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Abstract 

With the growing popularity of the ability to customize your characters in 

video games, cosmetic items are becoming a big part of the gaming experience; 

games let players pick and choose what to equip on characters and what colors 

to use. In this study, skilled Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2 players were interviewed 

to gain a deeper understanding of the players’ experiences with the cosmetic 

items in their respective games. The games were chosen based on their well 

established system for cosmetic items and the authors’ previous knowledge of 

the games. The result yielded individual answers from ten different experienced 

players and were reviewed and divided into categories based on the patterns 

seen in the answers. From what could be seen from the results, the skilled 

players have a positive outlook on cosmetic items and believe that they have 

more than an aesthetic meaning, like for example that they can be a way to gauge 

player skill. 

 

Keywords: cosmetic items, experience, identity building, skilled players, video 

games 
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Sammanfattning 

I takt med att förmågan att kunna skräddarsy karaktärer i spel har blivit 

populär, håller så kallade cosmetics på att bli en stor del av spelupplevelsen; spel 

låter spelare välja utrustning och färger i stor utsträckning. I den här studien 

blev erfarna Team Fortress 2- och Dota 2-spelare intervjuade för att ge en 

djupare förståelse för dessa spelares syn på kosmetiska förmål. Spelen valdes ut 

på grund av deras väletablerade system för kosmetiska föremål och författarnas 

tidigare kunskap om spelen. Alla de individuella svar som samlades in från de tio 

erfarna spelarna lästes igenom och delades upp i kategorier utifrån mönster som 

kunde utgöras från svaren. Från vad som kunde tydas har de erfarna spelarna en 

positiv syn på cosmetic items och antyder även att de har mer än en estetisk 

betydelse, till exempel att de kan vara ett sätt att tyda spelares kunskaper.   

 

Nyckelord: cosmetic items, erfarna spelare, identitet, spel, uppfattning 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Cosmetic items and customization have long been a part of video games, with 

games like The Sims (Maxis, 2000) and The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion (Bethesda 

Software, 2007) letting you customize your avatar, creating something of a more 

personal appearance and experience. The definition of a cosmetic item is an in-

game item that can either be directly applied to the player’s character or a visual 

item or skin that can be applied on an already existing item to change its 

appearance in a visually aesthetic way.  

“Cosmetic items (previously known as hats and miscellaneous items) are items 

that can be equipped in any one of the three cosmetic slots in the loadout screen. 

[...] Cosmetics do not affect gameplay.” - Official Team Fortress 2 Wiki 

“Cosmetic items customize visual elements within Dota 2. These modifications 

are purely graphical and do not affect mechanics or gameplay.” - Gamepedia Dota 

2 Wiki 

In this study we have chosen to take a closer look at how cosmetics in the 

popular multiplayer games Team Fortress 2 (Valve Corporation, 2007), a team 

based first person shooter, and Dota 2 (Valve Corporation, 2012), a multiplayer 

online battle arena, are experienced by skilled players. Our definition of skilled 

players is players who have played the games for a considerable amount of time 

and know how the game and its cosmetic aspect function in tandem. Both games, 

since they are developed by the same developer, share the main distribution 

model for in-game cosmetics. The ways of acquiring virtual content, in this case 

hats, skins and other cosmetics, are through in-game drops, trading with other 

players, promotional deals and buying from the in-game store or the gaming 

platform Steam’s own marketplace. The reasoning behind this choice of games is 

partly because of our existing experience and knowledge of the games, but also 

because of the interesting cosmetic culture of the communities and how Valve 

has managed to create a successful cosmetic system that gets adopted by other 

games, with varying degrees of success. 

http://dota2.gamepedia.com/Mechanics
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1.2 Related Research 

According to the study made by Marathe and Sundar (2011), customization 

suggests a strong sense of identity, which is a possible reason why many people 

have grown fond of the concept; it is a way to express and differentiate yourself 

as a player while still being a part of the fictional world, something that 

Kujanpää, Manninen and Vallius (2007) examine as well. In recent years this 

ability to change your appearance has risen in popularity with both free-to-play 

games like Warframe (Digital Extremes, 2013) and paid games like Payday 2 

(Overkill Software, 2013), where there is a large variety of ways to get access to 

these cosmetics. A few examples of these ways are through paid DLC, short for 

downloadable content, and unlocking achievements. A lot of games combine 

these different access options, with for example Rocket League (Psyonix, 2015) 

having optional DLC but also in-game unlockables. Players are often required to 

pay for cosmetics in order to gain access to them. Jim Sterling states in his video 

Fee 2 Pay, that having optional content, like cosmetic items, in a free-to-play 

game is a respectable business model because it does not require players to 

invest in the game with real money, but rather with their own interest (Sterling, 

2015). According to Wohn (2014), the reason why people are willing to even 

consider buying, but also spend a lot of money on virtual goods, is likely because 

of social factors, like having a lot of friends and the will to give away items.  

