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Strategic Game Release Timing in Competitive 

Markets with Network Effects 
 

Di Wu, Jinting Wang, Jian Li, Rui Peng, Senior Member, IEEE, and Shaomin Wu 
 

 Abstract—The gaming industry is thriving, propelled by rapid 

advances in digital technology and a steadily expanding player 

base. Game publishers adopt a variety of release strategies: Some 

games are released on schedule, while others experience delays, a 

phenomenon commonly referred to as “slips.” Moreover, the 

growing size of the gaming community also generates significant 

network effects: as more players engage with a game, enthusiasm 

spreads, enriching the overall player experience. This paper 

examines the release strategies of game publishers in a 

competitive market where player engagement is shaped by 

network effects. Utilizing a game-theoretic model, we find that (1) 

immediate release is optimal when the initial quality gap is small 

or the cost of delay is high, (2) a fast slip strategy dominates when 

the quality gap is moderate and can be substantially reduced in a 

short time, and (3) a slow slip strategy is preferred when the gap 

is large, quality can be improved rapidly, and postponement is 

relatively inexpensive. The paper also considers the possibility of 

“reverse slip”, releasing earlier than planned. Extending the 

model to competing publishers, we derive equilibrium conditions 

for release-timing choices and show that both slip strategies 

remain viable, depending on quality differences among games. 

We further substantiate these analytical results with real-world 

numerical evidence from major game releases, showing that well-

timed acceleration or postponement can improve launch 

outcomes, whereas releasing with unresolved quality problems 

may lead to severe post-launch penalties. Our findings offer 

actionable guidance for release planning that jointly considers 

quality evolution, network effects, and competitive dynamics. 

 
Index Terms—Game publisher, incumbent-entrant, players, 

release strategy, video games  
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Managerial Relevance Statement—For engineering managers, the 

findings of this research provide a structured framework for 

deciding whether to proceed with, delay or accelerate a planned 

game release. The real-world numerical evidence indicates that 

well-timed acceleration or delay can improve launch outcomes 

when aligned with the underlying quality gap, whereas launching 

with unresolved quality issues undermines post-launch 

performance---even under strong initial demand. The framework 

focuses on three key levels: controlling or overseeing current 

product quality, the expected pace of quality improvement, and 

community or network effects. These insights translate into 

concrete strategies such as freezing feature development to focus 

on developing a player base, approving a short delay to reach a 

“satisfactory” quality level or investing in a longer refinement 

phase to support a premium positioning. For policymakers and 

platform owners, the research result clarifies when release delays 

are a rational response to quality and network concerns rather 

than mere mismanagement. This understanding enables them to 

set more realistic certification timelines, manage stakeholder 

expectations more effectively, and design support policies (e.g., 

targeted incentives or clear guidelines) that promote timely, high-

quality releases. This paper also contributes to the following SDG: 

SDG 9. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

ITH the rapid advancement of digital technology, 

the gaming industry is experiencing unprecedented 

growth. Statistics show that the global gaming 

market revenue has been rising at an astonishing rate over the 

past few years and reached $27.97 billion in 2024 [1], 

attracting significant investment and generating substantial 

innovation. Gaming has evolved beyond being a pastime for 

the young. This rapid growth trend presents the gaming 

industry with more opportunities and challenges in product 

releases. 

Planning the time when a new game should be released, 

namely, the release strategy, is critical to the operational 

success of the game manufacturers. In practice, in addition to 

an on-time, final release of a new game, two other release 

strategies are also adopted: delays (also known as “slips”) and 

early releases (referred to as “reverse slips”), which account 

for 48~52% and less than 1%, respectively [2]. In other words, 

failing to meet the scheduled release dates is normal.  

(1) From a strategic competition perspective, changing a 

release plan can be used to reduce head-to-head rivalry and 

reposition against competitors more effectively. A prominent 

long-horizon case is Star Citizen, whose originally anticipated 

launch timeline has been repeatedly pushed back over years 

[3]. In contrast, reverse slips do occur. For example, the PC 

(Steam) version of Death end re;Quest 2 was officially moved 

up by one week relative to its previously planned date, 

W 
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illustrating that game publishers sometimes accelerate releases 

when strategic and operational conditions allow [4]. 

(2) From a product lifecycle and quality-management 

perspective, slips may be chosen to improve polish and protect 

long-term reputation. Nintendo publicly delayed The Legend 

of Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom by roughly one year to refine 

the product before release [5]. Similarly, Capcom’s Pragmata 

experienced multiple postponements (including an indefinite 

delay) with the publisher explicitly linking the extra time to 

meeting the quality expectations of players [6]. 

(3) From a financial and operational perspective, release 

timing can be shaped by production complexity, platform 

coordination, and investor-facing expectations. For instance, 

CD Projekt’s final delay of Cyberpunk 2077 to December 10, 

2020, was explained in public communications as driven by 

the difficulty of shipping many platform versions 

simultaneously, highlighting how operational constraints can 

dominate timing decisions [7].  

Motivated by these real-world practices, we study how a 

game publisher selects among four release strategies, 

immediate release, fast slip (a short postponement), slow slip 

(a significant postponement), and reverse slip (releasing 

earlier than scheduled)—and how this choice depends on 

market and firm conditions. Importantly, timing decisions in 

the gaming industry are shaped by network effects: a larger 

player base makes a game more attractive, strengthens 

community interaction, and increases the game’s social value, 

thereby drawing in additional players. As a result, publishers 

must consider the development of a broader gaming 

ecosystem (e.g., community health, cross-title engagement, 

and long-run player-base growth) rather than focusing solely 

on the success of a single title. Building on this, we examine 

(i) when publishers adopt each of the four release strategies, 

(ii) which factors drive these choices, and (iii) how strategies 

should adjust when multiple publishers make interdependent 

timing decisions in the same market. Table I further illustrates 

the relationship between the real-world practices and our 

research questions. 

