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RESUMEN 

 

Los usuarios están protestando activamente contra los anuncios digitales invasivos 

descargando software de bloqueo de anuncios. Los desarrolladores de juegos recientes 

introducen publicidad dinámica e interactiva en mundos virtuales. En este contexto, 

videojuegos como el NBA2K18, lanzaron diferentes plataformas como vallas publicitarias 

y otros medios publicitarios dentro del juego. Este estudio tiene como objetivo analizar cómo 

es la experiencia del usuario en NBA2K18 con respecto a la participación de las marcas en 

él. Se posiciona en el paradigma interpretativo y se realizaron entrevistas semiestructuradas. 

Los participantes fueron 15 jugadores NBA2K18, considerados "Hard Core Players" cuyas 

edades oscilaron entre los 18 y los 25 años. Se estudiará MyCareer, un modo de juego en 

NBA 2K18. Los resultados muestran que todos los participantes estuvieron de acuerdo en 

que las marcas son necesarias en este juego, ya que ayudan a los jugadores a cumplir con 

todas sus fantasías. Las percepciones de los jóvenes giraban en torno a cómo las marcas les 

ayudaban a perseguir sus sueños. Las marcas en NBA2K18, no sometieron la experiencia 

del juego a sus objetivos; más bien, lo mejoran, para que los jugadores lo sientan mucho más 

cercano a la vida real.  

 

Palabras clave: Videojuegos, mundo virtual, jugadores, publicidad dentro de videojuegos.  
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Players Attitudes Towards In-Game Advertising 

ABSTRACT 

 

Users are actively protesting against invasive digital ads by downloading adblocking 

software. Recent games developers introduce dynamic and interactive advertising into 

virtual worlds. In this context, video games like NBA2K18 launched different platforms like 

billboards and other advertising media within the game. This study aims to analyze how the 

user’s experience in NBA2K18 is regarding the participation of brands in it. It is positioned 

in the interpretive paradigm and semi-structured interviews were conducted. The participants 

were 15 NBA2K18 players, considered "hard-core players" whose ages ranged from 18 to 

25. MyCareer, a game mode in NBA 2K18 will be studied. Findings show all participants 

agreed that brands are necessary in this game because help the players fulfilled every fantasy 

requirement. Young people's perceptions revolved around how the brands help them 

pursuing their dreams. Brands in NBA2K18, do not undergo the experience of the game; 

rather, they enhance it, so that players feel it much more like real life. 

 

Keywords: Videogames, virtual world, player, in-game advertising.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Users generally follow brands with social media presence, because they want an ad-free 

experience. Faced with people’s rejection of advertising [1, 2], agencies and brands decided 

to respond with increasingly creative ideas and with more emotional and relevant messages 

[3]. Brands decide to migrate and expand to other media; for example, digital advertising 

investment reached 342 million soles in Peru [4]. As result of this ad bombardment, 

consumers have become increasingly resistant to traditional forms of advertising. This is 

how the term prosumer born. This term was coined by Toffler (1980), and refers to a 

combination of the words “producer” and “consumer” [5]. A prosumer tries to stay as far as 

possible from advertising; he is unwilling to receive messages that interrupts what he is 

doing and seeks for some-thing that complements his experience. Prosumer has the ability 

to participate and generate shareable content with his network; especially experiences that 

connect with him [6, 7]. Today’s young prosumers tend to (a) skip or avoid looking at ads 

[1]; click outside paid video ads online; and (c) discard e-mail ads without even reading the 

announced details [2]. They live in an era of immediacy, of “TV on demand”, of “Here and 

Now” [8]. 

In this context, users are actively protesting against invasive digital ads by down-loading 

adblocking software [9]. Ad blockers are various software tools that monitor browsers’ 

requests for editorial and advertising content, which makes it possible for more internet users 

to watch the content provided without ads [10]. A good example of an ad blocker is 

Blockthrough [11], which by early 2017 had 1.3 million active users per month. Another 

solution was premium streaming services [12]. The first example is Netflix, which does not 

have any type of advertising and started 2019 with more than 130 million users worldwide 

[13]; the second one is Spotify® Premium, which is the ad-free version of music streaming 

and that has more than 124 million users in the premium services [14].  

Faced this new ad-free mechanisms, different techniques such as branded content evolved 

and adapted to digital media platforms. Branded content is the fusion of advertising and 

entertainment into a product or service that is integrated with the organization’s global brand 

strategy to be distributed as high-quality branded entertainment content for the users [1]. In 

order to prevent the content to be immediately perceived as advertising in a negative way, 

brands must: (a) create, distribute and share relevant, compelling and timely content [15]; 
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(b) implement communication strategies capable of emotionally connecting with the daily 

lives of consumers [16]. Some examples are Johnnie Walker “Dear Brother”, Nike “What 

girls are made of”, and Adidas® “Original is never finished”.  

