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Abstract

This study explored the antecedents, consequences, and deterrents of free-riding behavior within freemium
marketing models, a common strategy in digital industries, such as software, gaming, and online services. Using
a qualitative approach, the research employed thematic analysis to examine data collected through semi-
structured interviews with 16 marketing experts and academics from Tehran, Shahid Beheshti, and Semnan
universities. The primary objective was to identify the factors driving users' engagement with free versions of
products or services, the impacts of this behavior on businesses and user experiences, and the barriers that
hindered conversion to paid versions. The findings indicated that free-riding behavior was influenced by 5 main
antecedents: initial user motivations, psychological and behavioral factors, accessibility and ease of use, product
and brand characteristics, and social and economic influences. These were derived from 75 initial codes and
consolidated into 5 overarching themes. The consequences of free-riding encompassing economic and marketing
impacts, social and behavioral effects, and qualitative service outcomes were synthesized from 60 initial codes
into 9 themes and 3 primary categories. To mitigate free-riding and promote upgrades to premium versions, 6
deterrent categories were identified: economic and financial, behavioral and psychological, social and cultural,
technological and technical, motivational and personal preferences, and legal and policy barriers, stemming from
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86 initial codes. This study offered actionable insights for freemium businesses to develop strategies that
enhanced user conversion rates, improved user experiences, and ensured long-term business sustainability by
effectively balancing free and paid offerings.

Keywords: Free-Riding, Freemium Model, Antecedents, Consequences, Deterrents, Marketing.

Introduction

The freemium business model has revolutionized digital marketing by enabling companies to offer basic services
at no cost, thereby lowering entry barriers and attracting large user bases. This approach has transformed
industries such as software development, online gaming, and digital content platforms. However, a critical
challenge associated with freemium models is free-riding behavior, where users exploit free services without
transitioning to paid versions, potentially undermining the financial sustainability of businesses (Chiu et al.,
2011). Free-riding is influenced by a complex interplay of psychological, social, economic, and technological
factors that shape user behavior. For instance, positive experiences with free services can increase the likelihood
of upgrading to premium versions, as high user ratings and positive feedback correlate with higher premium
sales (Xu et al., 2021). Conversely, robust free offerings can deter users from paying, creating a delicate balance
that businesses must manage (Wagner & Hess, 2013). Social dynamics, such as community engagement and
peer influence, also play a pivotal role in reducing free-riding by fostering a sense of collective responsibility
(Hashim & Bockstedt, 2024). Psychological factors, including perceived value and entitlement to free services,
further complicate user behavior, particularly in environments where access to free content is seamless (Gao,
2023). The consequences of free-riding extend beyond individual behavior, affecting business revenue, user
engagement, and service quality, which may jeopardize long-term competitiveness if not addressed effectively
(Kidwell et al., 2007). This study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of free-riding in freemium marketing
by examining its antecedents, consequences, and deterrents, offering practical recommendations for businesses
to enhance user conversion and sustain growth.

Materials and Methods

The research adopted an exploratory qualitative approach, utilizing thematic analysis to investigate free-riding
behavior in freemium marketing models. Grounded in an interpretive philosophy and following an inductive
methodology, the study targeted marketing and business management experts from Tehran, Shahid Beheshti, and
Semnan universities. Participants were selected based on their academic expertise, practical experience, or
published works related to the research topic, with a minimum of 4 years of managerial experience. A snowball
sampling technique was employed, resulting in a sample of 16 participants, determined by theoretical saturation,
where no new codes emerged after the 16th interview.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews designed to explore the antecedents, consequences,
and deterrents of free-riding. Interview questions focused on users’ motivations for utilizing free services, factors
that made free versions appealing, the adequacy of free features, barriers to upgrading to paid versions, and the
impacts of prolonged free usage on businesses and user experiences. To ensure validity, triangulation was
applied by gathering data from multiple sources, including university academics, managers from government
organizations, and marketing specialists. A review of theoretical and empirical literature on freemium marketing
complemented the findings. A quality control process was implemented, wherein summarized results were
shared with select interviewees for feedback to ensure alignment with their intended perspectives, with
discrepancies addressed to enhance accuracy.

Reliability was ensured by clearly defining key terms and concepts, refining interview questions for clarity,
and conducting pilot tests to guarantee consistent interpretation by participants. Data analysis followed Braun
and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework: familiarizing with the data, generating initial codes,
searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. This
structured approach ensured a systematic and reliable analysis of the qualitative data.
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Research Findings

The analysis of the 16 semi-structured interviews provided comprehensive insights into free-riding behavior
within freemium marketing. The sample comprised 62% male and 38% female participants, with 25% under 40
years, 50% aged 40-50 years, and 25% over 50 years. Educationally, 56% held doctoral degrees, and 44% had
master’s degrees. Professional experience varied, with 19% having less than 10 years, 44% between 10 and 20
years, and 37% over 20 years.

Antecedents of Free-Riding
From 75 initial codes, 14 organizing themes were identified and consolidated into 5 overarching themes:

1. Initial User Motivations: Users are drawn to free services due to their low cost and immediate
accessibility, perceiving them as sufficient for their needs. The absence of financial risk and the ability to test
services without commitment are significant drivers (Chugh, 2015).

2. Psychological and Behavioral Factors: The sunk cost effect and perceived utility of free services deter
upgrades, as users feel that free versions adequately meet their needs. Psychological comfort with free services
further reduces the incentive to pay (Han, 2020; Zhu & Chang, 2014).

