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Chapter VI

Gamesand

Advertisement:
Beyond Banners

and Billboards

David B. Nieborg, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Abstract

The use of digital games for the promotion of goods and services is
becoming more popular with the maturing and penetration of the medium.
This chapter analyzes the use of advertisement in games and seeks to
answer in which way brands are integrated in interactive play. The
branding of virtual worlds offers a completely new range of opportunities
for advertisers to create a web of brands, and it is the usage of marketing
through games that differs considerably. This chapter offers a categorization
of advergames and will address the use of advergames from a developmental
perspective, differing between commercial games with in-game
advertisement and dedicated advergames. Where TV commercials, print
ads, and the World Wide Web rely on representation for the conveying of
their message, advergames are able to add the extra dimension of simulation
as a mode of representation, resulting in various interesting game designs.
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| ntroduction

Theincreasing sociocultural and economicimportanceof digital gamesnot only
caught the attention of politicians, academics, and journalists but advertisersas
well. Modern day gamers complement their use of the television screen with
playing games, and use their PCsfor Web browsing and buying books online as
well as gaming. Marketers may have found their way around in the cinemaand
the television set; but the virtual world has yet to be fully explored. Slowly but
steadily, theadaptive character of advertisementisspilling over todigital games.
Besides money earned from the original purchase and subscriptions another
revenue stream may become equally important for game publishers and devel-
opers. Why have digital games become such an interesting medium for adver-
tisers? And in which way are brandsintegrated in interactive play? This chapter
seeks an answer to both questions.

Digital play onitspart can no longer be seen as child' splay. The questionis, if
games ever have been child’s play. Due to the graphic nature, but also the
complexity and sophi stication of many contemporary PC games, children arenot
by default the primary target group of game publishers. As stated elsewherein
thisvolume, the average age of agamer isnot 13, not even 20, but 29, while 59%
percent of the players are male. A significant number (43%) of all of all U.S.
gamersplay online and the gender breakdown of online playersissimilar to the
overall demographics (ESA, 2004). And when gamers do play, they take their
time. They have to, as contemporary console games for the big three—Xbox,
PlayStation 2, and GameCube—as well as the majority of PC games, allow
gamers to invest dozens of hours of their free time.

Single-player, narrative-driven role playing games such as the Final Fantasy
series can take hours to complete, more open ended simulation games such as
The Sims series or the Rollercoaster Tycoon series can grip the short attention
span of Generation Y even longer, and online multi-player games can in theory
be played indefinitely, for those considering playing games as an essential part
of their lives. For the “hardcore” gamers, gaming is part of their lifestyle. The
complex social worlds online multi-player games have become, makes playing
such games even more rewarding from asociocultural perspective, asdiscussed
by Sal Humphreys elsewhere in this volume (chapter 1V). Spending 5 hours a
day—on average—playing Counter-Strike with friends or clan mates, or
playing 6 hours a day—role playing as alevel 60 Night EIf Rogue in World of
Warcraft with guild mates—is not an uncommon activity at all.

The Online Games White Paper 2003 by the International Game Developers
Association (2003) estimatesthe U.S. market size of PC CD-based onlinegames
at less than 5 million gamers, and the PC Web-based category at 50 million (or
more) gamers. The growing broadband penetration inthe United States, Europe,
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and partsof Asiaprovesto beinvaluablefor thedistribution of all sortsof digital
content, and games are no exception to these advancements. As game technol-
ogy getscheaper and more pervasive, the group of online PC gamersisprojected
to steadily grow over the coming years. Theintroduction of massive multiplayer
online role playing game (MM ORPG) such as World of War craft, showed the
remarkable smooth distribution of a subscription-based game among millions.
Only amonth after the games’ introduction on the Chinese market, the Warcraft
populationincreased with 1 million new gamers, surpassing the 4 million player
limit worldwide (Schiesel, 2005). Counter-Strike and Counter-Strike: Source,
the most played, online fir st-per son-shooter games, facilitate online game play
for 2.4 million players every month.!