1.3 Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to explore the cosmetic aspect of two popular 

multiplayer games and consider what more these cosmetic items can mean to 

the player but a visual change, or as described in our research question “How do 

skilled players look upon cosmetic items in Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2?”. Since the 

time of the interviews, the word “experienced” has been changed to “look upon”, 

as we think it is more fitting; “experience” does not cover attitudes in the way we 

have intended to examine them. This late change should not impact the gathered 

data. 
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1.4 Essay structure 

After this chapter, the data gathering method and analysis method are 

presented, where their function and use are described. The results are then 

presented, which is based on data that comes directly from the participants; 

quotes have been picked out to represent the essence of the players’ answers 

alongside our interpretations of the data. After the results there is a discussion 

section, where we apply our own thoughts to the results and take a critical look 

at our own work, followed by a section for conclusions, presenting what we have 

gathered from this study. Lastly are references and the appendix, which contains 

the interview questions we have presented to the participants and also pictures 

of relevant items and important terms. 
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2 Methods 

The method of data gathering used in this study is in-depth interviews, which 

is based on the method used by Cote and Raz (2015, p. 93-113). The interviews 

have been designed with the help of the guidelines that were suggested; the 

different stages of the interview included an introductory script, warm-up 

questions, substantive questions and demographic questions. 

The interviews were held individually over Steam’s chat with ten skilled Team 

Fortress 2 and Dota 2 players, five from their respective game and the interviews 

lasted for roughly an hour each. The participants were asked to participate based 

on their extensive knowledge of the games and that they were easy to get in 

contact with, since we have played the games with them prior to this study. We 

believe that in-depth interviews benefit our study, since skilled players have a lot 

to talk about when it comes to their favourite games; having a qualitative data 

gathering method allows for better understanding of the experiences and 

attitudes these players have towards cosmetic items. The reasoning behind 

choosing two games, is mainly because of our prior expertise, but also because 

they share a similar cosmetic distribution model, so the possibility of receiving 

interesting and relevant data on cosmetics would be greater. 

Before the interview was presented to the participants, the questions were 

tested by us, since we are also active players, and we strived to make the 

questions as engaging as we could. The testing was also a way for us to gauge our 

own thoughts and to make us conscious of potential bias; since we also fall into 

our own definition of a skilled player, it is important to be aware of our own 

biases, even though our own answers are not part of this study. The interview 

questions are included in the appendix.  
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As with the data gathering method, the method for data analysis is based on 

the method used by Cote and Raz (2015, p. 111); it is a method used to code and 

categorise data collected through interviews and is very commonly used as a 

complement when using the same data gathering method that we have used. We 

have reviewed all the answers individually and looked for patterns in what the 

participants have written, which has then been presented in broad categories 

and with smaller sub-themes, as is shown in the chapter. 

This study and the results are bottom-up, which means that the data have 

been collected first and the results are based on that collected data. We did not 

project our own thoughts on the study’s results before the data was reviewed 

and neither did we have predictions of the results. 
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3 Results 

Based on the data we have gathered from the ten participants, we have 

established four different categories based on our interpretation of the data. The 

categories are aesthetics, identity, perception and economy. All these broader 

categories have sub-themes, used to find even more patterns in the categories. 

The participants varied in gender, age and nationality, with ages ranging from 17 

to 35 years old and with people from the Nordic countries, Bulgaria, England and 

America. They all had a large time investment in common; the time invested for 

their respective game ranged from approximately 2000 to 4000 individual 

hours, which adds up to over 27 000 hours of collective experience with the 

games. 

3.1 Aesthetics 

Appeal. How something looks is an important factor among the Team Fortress 

2 players; the aspects that weigh in are how the item looks visually, how it ties 

into the artstyle, if it has sentimental value and what kind of preferences the 

player in question has.  

“I first bought it [the Unusual] because it looked cool; I could use it for all 

classes, and had a certain prestige to it, but over time it has grown to be more. Now 

it's not only a hat but a way for my friends to identify my character in the game.” - 

TF2, Male, 21, Denmark 

The players of Dota 2 seemed to have the same general outlook on the appeal 

of cosmetics. 

“I probably have to admit that cosmetics that alter the graphic effects for 

abilities seem to have a particular 'cool' effect that can make it more appealing.” - 

Dota 2, Male, 26, Sweden 

Preferences. While there are many ways of appeal to a cosmetic item, the one 

that stands out the most for players is personal preferences. These preferences 

do not show a distinct pattern, and it most likely boils down to the individual. 
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“Purely personal aesthetic taste, and my overwhelming desire to customize 

EVERYTHING.” - TF2, Female, 29, America 

Very few of the Dota 2 players showed any clear preferences, but rather 

showed interest in gameplay over visuals. 

