
 
  

Unity's Real-Time 3D Business 

Idea In Short

Unity Technologies builds the software that powers a large share of the world's mobile
games, from the Create tools developers use to build them to the Grow advertising network
that helps monetize them. Founded in Copenhagen in 2004 by David Helgason, Nicholas
Francis and Joachim Ante, Unity grew into a publicly traded company whose engine
reportedly powers most of the top mobile games released each year. Its 2022 acquisition of
ironSource merged its development tools with a large mobile advertising business, betting
that developers would pay more for a single platform spanning building, publishing and
monetizing games. That bet strained in 2023 when a proposed per-install runtime fee
triggered developer backlash so severe that Unity reversed the policy and replaced its chief
executive within months.
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From a Copenhagen apartment to a global engine

Unity Technologies started in 2004 when David Helgason, Nicholas Francis and Joachim
Ante began building a 3D game engine from their apartments in Copenhagen, Denmark. The
company released its first commercial version in 2005 and relocated its headquarters to San
Francisco in 2008 to be closer to the center of the game industry. Unity built its early
reputation on accessibility, letting small teams and individual developers ship games across
mobile, desktop and console without the budget of a large studio.

The company went public on the New York Stock Exchange in September 2020, raising
more than $1.3 billion in an offering that valued Unity among the largest software companies
to list that year.1 The listing gave Unity capital to expand beyond gaming into industries such
as automotive design and architecture, where its real-time rendering tools let companies
visualize products before building them.

The ironSource merger reshaped the business
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In November 2022, Unity completed an all-stock merger with ironSource, an Israeli mobile
advertising and monetization company, in a deal that valued ironSource at approximately
$4.4 billion.2 The combination gave Unity a much larger advertising network to sit alongside
its development tools, aiming to let developers build a game, publish it and monetize it
through ads and in-app purchases without leaving the Unity ecosystem. Then-chief
executive John Riccitiello framed the deal as building a "full-stack" platform for game
creators, spanning creation through monetization.

The runtime fee crisis nearly broke developer trust

In September 2023, Unity announced a runtime fee that would charge developers a small
amount for every install of a game above certain revenue and install thresholds. Developers
reacted immediately, arguing the fee could be manipulated through fake installs, punished
free-to-play games and retroactively changed the economics of titles already shipped.3
Some studios pulled their games from platforms or paused Unity-based development
entirely in protest.

A policy meant to capture more revenue from Unity's most successful customers
instead pushed some of them toward competing engines within weeks of its
announcement.

Unity apologized publicly, scaled back the fee substantially and later replaced it altogether
with revised subscription pricing. Riccitiello stepped down as chief executive in October
2023, and the board named James Whitehurst as interim leader before Matthew Bromberg
took over as permanent chief executive in May 2024. The episode cost Unity developer
goodwill it had spent nearly two decades building and gave rivals such as Unreal Engine and
the open-source Godot Engine an opening to court disaffected studios.

Restructuring under new leadership

Bromberg's tenure has focused on stabilizing Unity's business through cost cuts, workforce
reductions affecting roughly a quarter of staff and a renewed focus on its two core
segments rather than the broader expansion into unrelated industries pursued under
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Riccitiello. The company released Unity 6 in late 2024, its first major engine version under
the new leadership, positioning it as a technical reset meant to restore confidence among
game studios. Layoffs continued into 2025, including the closure of Unity's Behavior team,
as the company narrowed its focus toward its advertising business and core engine
development.4

Advertising now drives more revenue than the engine itself

Unity's Grow Solutions segment, built around the ironSource advertising technology, has
become the larger of Unity's two reporting segments by revenue, outpacing Create
Solutions, which includes engine subscriptions and licensing. In the fourth quarter of 2025,
Grow Solutions revenue reached $338 million against $165 million for Create Solutions,
continuing a pattern in which advertising and monetization tools generate roughly twice the
revenue of the engine licensing business that built Unity's original reputation.5 That shift
means Unity's financial performance now depends heavily on mobile ad markets and
monetization trends, not solely on how many developers choose its engine.

Competition keeps pricing power in check

Unity competes most directly with Epic Games' Unreal Engine, which has drawn larger
studios with more advanced graphics rendering, and with the free, open-source Godot
Engine, which gained adopters during the runtime fee backlash. Smaller engines such as
GameMaker Studio continue to serve developers who prioritize simplicity over Unity's
broader feature set. This competitive landscape limits how aggressively Unity can raise
prices or change licensing terms, a lesson reinforced by the runtime fee episode. Bromberg
has emphasized retaining existing developers over expanding into new verticals, a narrower
strategy than the one pursued before the 2023 crisis.