Assuch, digital gamesarearguably themost influential product of contemporary
computer technology. Many aspects of the omnipresent and growing cyber
culture are surfacing in this new form of digital amusement and profound
guestionsregarding the complex interplay of marketing, technology, and culture
areyet to be addressed. Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter (2003) gavetheir
takeontheinteraction among gametechnol ogy, gameculture, and marketing and
argue that game culture has become part of “aweb of synergistic advertising,
branding and licensing practices spreading through contemporary popular cul-
ture” (p. 21). Thecommodification of digital play iscommonplace and gamesas
“theideal commaodity in the post-Fordist society” are natural inhabitants of this
new high-technology capitalistic society. The post-Fordist society, al so dubbed
“post-industrial capitalism” and“information capitalism,” signals“ changesinthe
workplace, inpatternsof consumption, in mediaof communicationandintherole
of government” (Kline et al., p. 64). It isamove towards perpetual innovation,
from material to experiential commodities and towards the development of
media, information, and digitization. Thissociety seemstowelcomethesynergy
of advertisement and games with arms wide open.

The “eyeball” time of gamers is worth billions of dollars. Game technology
enables developers to develop true-to-life simulations and as a result games
steadily move outside their role of entertainment technology. Games are
increasingly used for education, testing of (military) technol ogy, and propaganda.
Games have become more than just mere entertainment (Nieborg, 2004, 2005).
And because of the interactive and configurative nature of game technology,
advertisement in games can go far beyond static in-game banners, posters, and
billboards.

Consider the horrifying First Person Shooter game Doom 3. The in-game
personal digital assistant (PDA) of the player provides vital clues as how to
navigate through the M ars base where the main character istrapped. During the
game, dozens of e-mail messages become available onthe PDA, some of which
praise the fictive company Martian Buddy—"the latest interstellar marketing
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venture.” (Martian B uddy, n.d.) Asitturnsout, investigative players, suchasthe
author of thischapter, find out that surfing to martianbuddy.com providesacode
to unlock a weapons locker. With an unforeseen wink to the subject matter at
hand, the Web site explains its purpose: “Martian Buddy represents the best in
direct marketing advertisements.” (Martian B uddy, n.d.) The game developers
are not far from the truth—the semi-annoying spam e-mails evidently did their
work asthe Martian Buddy Web site had morethan 470,000 uniquevisitswithin
3 weeks after the release of the game. Naturally, the imaginary Martian Buddy
brand is easily replaced by a global brand of choice.

Theexample of thefake Martian Buddy brand hel psto pinpoint several essential
elementsin discussing gamesand advertising. The starting point of any analysis
on games should always be the emphasis on itsludological nature, asgamesare
systems“inwhich playersengagein an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that
resultsin aquantifiable outcome” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 80). Staticin-
game advertising may seem like aviableway to market aproduct or service, and
inmany waysitis, but gamesasrule-bound, interactivetextsfavor morethanjust
an interpretive reading practice. Gaming is at the same time a configurative
practice, combining “ends, means, rules, equipment and manipulative actions”
(Eskelinen, 2001). The PDA in Doom 3isnot merely encountered during aplay
session, it isoperated by the player and aplayer cannot progress without using
the device. Playing gamesinvolves engaging with the game’ s simulation model
in acreative fashion. In this way, the process of “reconfiguration,” creatively
repurposing the rules of a game, could complement configurative gaming
practices (Raessens, 2005, p.380). It is my belief that the forward leaning
(inter)active nature of game play, whether or not they enable areconfigurative
mode of participatory media culture, should always be considered by those
including marketing messagesindigital play.

Today, the implementation of branded game designs takes various forms and
shapes. In the following section the distinction between different sorts of
advergameswill befleshed out after which adetailed case study of the PC game
America’s Army, will focus on the most elaborate form of advergaming, asitis
wholly designed as a branded game experience.

Under standing Adver games

The number as well as the sophistication and implementation of game-based
advertisement (or advergames) are becoming more popular with the maturing
and penetration of themedium. Anadvergame could be defined astheintegration
of advertising messagesin anonlinegameandisincreasingly used asanintegral
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part of Internet marketing and advertising strategies to promote goods and
servicesto potential consumers(Buckner, Fang, & Qiao, 2002). Chenand Ringel
(2001) distinguish three waysin which messages can beincorporated in games.
The first is associative advergaming, that is, driving brand awareness "by
associating the product with the lifestyle or activity featured in the game” (p.3),
the second illustrative advergaming, in thisway the product is heavily featured
in the game, and a third way is demonstrative advergaming, featuring “the
product or brand name in incidental ways” (p. 4). In addition, advergames can
also serve as online tracking tools. By both active and passive data gathering,
advertisers can learn from customers and collect all sorts of demographic data,
e-mail addresses, and dataon online behavior. Thetopol ogy of Chen and Ringel
offers a starting point to discuss the use of games for marketing purposes. But
asthey ignorethe interactive nature of games, adifferent categorization will be
proposed to deepen the understanding of both games and advertisement.