“I'm usually more focused on the gameplay rather than the visuals; most 

cosmetics get old pretty quickly.” - Dota 2, Male, 27, Sweden 

3.2 Identity 

Individuality. Cosmetic items and customization are tied tightly together, both 

in Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2. Most of the participating Team Fortress 2 players 

mentioned they have cosmetic items that help them define themselves; they are 

a part of their in-game character.  

“I have many good screenshots of myself with that hat from playing the game 

over many years. Many of my friends have this also. It reminds me of happy times 

and so I value it highly. I did consider upgrading it to something else but I never 

will, the hat has been with me so long that it is a part of me now.” - TF2, Male, 35, 

England 

In this regard, the Dota 2 players expressed a similar view. 

“Cosmetic items are all about personalizing your heroes; you want to make them 

unique and personal. You want to have a noticeable differentiation from the 

original design so other players can look at it and go "Oh, that looks different and 

unique.". The Arcana type items are the best in this regard, they completely change 

the original design and it's extremely noticeable for other players.” - Dota 2, Male, 

21, Sweden 

Sentimental value. Another important aspect of cosmetics is that they can hold 

noticeable sentimental value. This value comes from the players’ attachment to 

their items and that they represent something positive.  

“It's [the Unusual] fairly new so I don't have a long history with it yet, but I 

suppose it represents being in a financially secure and stable enough place to be 

able to spend that much on a bunch of pixels to treat myself. It represents life being 

good.” - TF2, Female, 29, America 
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For a Dota 2 player his attitude on the sentimental value was very much tied 

to his time invested and reminds him of a positive memory of the game. 

“It sort of represents my time invested in the game and reminds me of the time 

when I got the item, I would rather not sell it. Same goes for other nicer cosmetics 

that I still use.” - Dota 2, Male, 27, Sweden 

3.3 Perception 

Skill. According to the players of Team Fortress 2, there is a notable correlation 

between cosmetic items and skill. As they mention, acquiring expensive items 

can be seen as a dedication to the game; players buying cosmetics have often 

played for a longer time than the average player and are therefore also more 

skilled than more casual players. The first impression of players is often their 

cosmetics and even if it’s not always a surefire way to gauge players, cosmetics 

are a way to give players an overview of the players on the server. 

“You can use more expensive items as a cognitive indicator to assume someone's 

more involved with the game and usually of a higher skill level than someone with 

no cosmetics. As you can get cosmetics through playing or scrapping metal, none 

indicates someone with less time spent playing and/or less commitment to the 

game. But for me it's just a mental shortcut for helping me assess what teammates 

or enemies to prioritize before I've seen them play enough to evaluate their skill for 

myself.” - TF2, Female, 29, America 

Interestingly enough, this contrasts with almost all of the answers the Dota 2 

players gave, where the consensus seems to be that there is no reliable 

correlation between cosmetic items and the players’ skill. 

“I don't really think I do perceive them [players with expensive cosmetics] any 

different. Part of that might be because there's so many cosmetic items now that I 

have a hard time recognizing valuable items at a glance, apart from the famous 

Dragonclaw Hook.” - Dota 2, Male, 26, Sweden 

Visibility. A pattern that has emerged among the interview answers is 

something we would call visibility. There are different aspects of visibility, for 

example that cosmetics are the first thing the participants notice about the 

players around them and this could trigger different reactions from them. 
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“[...] different actions are taken when facing an Unusual player on the enemy 

team. Also, different decisions are made when you see one on your own team. 

People might not be consciously aware of it. But beyond any doubt, this is true.” - 

TF2, Male, 35, England 

Another form of visibility is that it could make your teammates or friends 

aware of your position, as it draws more attention to you. 

“[...] people are more likely to see them [the cosmetics] and that is also 

important. I like to be distinguishable from others for my friends.” - TF2, Male, 22, 

England 

Cosmetic items could also make your team more willing to work together in 

Team Fortress 2. 

“An Unusual hat can inspire your team to play classes that the team needs in 

order to succeed. A player might decide to go Medic and help the Unusual Heavy for 

example. Or someone else might go Engineer and build the support buildings. If 

people believe that there is a skilled player on the team then there is hope.” - TF2, 

Male, 35, England 

Contrasting the answers from the Team Fortress 2 players, the Dota 2 

participants seemed to have a more negative outlook on the visibility of 

cosmetics, for example how the cosmetics work with the game environment. 

“[...] if they [the cosmetics] are very large and bright they can be distracting and 

hide other important elements. If they are too small and dark they may make it 

more difficult to detect a player. Also certain cosmetics can make it more difficult 

to differentiate between different heroes. All of this can have a negative effect on 

gameplay.” - Dota 2, Male, 27, Sweden 

Another factor is that it can be difficult to know what to expect from players. 