3. Accessibility and Ease of Use: User-friendly interfaces and seamless access to free services decrease the
motivation to upgrade. Simplicity in registration and usage enhances the appeal of free versions (Somasundaram
& Pillai, 2024; Hussein & Hilmi, 2021).

4. Product and Brand Characteristics: High-quality free services and strong brand reputation foster
loyalty to free versions. A reputable brand enhances user trust and satisfaction with free offerings (Pangestika &
Indriani, 2023; Sciulli, 2023).

5. Social and Economic Influences: Peer influence and social proof enhance trust in free services,
encouraging continued usage without upgrades. Positive feedback from other users reinforces the perceived
value of free versions (Blanco & Blasco, 2007; Kala et al., 2024).

Consequences of Free-Riding
From 60 initial codes, 9 themes were grouped into 3 main categories:

1. Economic and Marketing Impacts: Free services attract large user bases and generate valuable data for
marketing strategies, but low conversion rates challenge revenue sustainability. The reliance on free users can
reduce profitability (Rietveld, 2017; Kim et al., 2018).

2. Social and Behavioral Effects: Free versions foster user communities and social interactions but may
devalue premium offerings, weakening brand perception. High expectations for free services can complicate
efforts to promote paid versions (Arora et al., 2017; Voci et al., 2024).

3. Qualitative Service Outcomes: A high volume of free users strains infrastructure, leading to reduced
service quality and user satisfaction. This can result in negative feedback and damage to brand reputation (Lee,
2013; Seifert et al., 2023).

Deterrents of Free-Riding
From 86 initial codes, 12 themes were distilled into 6 categories:

1. Economic and Financial Barriers: Value-based pricing, discounts, and loyalty programs incentivize
upgrades by aligning costs with perceived value. Limiting exclusive features to paid versions enhances upgrade
motivation (Mantymaki et al., 2019; Redondo & Serrano, 2025).

2. Behavioral and Psychological Barriers: Creating a sense of exclusivity or fear of missing out (FOMO)
encourages users to adopt premium versions. Highlighting unique benefits of ignores can shift user perceptions
(Huang & Wang, 2019).

3. Social and Cultural Barriers: Leveraging positive feedback from premium users and fostering
community engagement enhance the perceived value of paid versions. Social reinforcement can shift attitudes
toward upgrades (Oliveira et al., 2016; Thapa et al., 2024).

4. Technological and Technical Barriers: Limiting features such as speed, storage, or functionality in free
versions pushes users toward premium options. Technical constraints highlight the benefits of paid services
(Gerogiannis et al., 2020; Martinez et al., 2024).
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5. Motivational and Personal Preference Barriers: Personalized offers and exclusive content make
premium versions more appealing. Tailored experiences increase user willingness to pay (Kramer et al., 2007;
Zhao et al., 2017).

6. Legal and Policy Barriers: Implementing time-limited free access or requiring payments for specific
features curbs free-riding. Clear policies and legal frameworks ensure fair usage (Glnzel-Jensen & Holm, 2016).

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The findings underscore the multifaceted nature of free-riding in freemium marketing, driven by user
motivations, psychological tendencies, accessibility, brand strength, and social influences. These antecedents
highlight the appeal of free services, which, while effective in attracting users, pose challenges for conversion to
paid versions. The consequences reveal a dual-edged impact: free services expand user bases and provide
valuable data, but they risk revenue shortfalls, diminish the perceived value of premium offerings, and strain
infrastructure, leading to reduced service quality. The identified deterrents offer practical strategies, including
enhancing premium feature exclusivity, implementing targeted pricing, fostering community engagement, and
introducing technical limitations on free versions.

This study contributes to the literature by providing a nuanced understanding of free-riding dynamics,
supported by qualitative insights from marketing experts. The results align with prior research emphasizing the
role of perceived value (Wagner & Hess, 2013), social dynamics (Shi et al., 2015), and technical constraints
(Gerogiannis et al., 2020) in shaping user behavior. However, the qualitative nature of the study and reliance on
interviews suggest opportunities for future research, such as longitudinal studies or mixed-method approaches to
capture evolving user behaviors and market trends.

Practical Recommendations

1. Enhance Premium Features: Develop exclusive, high-value premium features to incentivize upgrades,
such as unique content or advanced functionalities.

2. Targeted Pricing Strategies: Offer time-limited discounts or flexible subscription packages to reduce
upgrade hesitancy and appeal to cost-conscious users.

3. Strengthen Social Engagement: Build premium user communities to leverage social proof and
encourage conversions through peer influence.

4. Limit Free Features: Introduce technical constraints on free versions, such as reduced speed or storage,
to highlight the benefits of premium offerings.

Limitations

The interpretive approach may be subject to researcher bias, though efforts were made to minimize this through
rigorous methodology. Data collection relied solely on interviews, and access to companies with prominent free-
riding behaviors was limited. The study’s temporal scope may not fully capture dynamic changes in user
behavior or market trends. Future research could incorporate quantitative methods, longitudinal designs, or
broader industry contexts to address these limitations.

Conclusion

Managing free-riding behavior is critical for optimizing freemium business models. By addressing the identified
antecedents, consequences, and deterrents, businesses can balance attracting free users with converting them into
paying customers. This study provides a robust framework for understanding free-riding dynamics and offers
actionable strategies to enhance user conversion, improve experiences, and ensure sustainable growth in
competitive digital markets.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the study
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Table 2: Sample implementation of the conducted interview
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Table 3: Behavioral antecedents of free-riding in freemium marketing
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Table 4: Behavioral consequences of free-riding in freemium marketing
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Table 5: Inhibiting factors of usage and upgrade in freemium marketing models
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