existing players. As users dedicate time and money to specific platforms 

or games, the costs of switching rise, which complicates customer attraction for new competitors. 

Nonetheless, the digital distribution model has also lowered certain conventional barriers to entry 

by removing the necessity for physical production and retail connections. Independent 

developers have the opportunity to connect with worldwide audiences via digital platforms, but 

achieving success still demands considerable marketing and development resources. 

The rise of mobile gaming as a leading platform has generated new competitive landscapes, with 

various companies finding success in mobile markets unlike in traditional console or PC gaming. 

This variety of platforms offers a degree of counterbalance to trends of market concentration.  

3. Consumer Spending Patterns and Behavior 

Consumer expenditure habits in gaming have changed significantly with the move to service-

oriented models. Although the average spending per game has fallen, the overall gaming 

expenditure per consumer has risen as players participate in various ongoing services and games. 

The psychology behind microtransactions and sustained engagement has shown to be very 

successful in driving consumer expenditure. Research in behavioral economics indicates that 

minor, regular purchases seem less important to consumers compared to larger lump-sum 

purchases, even if the overall expenditure is greater. 
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Subscription fatigue has surfaced as a possible constraint on the ongoing expansion of service-

oriented models. With consumers signing up for various gaming services in addition to other 

entertainment subscriptions, certain market research indicates that users are growing more 

discerning about which services they keep. 

Demographic variations in spending habits are notable, as younger buyers demonstrate a higher 

willingness to embrace service-oriented models and microtransactions, whereas older buyers 

typically favor conventional ownership approaches. These generational variances could impact 

the enduring viability of various business models. 

The COVID-19 pandemic greatly sped up the shift towards digital gaming, as many customers 

who used to favor physical games moved to buying digital versions. This shift has probably 

permanently changed market dynamics to benefit digital distribution models. 

4. International Market Variations 

Various regional markets have demonstrated differing levels of acceptance of service-oriented 

gaming models, shaped by local consumer inclinations, regulatory frameworks, and economic 

circumstances. These differences pose obstacles for firms formulating international strategies. 

Asian markets, especially China and South Korea, have demonstrated significant acceptance of 

free-to-play and microtransaction models, featuring some of the highest per-user expenditures on 

gaming services globally. This acceptance has been influenced partly by varying cultural 

perspectives on virtual items and partly by the widespread presence of PC gaming in internet 

cafés. 

European markets have demonstrated greater resistance to specific monetization strategies, 

exhibiting firmer regulatory actions concerning loot boxes and similar gambling-like features. 

This regulatory landscape has compelled businesses to adjust their approaches for European 

markets. 

The penetration of mobile gaming differs greatly among regions, influencing the effectiveness of 

various business models. Markets that have a high rate of smartphone usage but lack substantial 
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console or PC gaming facilities have experienced significant growth in mobile service-oriented 

games. 

The feasibility of various pricing models across regions is influenced by currency fluctuations 

and economic circumstances. In markets with lower average incomes or unstable currencies, 

subscription services might be less accessible, restricting the global reach of service-based 

models. 

Technological Challenges and Solutions 

1. DRM and Access Control Technologies 

Digital Rights Management (DRM) technologies act as the technical basis for service-oriented 

gaming models, granting companies authority over user access and game usage. Nonetheless, 

these technologies can also introduce potential failure points that may impact legitimate users. 

Contemporary gaming DRM methods usually demand regular online verification, even for solo 

gaming experiences. This requirement enables businesses to confirm that users possess valid 

licenses and to enforce the terms of service; however, it also implies that games could become 

unavailable if authentication servers are shut down. 

The ability of DRM to stop piracy is still a topic of debate, as most DRM systems are ultimately 

bypassed by persistent users. Nevertheless, DRM systems frequently focus more on regulating 

the actions of legitimate users rather than on stopping piracy, allowing companies to uphold 

licensing agreements and restrict unauthorized sharing. 

Certain companies have shifted away from intrusive DRM systems due to complaints from 

consumers and technical issues. CD Projekt's GOG platform promotes itself as DRM-free, 

enabling users to download and retain games without continuous internet demands. Nonetheless, 

this method is not widely adopted by leading publishers. 

The enduring safeguarding of DRM-protected games presents notable difficulties for digital 

archiving and cultural conservation initiatives. Games needing authentication from servers that 
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are no longer active could become permanently unreachable, sparking worries over the 

preservation of gaming history.  

2. Server Infrastructure and Service Dependencies 

Gaming models reliant on services establish considerable technical dependencies on server 

infrastructure, potentially impacting user access and experience. The expenses and intricacy of 

sustaining this infrastructure pose both an entry obstacle and a continuous operational difficulty. 

Distributed server architectures are vital for ensuring reliable performance for users worldwide. 

Organizations need to uphold server capacity in various regions while overseeing data 

synchronization, security, and adherence to regulations in multiple jurisdictions. 