“I might get annoyed if I feel that some cosmetic item is making the game harder to 

pick up visual cues in. To learn different visual cues for different sets of cosmetic 

items would be an extra arbitrary difficulty factor for the game that is dependent 

on fast decision making and agility.” - Dota 2, Male, 26, Sweden 
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3.4 Economy 

Money investment. The total amount of money that the participants have spent 

on cosmetic items by the time of the interview collectively exceeds 700 €, 

although not all of them had invested money into the game. Overall, the Team 

Fortress 2 players had spent notably more money than the Dota 2 players. In the 

case of Team Fortress 2, the money spent by the players seems to be closely tied 

to the enjoyment experienced; the more time invested results in a justification 

for money investment. 

“My reasoning is that at 3000+ hours, over the course of 7 year span I am more 

than happy to put money back into the game that has provided more hours of 

content than any other game I have ever played.” - TF2, Male, 22, England 

Out of all the players, only one had not spent money on the game. 

“I haven't really given it a big thought before. My reasoning is probably that I've 

been on a student budget for my peak playing time of Dota 2. Part of the answer is 

probably also that I'm quite reluctant to spend my money in any given situation at 

all.” - Dota 2, Male, 26, Sweden 

Community. The communities of Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2 are huge parts of 

the games. The players mentions the communities’ power to create and submit 

their own cosmetics and how players are able to collectively decide a price for an 

item. Team Fortress 2 has several external websites dedicated to trading and 

pricechecking; these websites exist because of the large number of players that 

are interested in trading. On the topic of cosmetic items’ value, one player says: 

“The demand for items can be fairly easily tracked, but it doesn't necessarily 

directly correlate to the perceived value of some items, for instance items that for a 

long time were considered rare and therefore valuable despite us knowing exactly 

how many exist and that they're actually quite common. Also, as trading as hugely 

popular for some unknown reason, the ease of reselling something plays quite 

highly into it's "value."” - TF2, Female, 29, America 
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What determines a cosmetic item’s value is looked upon differently by the 

players of Team Fortress 2, but the overall consensus is that it is determined by 

the demand there is by the community; if more people want it, it will rise in 

price. This is the price that is measured in in-game currency, more specifically 

metal and keys, but also other items, many of them cosmetics.  

“For me, it is largely how they look. Which often enough still doesn't change 

their value in money, which is determined mostly by their rarity and people's 

opinion on them.” - TF2, Male, 17, Bulgaria 

In the case of Dota 2, the players have different views on the value of 

cosmetics and what affect the community has on the pricing. One player puts it 

as such:  

“A combination of many things, mostly rarity and demand of a cosmetic item, 

and less about how "good" the visuals of the items are. Valve have full control and 

can carefully manipulate rarity which plays a big part of certain cosmetic items' 

value.” - Dota 2, Male, 21, Sweden 

Another player claims that the aesthetics of the items does impact the value 

the most. But this also reflects his personal preference as he may be speaking 

about sentimental value, not monetary value.  

“The looks of the item. The value of an items in cash doesn't really matter if the 

item doesn't look good. An item that is cheap but looks good as well is more 

valuable.” - Dota 2, Male, 18, Finland 
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4 Discussion 

4.1 Our interpretations of the results 

Appeal. To us, there is a possible reason for the shared appeal between the 

games. What is seen as cool or appealing are often the rare items, so called 

Unusuals in Team Fortress 2 and Arcanas in Dota 2. These cosmetics share highly 

visible particle effects that are colorful, shiny, are very exclusive and expensive, 

giving them an unique look and potentially making them more appealing. There 

could be patterns to observe over what cosmetics players find appealing, 

although we lack the data to do so in this study. Pictures of Unusuals and Arcanas 

are presented in the appendix. 

Preferences. We think that this could be something as trivial as general 

preferences for things, not only cosmetics. Everyone has, for example, their 

favourite type of clothing, although more people might share the preference for a 

specific kind, based on comfort, quality, looks and rarity. In contrast to patterns 

in appeal, we think that it would be difficult to get an overview of players’ 

personal preferences for cosmetic items; many factors can affect this and 

keeping the amount of cosmetics and variants in mind, it would quickly expand 

beyond the scope of this study. 

Individuality. We believe that individuality is a very important aspect of 

cosmetic items, not only in Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2, but as a whole for the 

entire gaming medium; players often want to be able to relate to their character 

more or to project their own personality on to the character. This type of 

customization is a huge part of both games and especially Team Fortress 2, 

because you find people with cosmetic combinations you have not yet seen on a 

daily basis. There will always be certain combinations that are more used than 

others, considering appeal, preferences and rarity of items, but making an 

unique combination is far from impossible. 
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Sentimental value. Sentimental value is something that we think ties together 

strongly with individuality. Having a cosmetic item that represents yourself is 

most likely bound to having a further individual value for you; losing a cosmetic 

item that you cherish may be like losing a part of your identity as a player. This 

may be compounded by the fact that the item may be worth a lot on the market 

and you may be tempted to sell an item that you like simply because of its 

monetary value. 