Several brands explored the world of video game as an alternative that is gradually getting a 

good share in the market every day: Video game advertising. This mechanic, which started 

as part of branded content, now has its own terms according to the type of advertising. 

Therefore, this study analyzed the advertising in NBA2K18, a basket-ball video game series 

developed by Sega Dreamcast. The NBA2K franchise has al-ways innovated its format and 

gameplay experience over the years; so, they released a new space within the virtual world 

format in 2017 [17]. The question that guided this study is:  How is the user's experience in 

NBA2K18 regarding the participation of brands in it? 

1.1 The Advertising Crusade in Videogames 

There are two types of advertising in video games: advergaming and in-game advertising 

[18, 19]. Advergaming, a term coined by Anthony Giallourakis in 2000 [19], is the process 

by which the advertising message, logo or other brand information is incorporated into 

online or offline video games [3]. This technique takes advantage of the game’s market share 

by turning players into allies of the brand [18, 20, 21]. The goal of advergames is to immerse 

the player in the video game by continuing the narrative without leaving the brand aside 

[21]. Advergames encourage users to do a little more research on the brand and the product 

[3, 22]. When this technique is properly used, the brand can stick in people's mind [22] and 

can even go beyond borders to become viral to achieve the state of flow. A mental state in 

which the player completely omits the environmental information and achieves a high level 

of concentration in a specific process [20]. For example, “Dumb Ways to Die” [23] is a 

public service announcement campaign by Metro Trains in Melbourne (Australia) that 

promotes railway safe-ty. The idea shows many dumb ways to die in a jingle with cartoons.  

Nevertheless, a problem with advergames is that users, as soon as they got bored or 

frustrated, they can uninstall them [18]. Not every advergame will have the same success as 

Dumb Ways to Die. Therefore, video game developers created another video game 

advertising technique called in-game advertising. This model consists of paying for 

advertising spaces in video games that already exist. Advergames are tai-lor-made for the 
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advertiser, differing from in-game advertising, which follows a more traditional format of 

placing products within a gaming environment [24, 25]. 

Recent game developers introduce dynamic and interactive advertising into virtual worlds 

[19] which are platforms that recreate a past, present, future and fantasy versions of the world 

[26]. By materializing our bodies in the way that the games reality (space – time) allow us 

to interact with different objects, environments and people we meet along the way [27]. 

People need to feel like they are present in this world (sense of presence) [27] and could 

handle decisions of all kinds. In this way, the virtual world should generate a user experience 

in which they become content producers since they can shape their fate and keep hard players 

(so called hardcore players/gamers) within the game and the franchise [26–28]. A hardcore 

player is an individual who spend a significant part of his time (approx. 19 hours a week) 

playing or learning about games and immersive games [28, 29]. 

 

Fig. 1. Foot Locker and Gatorade inside the world of NBA2K18 

 

Virtual worlds such as GTA or The Sims, have spaces that are like our physical world with 

advertisements [19]. As it is in the real world, the spaces created by video game developers 

could be rented by brands, not following the static advertising mod-el where it was already 

embedded in the game, but rather with the dynamic advertising model. This model consists 
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in a dynamic banner (as a billboard) that will change depending on which advertiser rents 

the space, becoming a source of income for developers and giving movement to the space 

by making the place have a refresh [30]. In this context, video games like NBA2K18 

launched different platforms like billboards and other advertising media within the game to 

achieve better results [21]. For example, Gatorade decided to pay the developers in order to 

place its own gym within the virtual world; just like Foot Locker did to set up his own store 

(see Figure 1).  
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2 METHODOLOGY 

This study is positioned in the interpretive paradigm with a qualitative methodology, where 

the researcher investigates situations, trying to make sense or interpret the phenomena in 

terms or meanings that the informants give [31, 32]. For data collection, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted, a technique that, unlike formal interviews, follows a rigid format 

with a series of established questions; these were adjusted according to the interviewees, 

allowing to collect richer and more nuanced information than in the structured interview 

[33]. The semi-structured interview guide was pre-pared with open questions that, depending 

on each interviewee, can be expanded or reformulated, and more information can be 

requested to collect the data in the best possible way.  