Our results show that the optimal release strategy depends 

on the quality of the game and those of other games on the 

market, as well as the potential for quality improvement. If the 

entrant already holds a quality advantage, the reverse slip is an 

effective strategy. If the quality of a new game can be rapidly 

improved, fast slip will allow it to capture a larger market 

share. Otherwise, the game publishers must find a balance 

between a low price (corresponding to immediate release) and 

the inability to generate revenue in the short term 

(corresponding to slow slip). The different strategies proposed 

in this paper can provide game publishers with 

recommendations on quality improvement, pricing, and 

release timing. Meanwhile, savvy players can also judge the 

potential quality of a game by its release timing. 

Although this paper uses video game releases as examples, 

its principles, including continuous quality improvement, 

network effects, and strategic release timing in an incumbent-

entrant setting, can apply to many other digital markets, 

including software and streaming services, smart devices and 

IoT platforms. Our analysis can therefore be interpreted as a 

general framework for understanding how game publishers 

choose the time when a new product should be released. 

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 

2 reviews the relevant literature. Section 3 sets up the model. 

Section 4 characterizes the equilibrium when only two games 

compete on the market. Section 5 extends the competition 

from two game publishers to three or more game publishers, 

demonstrating the robustness of our proposed model. Section 

6 concludes the paper and suggests future research. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature relevant to the research in this paper 

encompasses several key areas: product release strategies, 

consumer options under network externality, and the video 

game industry.  

[8] introduce two release strategies---immediate-release and 

late-release---for a new product and construct a theoretical 

model for analysis. [9] explore a two-period duopoly model, 

examining varying levels of user upgrade costs and switching 

costs. [10] investigate the entrant issue with technology 

investment. When optimizing product release strategies, 

providers must balance the trade-off between release time and 

product quality. [11] conduct an empirical study to scrutinize 

factors potentially influencing the performance of new product 

introductions.  

The work similar to our research is [8], as both propose two 

different product release strategies: on-time release and 

delayed release. Meanwhile, [12] quantify how the timing of 

exclusive game releases on competing platforms generates 

intertemporal demand spillovers. [2] conduct a large-scale 

empirical analysis of over 23,000 steam titles and show that 

release delays are very common in PC games and are 

associated with slightly lower user ratings than other 

industries. [13] analyze how user engagement with video 

game platforms evolves over the platform lifecycle and how 

software release characteristics shape engagement and market 

outcomes. The key difference is that while their study focuses 

on the market that sells software and services, the present 

paper focuses on the gaming sector, where players’ utility is 

influenced by network effects. Additionally, we observe that 

in the gaming market, product delays (slips) fall into two 

categories: short-term delays, which typically last a few 

weeks, and long-term delays which last several months or 

even a year. Therefore, we focus on two distinct branches of 

delayed product release: fast slip and slow slip.  
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    t  E B


    t  E A


    t  E B = (   q  B −   q  C ) / (   𝜆  C − 𝜆 )


    t  E A = (   q  A −   q  C ) (   𝜆  C − 𝜆 )


    Q  A  D


    Q  B  D


    Q  A  T ,   Q  B  T


    Q  C  T


  U  ( 𝜃 ,   q  i  ( t ) ) = 𝜃   q  i  ( t ) −   p  i  R + 𝛼   Q  i  T +   𝛽  j   Q  j  T +   𝛽  k   Q  k  T , i , j , k ∈ { A , B , C } ,


    𝛽  k


    p  i  R


    𝛽  j ∈ [ 0 , 𝛼 ]


    𝛽  k ∈ [ 0 , 𝛼 ]


  j


  k


    𝛾  j , k


    𝛾  j , k = 𝛼 −   𝛽  j , k


    t  E B


    t  E A


    t  E A


    t  C 1 ∗ ≤ t <   t  C 2 ∗


    t  E B


    t  E B ≤ t <   t  C 3 ∗


    t  E A


    t  C 3 ∗ ≤ t <   t  C 4 ∗


    t  E A


    t  E A ≤ t <   t  C 5 ∗


    q  A ,   q  C


    t 0 ,   t  C


    t  D


    q  C  R


    t  C


    𝜆  A ,   𝜆  C


  𝜆


    k  d ,   k  m


  k


    t  E A


  𝜃


    p  A  R ,   p  C  R


    Q  A  M


    Q  A  D ,   Q  C  D


  𝛼 ,   𝛽  j


    𝛾  j


    t  C ∗


    T  C


    q  B ,   p  B  R ,   Q  B  T


  n


    𝜋  A  R ,   𝜋  B  R ,   𝜋  C  R


    t  C 1 ∗


    −   q  A +   q  C + 2   𝛾  A +   𝛾  C  𝜆 −   𝜆  C


    t  C 2 ∗


    3 (   q  C −   q  A +   𝛾  A +   𝛾  C ) +   t  D ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C )  4 ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C ) −    (   q  A −   q  C −   𝛾  A −   𝛾  C +   t  D ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C ) ) (   q  A −   q  C − 5   𝛾  A −   𝛾  C +   t  D ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C ) )  4 ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C )


    t  C 3 ∗


    3 (   q  C −   q  A +   𝛾  A +   𝛾  C ) +   t  D ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C )  4 ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C ) +    (   q  A −   q  C −   𝛾  A −   𝛾  C +   t  D ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C ) ) (   q  A −   q  C − 5   𝛾  A −   𝛾  C +   t  D ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C ) )  4 ( 𝜆 −   𝜆  C )