Skill. Based on our own observations and our own experience with the games, 

we believe that the reason why the players seem divided on this topic, is partly 

because of the games’ differences in presentation of the battlefield. While Team 

Fortress 2 presents you with a very close look of the battlefield and your 

surroundings, Dota 2 has the camera placed above the map, giving the player a 

bird’s eye view, significantly less detailed. This means that generally, it would be 

more difficult to determine a player’s cosmetic items from far away and 

therefore, it’s hard to determine what judgement players might make on each 

others’ skill based on that. Another aspect that plays into this, we think, is the 

younger lifespan of Dota 2 and the fact that while both have cosmetics, the 

answers provided show that some of those we asked about cosmetics in Dota 2 

have a more neutral attitude towards it about it and they insist that only 

observing behavior is a reliable way to gauge skill. Many of our players also 

stated that the only thing that cosmetics prove is either a monetary investment 

or a time investment. These kinds of assessments can be seen as social perception 

(Wikipedia, 2015), where both the first impressions of the players based on their 

cosmetics and the later judgement on skill can be applied; creating an impression 

based on looks and then on behaviour. Another psychological aspect of player 

skill has to do with the Dunning-Kruger effect (Kruger and Dunning, 1999), 

which can be summarized as a cognitive bias; players of lesser skill lack the 

ability to identify their own shortcomings and thus overestimate their 

performance. We think this applies to players of both games, and that this 

overestimation can lead to purchases of cosmetics; the player may want to show 

off the dedication to the game or skill with a class or hero, even if it does not 

reflect reality. 
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Visibility. Our own thoughts on this topic is that what the players from both 

games have said is very interesting. In the case of Team Fortress 2, having a very 

bright, shiny, or colorful hat can very likely be a dead giveaway of your position; 

this could potentially eliminate the element of surprise, giving the enemy a heads 

up about your potential attack, but on the other hand, it could also help your 

teammates find you and aid you more easily. As for Dota 2, we feel that while the 

respondent brings up a valid argument in that some items may become 

distracting or obfuscating, we personally have a hard time thinking of a cosmetic 

item that fulfills these criteria. Some of the more costly Arcana items do 

significantly change how certain heroes look, but not to the point where you 

cannot recognize them. 

Money investment. Valve has managed to create an undeniably successful 

cosmetic distribution model for their games, not only for Team Fortress 2 and 

Dota 2. We can not overlook the part that Valve has offered optional content that 

players are more than willing to pay for and we believe that this ties in with 

many things, not only that time investment may result in subsequent money 

investments. Spending money is often rooted in the exchange of services or 

content; the cosmetics are often appealing enough to generate an exchange of 

money for content. Then there’s also positive association, that the player feels a 

positive connection with the cosmetic item and wanting to support the 

developer. There are many ways to justify a money investment, but with the 

number of people already doing it, players don’t really have to excuse their 

expenditure. This is a common phenomenon in free-to-play games in general and 

a social psychology term that is called reciprocity (Wikipedia, 2015). According 

to Ferrell (2014), since the game itself does not cost you anything, then you are 

more likely to feel compelled to give something back to the developer who gave 

you something for free. 
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Community. To people who are not familiar with it, it might be a foreign 

concept, but the communities of Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2 are a huge part of 

the games; the communities create and submit their own cosmetics, the free 

market determines the trading price for cosmetic items and provide services that 

lets you preview cosmetic items and show which players are banned from 

trading because of previous scamming or bad conduct. It is important to note 

that Valve’s set price in the store is not always representative of the trading price 

set by the community and that Valve only distributes the in-game drops and the 

items available in the in-game store. The rest, like trading sites, Valve does not 

have a hand in. One could argue that the Steam Community Market is run by the 

community, since it’s the players that are buying and selling and supply and 

demand affect the price. Ultimately however, since Valve maintains the service, 

they control the supply which gives them a certain control over what items 

become rare and which items are more likely to flood the marketplace and they 

also take a percentage of each successful trade. 

4.2 Critical look at our own work 

The choice of data gathering method was almost a given; we wanted to work 

with a qualitative method because of our research question. It would not have 

been fitting with a quantitative method, nor do we think we would have had the 

time or resources for it. Choosing to do interviews was also an easy decision; we 

felt like it was fitting for what we wanted to examine in this study. The analysis 

method was a given because it was presented in the same chapter as the data 

gathering method and we did not reflect much more on it. Overall, we think that 

we made a good choice. Choosing other methods might have yielded other or 

more results, but that would also have ballooned the scope of the study in size 

significantly. 