The selection of participants was through theoretical and convenience sampling where the 

informants participated voluntarily until reaching the theoretical saturation; this means that 

no additional information was found in the topics or categories ad-dressed in this study [31, 

34]. The participants were 15 NBA2K18 players, considered "hard core players" whose ages 

ranged from 18 to 25. At the same time, all of them are at an age capable of deciding which 

sports brand they prefer and decide to buy, unlike minors who may be subject to what their 

parents decide. It should be noted that the NBA separates its leagues in NBA for men and 

WNBA for women, creating both types of games. For the purpose of this research, 

MyCareer, a game mode in NBA 2K18, will be studied. 

The analysis process consisted of encoding data according to different categories derived 

from the literature, adjusting to the new ones that emerge during the inter-views [34]. The 

basic analytical procedures were asking questions about the data and making comparisons 

for similarities and differences between codes and concepts that are labeled and grouped to 

form categories and themes [34]. “Brief quotations represented each of these themes” [35, 

p. 153]. Multiple participant voices (hard players) add richness and a more effective 

explanation on the findings [35, 36].  
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3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Due to space constraints, we will focus on presenting the results of the most relevant 

questions of the interview guide. The identity of the interviewees is presented through 

alphanumeric coding in order to maintain their confidentiality and anonymity [37]. When 

asked about which sneaker brands they decided to sign with in the game, all the respondents 

answered having signed with the one they wore that year. 

“I signed with Under Armour because I have always used it, that is, it is the brand of 

shoes that I wear, in a way I had to sign with them, right?” (E01, 21) 

“Why wouldn’t I sign with Nike; they sponsor Lebron.” (E03, 20) 

“I signed with Nike, and all my basketball shoes are Nike. Like I said (...) I just trust 

them.” (E05, 19) 

The interviewees signed with the brands they already knew, these have been insert-ed into 

the game in the perfect space to talk with people without disturbing them [18] and help 

people become the players they want to be [26]. It should be noted that in the contract, the 

player can negotiate with them and the payment they will receive is agreed prior negotiation; 

thus, giving them the power to decide [25]. 

“Yes, it's true that they offered me a little more money than the others. But I still 

would have signed with them, not that I don’t use it, but it made me make an easier 

decision.” (E05, 19) 

“Obviously I considered the money, I signed with Under Armour, but not without 

asking for a little more ... I wanted them, but the VC will be useful to me.” (E08, 22)  

According to the interviewees, brand interaction with people is the main reason why the 

three sneaker brands (Under Armour, Nike and Jordan) are the most remembered among all 

the interviewees. In contrast, Evans and Bang [38] mentioned that this kind of interaction 

would increase the level of brand recall. These three sponsoring brands are not only in 

participants’ minds, there are also Gatorade and Foot Lock-er, brands that were placed in the 

virtual world. Being physically placed, these two brands managed to locate themselves in 

the minds of the interviewees, in addition to the fact that they are completely relevant brands 



7 

 

for the context of the game [18] because they are involved in basketball in real physical life. 

To Herrewijn and Poels [30], virtual games offer brands “the opportunity to become an 

integral part of the game experience, reaching out to players in a vivid, interactive and 

immersive environment” (p. 87). 

“Obviously, I have to enter the Gatorade’s gym, otherwise my character had less 

energy.” (E07, 22) 

“I entered Foot Locker to buy shoes, well... I have to, it's the only option and if I 

don’t wear the shoes of the brand that sponsors me to play online, it complains.” 

(E02, 20) 

With regard to the question if they would prefer all game brands disappear and re-turning 

everything brand free and generic, all the interviewees shouted "No". Brands should not only 

choose a good location for the advertising message, the ad should be visually consistent and 

resemble a real online display ad, so the player could be more receptive to advertising 

messages within the game [39]. The ads must be well integrated into the game experience, 

as well as be conceptually correct with the story of the game [38]. 

"It is impossible to imagine the game without brands ... especially the sponsors, it 

gives it more realism, which is ... the billboards do make it feel more real, but the 

main thing is the brand that sponsors you. Those are the ones we want.” (E09, 19) 

“The brands that sponsor us are the ones that help us achieve what we want, that is... 

I want my own sneaker and my TV commercial.” (E02, 20) 

“To remove the brands of the game would be like going back to 2K11 where you just 

played. There was nothing else." (E12, 21) 

Players are looking to get sponsored by the same brand that in real life sponsored NBA 

superstars. Many of the brands help the player to accomplish a goal in the game [25, 38], 

and to obtain points that can then be exchanged for prizes (special discounts and offers for 

real-life products) [19]. 

In addition, the authors were interested to find out if players saw any specific campaigns that 

use billboard ads within their neighborhoods. At this point, they do remember several brands 
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that were present in these dynamic advertising formats [40], but they do not remember 

specific campaigns that exist in the game. For example, none of the respondents saw the 

Curry 4 campaign; however, some saw the billboards when they belonged to Under Armor 

(see Figure 2) as a brand. Due to new media and technology affordances of modern games, 

advertisers do not utilize static and un-changing images anymore, they update ads in-game 

based on more accurate settings depending on socio-demographic and gaming characteristics 

of gamers [30]. 