Key Partners

Unity partners with major game publishers and studios that build titles on its engine and
provide feedback that shapes future releases. Platform holders including Apple, Google and
console manufacturers integrate Unity's build tools so developers can publish across
devices. Advertising partners and demand-side platforms connect to Unity's Grow network
to buy and sell mobile ad inventory. Hardware and semiconductor companies collaborate
with Unity to optimize engine performance for new devices and chips.
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Key Activities

Unity's central activity is developing and maintaining its game engine, including regular
updates such as Unity 6 that add rendering, scripting and performance improvements. The
company operates and expands its Grow advertising network, matching mobile game
developers with advertisers seeking in-app placements. Unity provides technical support,
documentation and developer relations programs to keep studios building on its platform.
Sales and account management teams work with larger studios and enterprise customers on
licensing and custom deals.

Key Resources

Unity's engine codebase and its accumulated years of engineering work represent its most
valuable technical resource. The Unity Asset Store, a marketplace of pre-built assets and
tools, gives developers a reason to stay within the Unity ecosystem rather than switching
engines. The advertising technology and mobile ad network inherited from the ironSource
merger now generates the larger share of company revenue. Unity's developer community
and its documentation, tutorials and forums lower the barrier for new developers to adopt
the platform.

Value Propositions

For game developers, Unity offers a relatively accessible engine that supports publishing
across mobile, desktop, console and virtual reality platforms from a single codebase. For
studios focused on monetization, Unity's Grow tools provide advertising and analytics that
help convert player engagement into revenue without integrating separate third-party
services. For enterprise customers in industries such as automotive and architecture,
Unity's real-time rendering lets teams visualize designs interactively before committing to
physical production. For advertisers, Unity's network offers access to a large footprint of
mobile games where in-app ads can reach targeted audiences.

Customer Relationships

Unity maintains large-scale developer relationships through self-service account tools,
documentation and community forums that require minimal direct staff involvement.
Dedicated account managers and sales teams support enterprise customers and large
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studios with custom licensing and technical needs. The annual Unite conference brings
developers together to learn new features and interact directly with Unity's engineering
teams. Customer support and technical service channels handle account and billing issues
for paying subscribers.

Channels

Unity's website and direct download tools are the primary channel through which
developers access the engine and its licensing tiers. The Unity Asset Store operates as both
a channel and a revenue stream, connecting developers to third-party assets. Unity Ads and
the Grow advertising network serve as channels connecting developers directly with
advertisers. Developer events, including Unite, and Unity's social media presence support
community engagement and product announcements.

Customer Segments

Independent developers and small studios remain a core segment, drawn to Unity's lower-
cost tiers and accessible tools. Larger game studios and publishers use Unity's Pro-tier
licensing and enterprise support for bigger, more complex productions. Enterprise
customers outside gaming, including automotive and architecture firms, use Unity for real-
time visualization rather than game development. Advertisers form a distinct paying
segment that buys inventory through Unity's Grow network rather than licensing the engine
itself.

Cost Structure

Unity's largest costs include research and development spending on engine features,
rendering technology and the advertising platform inherited from ironSource. Employee
compensation makes up a significant share of expenses, even after workforce reductions
carried out in 2023 and 2024. Cloud infrastructure and hosting costs support both the
engine's cloud-build services and the advertising network's real-time bidding systems.
Restructuring charges, including severance and office closures tied to its cost-cutting
program, added meaningfully to expenses in recent years.

Revenue Streams
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Grow Solutions, Unity's advertising and monetization segment built around the former
ironSource business, generates the larger share of total revenue. Create Solutions
contributes revenue through engine subscriptions, seat-based licensing and industry-
specific deals in sectors such as automotive. The Unity Asset Store adds revenue through
Unity's commission on third-party asset sales. Professional services and support contracts
with larger studios and enterprise customers round out Unity's revenue mix.

1Unity's 2020 initial public offering raised more than $1.3 billion
2Unity's merger with ironSource closed in November 2022
3Developers revolted against Unity's proposed runtime fee
4Unity continued layoffs and restructuring into 2025
5Unity's fourth-quarter 2025 results showed Grow Solutions revenue nearly double
Create Solutions

Summary

Unity's business model still rests on the same two pillars it has built for two decades: selling
tools that let developers create real-time 3D content and taking a cut of the advertising and
in-app purchase revenue those games generate. The 2023 runtime fee crisis tested how
much pricing pressure developers would tolerate before switching to competitors such as
Unreal Engine or Godot, and Unity's decision to reverse course showed the limits of that
leverage. Under chief executive Matthew Bromberg, the company has focused on rebuilding
trust through Unity 6 and steadier pricing while leaning on its Grow advertising business,
strengthened by the ironSource merger, for growth. The company's next challenge is
proving that developers who stayed through the 2023 upheaval will keep building on Unity
rather than treating it as one option among several capable engines.
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