The main reason we chose to work with Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2 is because 

we both have a lot of experience with our respective game. Some may argue that 

this might skew the questions and therefore the answers in the study; that we 

already have expectations on what the results will be. Although this would make 

a valid point, we argue that having prior knowledge of the topic at hand helps the 

study to yield more useful results. If we did not have the experience we already 
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have, then making the questions would be very difficult; we would have no idea 

what to ask and the games themselves would be unfamiliar. Maybe the 

participants would feel awkward with questions that were not made by people 

that have the knowledge about the topic at hand. We are also a part of the 

communities and we think that it can be a positive merit and that it should be 

embraced, not discarded or questioned at face value. We have made ourselves 

aware of our own thoughts by answering the interview questions ourselves; not 

only have we made ourselves aware of where we ourselves stand on the topic at 

hand but it is also been a way for us to test the interview questions to see how 

easy they are to answer and if they would generate topical answers.  

When choosing participants, we considered asking players we had not played 

with prior, but our reasoning for not doing so was that there is a gamble when 

interviewing people you do not know; they might not take it seriously or that 

they do not feel motivated enough to give detailed answers. On the other hand, 

knowing the participants might make them answer in a way that they think 

would be beneficial for the interviewer, although we believe that the players we 

interviewed are very experienced and already have a set view on cosmetic items, 

that would be unaffected by their friendship with us, thus still yielding honest 

answers. 

4.3 Context of other studies 

Unfortunately, we were unable to find any studies that look at cosmetic items 

and skilled players as we have done. The studies we have found that are relevant, 

focuses on customization of phones (Marathe & Sundar, 2011) and money 

spending patterns in a social game (Wohn, 2014). However, another study that 

can be interesting to note is that Morningstar and Farmer (1990) wrote about an 

automated economy in the multi-user virtual environment known as Habitat 

(Lucasfilm Games, 1986). This economic system is almost identical to the one 

which Valve uses today; the items in the in-game store have set prices and the 

players can buy these items, for example cosmetic items, that can then be sold to 

make a profit. The difference is that the players of Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2 

have the option to sell these items for real money; the items sold on the Steam 

Community Market generates money for your Steam Wallet, money that can be 
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used to buy other products from Steam, such as games. But these items, and 

items acquired by other means, can also be traded between players for profit. It 

is possible to start with the least valued item and trade up to something that is 

worth a lot more, if the right buyers are present. 

Kujanpää, Manninen and Vallius (2007) examine the value of video game 

characters, and it is something that can be applied to both Team Fortress 2 and 

Dota 2; players use their in-game characters to project their personality and 

feeling to other players. This can be done with the choice of class or heroes and 

also with what cosmetics are present. Intimidating characters and cosmetics, but 

also an aggressive playstyle can be interpreted as a player feeling and projecting 

anger. Whether these choices are temporary or not, players can express 

themselves and bond through their character, even without conversing. 

Since video games in general are a field that is lacking in research compared 

to other fields, it is no surprise that there are not any studies made on the 

attitude towards cosmetic items; it would probably be more interesting to look 

purely at the game mechanics in terms of the gameplay or to look at games 

through the lens of another discipline, such as psychology. 
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5 Conclusions 

From what we have gathered, the majority of the players do enjoy cosmetic 

items as an element in the games and the aspects therein. However, some 

players were more neutral about the inclusion of cosmetics and a minority 

expressed negative associations to them as a whole. Cosmetic items have become 

more than just a superficial addition; while they are aesthetic items that change 

your character slightly, they can still be an important element for a player’s 

overall enjoyment. Cosmetics allow players a sense of identity and a way to 

express themselves within the confines of the game. They might provide the 

players with positive and negative advantages in terms of gameplay, both for the 

player in question and the opposing players, and they can help players make 

predictions on other players. 

In the end, the categories and terms this study has provided are not enough to 

base conclusions on. Further study is needed in order to define the terms in a 

more formal manner, although there definitely are patterns to explore. Future 

studies could include more players, even more thorough interviews and maybe 

include players from Counter Strike: Global Offensive (Valve Corporation, 2012), 

as that game handles cosmetics in a similar fashion to both Team Fortress 2 and 

Dota 2, with notable difference of it being a premium game whereas Team 

Fortress 2 and Dota 2 both are free-to-play. 



 24 

References 

Bethesda Softworks, 2007. The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion [game]. Bethesda 

Softworks. Available at: <http://store.steampowered.com/app/900883/> 

 

Cote, A. and Raz, J., In-depth interviews for game research, 2015, In: Game 

Research Methods: An Overview. (eds.) Lankoski P. and Björk S. ETC Press, pp. 