Asthevariousexamplesinthischapter will makeclear, gametechnol ogy enables
developers to incorporate the modes discussed by Chen and Ringel (2001) in
more than one way in asingle game. This chapter offers adifferent categoriza-
tion of advergamesand will addressthe use of advergamesfrom adevelopmental
perspective. There are considerable differences between simple tennis games
featuring a company’s logo and slogan, a high-profile commercial release
developed for profit showing in-game ads, and state-of-the-art simulations
offering immersive marketing experiences. In this chapter two main categories
of advergames are proposed based on therational e of agame, that is, advertise-
ment in commercial games, hereafter in-game advertisement, versus dedi-
cated advergames. The former category consists of commercially developed
games, aimed to sell as many units as possible to profit both the developers and
publisher. The latter category games are solely made to advertise. Both
categories are inhabited by subcategories. These subcategories focus on the
formal aspects of games, distinguishing between non-game-play integrated
advertisement (logo’s, slogans, banners, and billboards) versus game-play
integrated advertisement. This second subcategory consists of advertisement
integrated into the game’s ruleset.

Advertisement in Commercial Games

Thefirst category of gamesfeaturing in-game ads hol ds games contai ning some
sort of brand placement. Similar to moviesand television series, advertiserscan
insert praisefor their goodsin acommercial gameintwo ways. Ontheonehand,
developers can choose to insert static advertisement, similar to a banner on a
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Web site or abillboard on the background in a movie or television series. The
exploratory research of Chaney, Lin, and Chaney (2004) found that first-person-
shooter players, regardiess of their experience with the genre, did recall
encountering static advertisement intheform of billboardsduring gameplay, but
did not recall abrand’s name 15 minutes after. In this particular study, gamers
were focused on playing the game, rather than paying attention to the (branded)
environment.

On the other hand, developers can harness the interactive nature of games and
blend an adverti sement messageinto thegame play. Themoving pictureequivalent
of game-play integrated advertisement would be the cars of James Bond—for
example, the BMW Z8 or the Aston Martin V12 Vanquish. Bond's use of his
specially prepared and luxurious cars, bear direct relevance to the movie's plot.
After al, amaster spy needs afast and powerful car to impress his opponents or
in order to escape after asuccessful mission. It should be noted that the distinction
between game play and non-game-play integrated ads is to a certain extent a
theoretical one, many games have incorporated both mechanisms.

L et usnow take acloser look asto how the two forms of in-game advertisement
function in today’s for-profit games. The popular and much debated game
Grand Theft Auto: San Andreasisaninteresting exampleinthisrespect. Albeit
the game has no real world in-game advertisement, it could be regarded as a
proof of concept asto how to useinteractive play for marketing purposes. Asit
happens, the game does show a great range of fake advertisement—ranging
from promiscuous sex jokes to nods at previous games in the franchise. Grand
Theft Auto: San Andreas is available for the PlayStation 2, Xbox, and the PC
and is best described as an urban simulation game. The player navigates the
Afro-American avatar Carl “CJ’" Johnson through the state of San Andreas,
modeled after the state of California. At the beginning of the game CJ arrives
at hismother’ shomeinthe city of Los Santos, where he meetshisold “homies’
and the games’ mission structure sets off. The player can freely explore the
enormous virtual world of San Andreas by foot or by using variousvehicles, for
example, trains, planes, automobiles, golf carts, and forklifts.

The game space is modeled after three real world cities—Los Angeles, Las
V egas, and San Francisco with similar architecture and atmosphere. Because of
itsplentiful real world references, there are numerous opportunitiesto advertise
variousgoodsor services. Itislikely that thecontroversial character of thegame
made many advertisers hesitant to put up a signpost in San Andreas. The
inclusion of abrand without prior consent canleadto difficultiesasshowninthe
PlayStation 2 game The Getaway. This game contains 50 square kilometers of
virtual London where gamers have to fulfill all sorts of driving missions. The
game pictured a scene where a criminal was dressed up as a British Telecom
technician, after which British Telecom protested, resulting in the subsequent
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removal of the “advertisement” in future versions.