Very few interviewees recalled seeing the "Want it all" campaign by Nike (see figure 2); 

however, they were quite mindful of the fact that Nike owned several of those advertising 

spaces for quite some time. Finally, the most remembered brand was Mountain Dew, 

because the brand has one of the main billboards in the game.  

 

Fig. 2. Nike and Under Armour dynamic billboard ads in NBA 2K18 

 

"I did not really notice the Under Armour’s campaign about the launch of Curry 4. 

What I did see were the Mountain Dew posters and a pair of Nikes." (E01, 21) 

“I only saw the Mountain Dew one. Oh, I also saw mine from Gatorade. "(E08, 19) 

In real life, advertising is so annoying, so why interviewees did talk excitedly about what 

the brand does for them in MyCareer game. Everyone responded that there was no point of 

comparison. For example, in Facebook, they said that advertising is obstructing them from 

the goal by not letting them watch the video without finishing the advertisement. In this 

game, the brand is part of the goal, it is what helps players grow and live the life of a 

basketball player. Interviewees perceive advertising as something positive; making the game 

more realistic and improving brand perception [19]. When brands collaborate in users’ goals, 
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they will remember the brand over his competitors [19, 38]. Brands are part of the real world, 

and if they are not in the virtual world, this will not be so real [21]. In line with Morillas and 

Martín [19], in-game advertising lends a particular realism with real-time interactivity in the 

game environment. 

“What I want is to live up to Lebron and Curry, I want to take all the awards and have people 

talk about me.” (E16, 19). 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 

In regard to research question, all participants agreed that brands are necessary in this 

specific game. In particular, players perceive that brands are helping them not only to go 

through the game [26], but also fulfill every fantasy requirement (e.g. they are professional 

basketball players). According to the findings, there is a space in which the brand is well 

received in gamers’ lives, and this occurs in virtual life [19]. All the young people's 

perceptions revolved around how the brand helps them pursuing their dreams. Brands in 

NBA2K18, that only participate in the visual space of the game, do not undergo the 

experience of the game; rather, they enhance it; players feel it's more realistic, much more 

like real life [22].  

Brands are well received in the MyCareer game by the users, taking into consideration the 

fact that they must be associated to the game [22]. Also, some brands like Nike, Under 

Armour and Jordan, which have a higher level of participation in the game's plot and in the 

individual goals, are the most remembered brands [19, 38]. These brands were engraved in 

participant’s minds followed by Gatorade with the gym and Foot Loocker with the shoe 

store, which had significant spaces within the virtual world. In both cases, being monopolies 

of the activity, they carried out, and having a certain level of participation in the 

improvement of the players, these two brands have applied affordances that provide users 

more freedom of choices and more opportunities to express themselves. According to Xi and 

Hamari [41], when the player has the freedom to pursue an optimal activity without any 

external control, the player’s sense of autonomy is high and thus increases his motivation. 

When users interact with immersion-related features, they are more likely to perceive higher 

feelings of freedom, involvement and engagement in the game [41]. 

Among the brands present in the game experience, these brands decided to apply the 

dynamic in-game advertising [42] that could be very important if publishers and developers 

should be able to offer more effective in-game advertising. In the game experience, brands 

must help every player to fulfil his true goal: to be a basketball player [25]. Another factor 

to highlight to ensure and improve the in-game advertising experience, is the ability of the 

game to give players autonomy, freedom and the ability to decide the development of the 

story [41]. Therefore, any presence in a game that allows the user to explore these 

possibilities and encourage the fact that he is free to make decisions will make his experience 
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much more enjoyable [38]. If these games also give people positive feedback, they can 

increase the users' experience much more [42]. 

4.1 Limitations and implications for future research 

The main limitation of this qualitative research is that the generalizability of the results is 

limited. The findings may only be applicable to similar players, especially those considered 

“hardcore players”. Much of this study needs to be replicated on various sociodemographic 

groups (in terms of age, gender, income, race and ethnicity) before more profound 

conclusions on in-game advertising are drawn. In this regard, the authors encourage 

researchers to investigate the role of gender since women of nearly all ages are a fast growing 

segment within the game industry. The future of in-game advertising as an advertising tool 

looks promising for brands, although it re-mains a terrain yet to be exploited to create an 

experience that engages the gamer. There remains much to be done in Peru and other 

countries in South America. 

Acknowledgments. The authors would like to express their gratitude to the professional 
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