93-113. Available at: <http://press.etc.cmu.edu/files/Game-Research-

Methods_Lankoski-Bjork-etal-web.pdf> [Accessed 1 September 2015] 

 

Digital Extremes, 2013. Warframe [game]. Digital Extremes. Available at: 

<http://store.steampowered.com/app/230410/> 

 

Farrell, J., 2014. The Fascinating Psychology Behind Free-To-Play Mobile App 

Games. The Huffington Post, [blog] 30 October. Available at: 

<http://www.huffingtonpost.com/joseph-farrell/the-fascinating-

psycholog_b_6076502.html> [Accessed December 11 2015] 

 

Gamepedia Dota 2 Wiki, 2015. Cosmetic Item. [online] Available at: 

<http://dota2.gamepedia.com/Cosmetic_Item> [Accessed 3 December 2015] 

 

Kruger, J. and Dunning, D., 1999. Unskilled and Unaware of It: How Difficulties in 

Recognizing One’s Own Incompetence Lead to Inflated Self-Assessments. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, [online] 77(6), 1121-1134. 

Available at: <http://www.jerwood-no.org.uk/pdf/Dunning%20Kruger.pdf> 

[Accessed 14 January 2016] 

 

Kujanpää, T., Manninen, T. and Vallius, L., 2007. What’s My Game Character 

Worth - The Value Components of MMOG Characters. In: Situated Play, 

Proceedings of DiGRA 2007 Conference.  The University of Tokyo, September 

2007. Available at: <http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-

library/07312.35346.pdf> [Accessed 11 January 2016] 

 

http://store.steampowered.com/app/900883/
http://press.etc.cmu.edu/files/Game-Research-Methods_Lankoski-Bjork-etal-web.pdf
http://press.etc.cmu.edu/files/Game-Research-Methods_Lankoski-Bjork-etal-web.pdf
http://store.steampowered.com/app/230410/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/joseph-farrell/the-fascinating-psycholog_b_6076502.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/joseph-farrell/the-fascinating-psycholog_b_6076502.html
http://dota2.gamepedia.com/Cosmetic_Item
http://www.jerwood-no.org.uk/pdf/Dunning%20Kruger.pdf
http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-library/07312.35346.pdf
http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-library/07312.35346.pdf


 25 

Lucasfilm Games, 1986. Habitat [game]. Quantum Link. 

 

Marathe, S. and Sundar, S., 2011. What Drives Customization? Control or 

Identity? In: Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in 

Computing Systems CHI’ 11. [online] New York, NY, USA: ACM DOI: 

10.1145/1978942.1979056 [Accessed 13 October 2015] 

 

Maxis, 2000. The Sims [game]. Electronic Arts. 

 

Morningstar, C. and Farmer, F. R., 1990. The Lessons of Lucasfilm’s Habitat. In M. 

Benedikt, ed. 1990. Cyberspace: First Steps. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

Available at: 

<http://web.stanford.edu/class/history34q/readings/Virtual_Worlds/Lucasfi

lmHabitat.html> [Accessed 3 January 2016] 

 

Official Team Fortress 2 Wiki, 2015. Cosmetic items. [online] Available at: 

<https://wiki.teamfortress.com/wiki/Cosmetic_items> [Accessed 3 

December 2015] 

 

Overkill Software, 2013. Payday 2 [game]. 505 Games. Available at: 

<http://store.steampowered.com/app/218620/> 

 

Psyonix, 2015. Rocket League [game]. Psyonix. Available at: 

<http://store.steampowered.com/app/252950/> 

 

Sterling, J., 2015. Fee 2 Pay, The Jimquisition. [video online] Available at: 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fHszeYz5Mi0> [Accessed 15 October 

2015] 

 

Valve Corporation, 2012. Counter Strike: Global Offensive [game]. Valve 

Corporation. Available at: <http://store.steampowered.com/app/730/> 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1978942.1979056
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1978942.1979056
http://web.stanford.edu/class/history34q/readings/Virtual_Worlds/LucasfilmHabitat.html
http://web.stanford.edu/class/history34q/readings/Virtual_Worlds/LucasfilmHabitat.html
https://wiki.teamfortress.com/wiki/Cosmetic_items
http://store.steampowered.com/app/218620/
http://store.steampowered.com/app/252950/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fHszeYz5Mi0
http://store.steampowered.com/app/730/


 26 

Valve Corporation, 2012. Dota 2 [game]. Valve Corporation. Available at: 

<http://store.steampowered.com/app/570/> 

 

Valve Corporation, 2007. Team Fortress 2 [game]. Valve Corporation. Available 

at: <http://store.steampowered.com/app/440/> 

 

Wikipedia, 2015. Reciprocity (social psychology). [online] Available at: 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_%28social_psychology%29> 

[Accessed December 11 2015] 

 

Wikipedia, 2015. Social perception. [online] Available at: 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_perception> [Accessed December 14 

2015] 

 

Wohn, Y., 2014. Spending Real Money: Purchasing Patterns of Virtual Goods in an 

Online Social Game. In: Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human 

Factors in Computing Systems CHI’ 14. [online] New York, NY, USA: ACM DOI: 

10.1145/2556288.2557074 [Accessed 13 October 2015] 

 

  

http://store.steampowered.com/app/570/
http://store.steampowered.com/app/440/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_%28social_psychology%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_perception
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557074
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557074


 27 

Appendix I 

The following information was given to all participants before the interview 

had started. 