The easiest way to advertise goods in San Andreas is through the use of
billboards al ongsi de the road—aclear form of non-game-play integrated adver-
tisement. To achieve missionsin the game, playershaveto cover great amounts
of terrain and road signs, and billboards are already a natural part of the game
space. However, gamers do not have to interact with the billboardsin any way.
For instance, the billboards do not offer any secret codes to unlock doors. An
opportunity to add game-play integrated advertising woul d be branding clothing
of the main character. It is possible to completely customize the appearance of
CJ, ranging fromvariousouitfits, (e.g., policeuniforms, country or medic clothes)
to watches and sun glasses. As new clothes make CJlook “cool” and improve
his “appearance,” it also positively influences his “respect” and thus clothes
become integrated into the overall gameplay. Designerscould go asfar asto let
thecomputer-controlled charactersmake positive remarksabout certain brands—
encouraging a certain outfit.

Similarly, the game features various unbranded cars which will take the player
tothegymtobuild musclesor to one of thefast food restaurants, such as Cluckin’
Bell Happy Chicken (a Taco Bell/KFC parody) where the player can eat a
Cluckin’ BigMeal and haveaglassof Sprunk (aparody of the soft drink Sprite).
Nelson (2002) found that when brands are integrated into the game play: “for
example, the car selection in aracing game—short term recall is enhanced” (p.
89). And while driving their randomly picked cars, the players of San Andreas
can visit Well Stacked Pizza Co. or Burger Shot. Similar to the fake ads of
Martian Buddy in Doom 3, Cluckin’ Bell has a Web site at cluckinbellhap
pychicken.com, includingthe Cluckin’ Bell Happy Chickenthemesongandalist
of themenus. Despitethesevariousmarketing opportunities, all thesebrandsstill
are self-referential and they are part of the appeal of the game series—that is,
the fake brands consist of typical Grand Theft Auto humor.

The games soundtrack is one of the few in-game real world references in
Grand Theft Auto. The moment the player gets into a (stolen) car, he can opt
for oneof thenineradio stations, ranging from amodernrock stationto acountry
channel. A month after the release of the PlayStation 2 version of the game, an
8-CD, stand-alone version of the soundtrack box set hit the market, featuring all
in-game radio stations. The box isclearly primarily meant as a collector’ sitem
rather than a marketing opportunity. Games do however prove to be avaluable
medium to market (new) music or bands. Rapper Snoop Dog for example, let his
single Riders on the Storm debut in the race game Need For Speed Under-
ground 2. The Need For Speed Underground 2 soundtrack is part of the EA
TRAX initiative. The game industry’s biggest publisher Electronic Arts (EA)
teamed up with several record companies and started TRAX to promote new
music in their sports games:
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Record labels partner with EA because they understand videogames are a
powerful channel for exposing new music to a large core of young opinion
leaders. Record companies also realize the valuable demographics of
gaming; its “cool” factor; the buzz and the size of the interactive
entertainment industry have put videogames at the center of mainstream
entertainment.?

Inthisway gamers might find their way to the latest hitsviatheir games, rather
than viatheir peers, p2p software, or the radio. In the same way that publishers
put out press releases for movies and games, they put out independent press
releases for a games' soundtrack.

For along time, gameshave been part of the complex intertextual web of popular
culture (cf. Marshall, 2002). Initial research pointsto the direction that gamers
do not object to the use of in-game advertisement, arguing that (fake) advertise-
ment makesthegamespacemore“real” (Hernandez, Chapa, Minor, Maldonado,
& Barranzuela, 2004; Molesworth, 2003; Nelson, 2002; Nelson, Keum, & Y aros,
2004;), whether this(perceived) additional realismiseffective hasyet to beseen
(cf. Chaney et al., 2004). An expressive example of the “need” for advertise-
ment andtheideaitincreasesavirtual world’ sauthenticity, isafreedownloadable
user-made modification (mod) redecorating the virtual landscape of Grand
Theft Auto 111. The mod, ironically dubbed Real GTA3 (or RGTA), is assembled
and partly developed by a Czech modder, and contains a collection of many
Grand Theft Auto 3 modifications “trying to make GTA3 more realistic by
adding real cars, buildings or advertisements all over Liberty City.”® The mod
could as well be named the best of international brands mod with in-game
advertisement for McDonalds, Pepsi, Coca-Cola, IKEA, Media Market, Pizza
Hut, and the inevitable Czech beer brand Pilsner Urquell. The long list of mod
developers from all over the world who contributed to RGTA suggests the
willingness of amateur software devel opersto take part in the voluntarily act of
branding virtual worlds.