Server infrastructure failures can lead to service disruptions impacting millions of users at the 

same time. Prominent service outages of platforms such as PlayStation Network, Xbox Live, and 

Steam have shown the susceptibility of service-oriented models to technical issues. 

Load balancing and capacity management turn into essential obstacles when games undergo 

swift expansion or viral success. The popularity of games such as Among Us or Fall Guys has 

shown how fast server capacity can get exceeded by unforeseen demand. 

The incorporation of various online services into single games adds extra complexity and 

possible points of failure. Games that incorporate social media, streaming, voice communication, 

and various online services need to handle reliance on several external platforms. 

3. Data Management and Privacy Concerns 

Service-oriented gaming models entail gathering and analyzing extensive user data, presenting 

both prospects for businesses and privacy issues for consumers. This information encompasses 

gaming habits, communication logs, payment details, and individual preferences. 

Utilizing player data for analyzing behavior and optimizing monetization has become an 

essential skill for thriving service-oriented games. Machine learning algorithms examine player 

behavior to detect spending trends, forecast churn, and customize content and offers. 
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Privacy laws such as GDPR and CCPA have established new compliance demands for gaming 

firms, especially those functioning in various jurisdictions. These rules provide users with the 

ability to access, alter, and remove their personal data, which may clash with companies' 

intentions to uphold detailed player profiles. 

Data security is especially important when organizations keep payment details and personal 

information for millions of users. Notable incidents such as the PlayStation Network breach have 

highlighted the dangers of centralized data storage and resulted in a surge of funding for 

cybersecurity initiatives. 

Transfers of data across borders create extra difficulties for international gaming services, as 

different regions have distinct regulations regarding data localization and protection. These 

demands can elevate operational intricacy and expenses for global services. 

4. Interoperability and Standards Development 

The absence of uniformity among gaming platforms presents difficulties for users wanting to 

access their content on various devices and services. Every platform usually employs exclusive 

formats and authentication methods that hinder interoperability. 

Efforts within the industry to create cross-platform compatibility have advanced, with initiatives 

such as cross-platform multiplayer becoming increasingly prevalent. Nevertheless, broad 

interoperability is still constrained because of competitive issues and technical challenges. 

Blockchain technologies are suggested as a possible means to develop interoperable digital 

ownership systems; however, their actual implementation encounters considerable technical and 

adoption hurdles. The energy use and transaction expenses linked to existing blockchain systems 

render them unsuitable for numerous gaming applications. 

Organizations developing open standards have started tackling gaming interoperability 

challenges, yet advancements have been sluggish because of insufficient industry agreement. 

Policy Recommendations 
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This research indicates that multiple policy measures could assist in aligning corporate interests 

with the safeguarding of consumers: 

Enhanced Disclosure Requirements: Laws akin to California's suggested digital ownership 

disclosure regulations should be more widely implemented, necessitating that companies 

distinctly differentiate between purchases and licenses. Marketing materials utilizing phrases 

such as “buy,” “own,” or “purchase” for licensed content should be banned as misleading tactics. 

Digital First-Sale Doctrine: A proposal to revise copyright law to define explicit first-sale rights 

for digital acquisitions, enabling consumers to resell, loan, or transfer legitimately bought digital 

games. This would reinstate certain ownership rights that consumers had with tangible media. 

Service Continuation Standards: Regulatory bodies must set baseline requirements for the 

continuation of services and inform users when digital services are terminated. Businesses ought 

to be mandated to give adequate notice before ending services and should present alternative 

access options or refunds when feasible. 

Data Portability Requirements: Gaming companies must allow users to export their gaming 

data, achievements, and progress in standardized formats that could be compatible with rival 

services or stored independently 

Final Observations 

The development of gaming ownership models illustrates wider issues regarding property rights 

in a progressively digital economy. Although the advantages of service-based gaming for both 

users and businesses are evident, the decline of conventional ownership rights marks a notable 

change in the dynamics between purchasers and vendors. 

The gaming sector's strategy regarding these matters is expected to set a standard for other digital 

industries encountering comparable problems. The legal structures, business strategies, and 

consumer safeguards established for gaming will shape society's approach to digital ownership in 

all types of media and software. 
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Ultimately, the most sustainable way ahead probably includes hybrid methods that retain the 

innovation and convenience advantages of service-based models while ensuring significant 

ownership rights for consumers. Achieving this balance will necessitate persistent 

communication among industry participants, regulatory bodies, and consumer supporters, along 

with ongoing legal and technological advancements. 

The implications of this debate reach well beyond the realm of gaming entertainment. As digital 

goods become more vital to economic and social aspects, the rules set in gaming ownership 

conflicts will define the essential character of property rights in the digital era. The capability of 

the industry to discover solutions that cater to both commercial goals and consumer rights will 

shape not only the future of gaming, but also the wider path of digital commerce and consumer 

protection in the 21st century. 
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