“The purpose of this interview is to collect information about how cosmetics 

are experienced by skilled Team Fortress 2 and Dota 2 players. Participants will 

be asked about their respective game. The information collected will then be 

reviewed in our study. Please take part in the following information: 

- Participating is completely voluntary and participants may end the 

interview at any time. 

- Participants will remain anonymous; names will not be collected. Only 

gender, age and nationality will be collected for sorting and quoting 

purposes. 

- Participants may ask questions during the interview if the instructions 

given are unclear. Please write them in parenthesis. 

- In case of losing the internet connection, please consider what could be the 

cause; if Steam is down for one or both parties, wait until it regains 

connection. If the problem occurs with one of the parties’ own connection, 

we will try to contact you in another way if possible. 

- If during the interview either party suffers loss of internet connection, the 

interview can either be resumed or restarted. 

- We will provide you with one question at a time, and the following one will 

be given when both parties are ready to proceed. 

- There will be no character limit for the answers. 

- The sentences may be written in separate messages. 

- Please do not send any links. 

- No follow-up interview is planned, but we may contact you again if we 

need to collect further information.” 

We made sure there was consent and if anything was unclear before we 

begun. 

“Do you have any questions? / Do you want to participate?” 
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Appendix II 

Below are the questions we presented to the participants. Relevant follow-up 

questions were presented accordingly. The ones written below were not always 

presented, or were changed slightly depending on the interview, but with the 

same meaning still intact. 

[Start of interview.] 

How much time have you spent on Team Fortress 2 / Dota 2? 

Are you happy with the amount of time you have spent on the game? 

Do you have any favourite cosmetic items for certain heroes/classes? 

YES 

Which one is it? Which ones are they? 

Why is it your favourite? Why are they your favourites? 

NO 

Why do you think that is? 

Have you spent any real money on cosmetic items in Team Fortress 2 / Dota 2? 

YES 

How do you reason when you spend money on cosmetics? 

Do you know how much money you have spent on cosmetics? 

Are you happy with the amount of money you have spent? 

NO 

What is your reasoning for not spending money on cosmetics? 
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Appendix III 

How much is your most expensive cosmetic item worth? 

How did you acquire it?  

What personal value does that cosmetic have to you? 

Is your most expensive cosmetic item the one you’re most attached to? 

YES/NO 

Why do you think that is? 

What do you think determines cosmetic items’ value? 

Why do you think that is? 

Are there any particular cosmetics that appeal to you more than others? 

YES/NO 

Why do you think that is? 

How well do you think the cosmetic items tie in with the artstyle of the game? 

Why do you think that is? 

How do you perceive players with expensive cosmetics? 

Why do you think that is? Why do you think you perceive them as such? 

How do you think other players perceive you based on your cosmetics? 

Do you think that other players would look at you in a different way if you had 

other cosmetics? 

Why do you think that is? 
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Appendix IV 

How often do you change or replace your cosmetic items? 

How do you acquire those new cosmetics? 

Have you ever changed them to be perceived differently? 

YES 

In what situation did you change them? 

Why did you change them? 

NO 

Have you changed them because of other reasons? 

Do you think that purely cosmetic items can affect the gameplay? 

YES 

What and how do you think it affects? 

How do you feel about that? 

NO 

Why do you think that is? 

How do you feel about it? 

Do you think that cosmetic items could give players advantages? 

YES/NO 

Why do you think that is? 

How do you feel about cosmetics being a part of Team Fortress 2 / Dota 2? 

Would you add or remove any cosmetics? 

To round up this session, could you please provide us with your gender, age 

and nationality? Thank you for participating! 

[End of interview.] 
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Appendix V 

Pictures and descriptions of cosmetic items and terms used in Team Fortress 2 

and Dota 2. 

 

Fig. 1. First page of the in-game store of Team Fortress 2. 

 

Fig. 2. Cosmetic items being sold on the Steam Community Market. 
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Appendix VI 

 

Fig. 3. Three different types of Metal and Keys used as trading currency in 

Team Fortress 2. 

 

Fig. 4. The difference between a Team Fortress 2 player with and without 

cosmetic items. 
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Appendix VII 

 

Fig. 5. A Team Fortress 2 player wearing an Unusual and other cosmetics in-

game. 

 

Fig. 6. First page of the in-game store of Dota 2. 
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Appendix VIII 

 

Fig. 7. Description of an Arcana in the in-game store of Dota 2. 

 

Fig. 8. A Dota 2 player wearing an Arcana in-game. 

 

 