From Banners to Power-Ups

Thewillingnessto consume, to experience, or evento co-devel op advertisement
is shown in a number of today’s persistent MM OGs, such as There and Second
Life. Theseworldsaswell show amixture of both game-play and non-game-play
integratedin-gameadvertising. Inthevirtual playgrounds, suchtheoneof There,
users are able to produce their own (noncorporate) brands and use the same
branding techniques as clothing companies to market their goods. With the use
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of time, money, andtechnical skill, usersareabletorival with corporate branded
goodsinregardsof reputation withinthevirtual world (Book, 2004). Advertise-
ment in MM OGs showsthe active appropriation of brandsused inthe social and
economic interests of gamers.

Some players actively choose to incorporate brands into their game experience
to construct their online personae. Inthisway, the gameworld becomesanindex
of consumers rather than products, signifying consumers as cultural entities
(Pennington, 2001). By a carefully constructed web of brands, consumers can
market themselves within chaotic online worlds deprived of the necessary
signifiersto construct one’ sidentity. That apersonality can bedefined by naming
a number of brands shows the former Web site Branddating.nl. Here visitors
associated themselveswith several brandsto distinguish themselves from other
daters, in addition with their gender, age, and place of residence. Research into
MM OGssuggeststhat younger age groupshaveamore positiveattitudetowards
advertisement and branding invirtual worldsthan adol escents and adults (Book,
2004). Thisfitswith the demographicsfrom the Branddating.nl Web site where
amajority of the daters were fairly young as well.

Assaid, thetechnological andinnovative character of gametechnology can open
up awindow of opportunity for innovative and daring marketers. The tactical
first-person—shooter game SWAT 4 introduced customized in-game adsin their
first (mandatory) patch. The marketing firmMassivelncorporated specializesin
technol ogy-linking adswith specific gameaudiencesand al ready has some major
game publishers among their clientele. When gamers play SWAT 4 they will
randomly encounter in-game ads such as Coca-Cola or Gamefly.com posters
and datais sent back to the Massive Incorporated ad servers detailing which ads
are looked at by gamers and for how long. In this way the advertisers can
specifically target online gamerswith ads of their taste, thereby changing static,
hard coded, in-game product placement into truly interactive dynamic advertise-
ment, although still not game-play integrated. Itiseven possible, asisdoneinthe
MMOG Anarchy Online, to include full-motion video and audio ads.

Soft drink company Red Bull has integrated its product in the platform game
Worms 3D where it serves as a power-up. A clever integration, oddly shaped
power-ups with ever weirder results are part of all gamesin the Worms series.
In the game a can of Red Bull serves as a powerful simulation of the Red Bull
slogan“Red Bull givesyouwings.” Inasimilar way game publisher Ubisoft and
Sony Ericsson M obile Communi cationsmadeadeal toincludethe Sony Ericsson
P900 and the T637 camera phone in the stealth game Tom Clancy’s Splinter
Cell Pandora Tomorrow. The phones are integrated in the game play, similar
to Doom 3's PDA, as gamers have to use the mobile phone to receive messages
from headquartersandtolocatetheir position. And during hour-long singleplayer
game sessions, gamers are continually exposed to Sony Ericsson’ s technology
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up to a point where they have to make a photo of an opponent with the T637
camera phone.

Big corporations, such asMcDonalds, already invest in branding onlineworlds.
In The Sims Online users can purchase a McDonald’s food kiosk, an element
deliberately integrated into the gameplay. Book (2004, p. 13) demonstratesthat
theMcDonald’ sfood kiosks*function moreasbillboardsthan anything, they do
not liveuptotheir interactive potential.” Pointing out that game-play integrated
advertisement is not necessarily more successful than the non-game-play
integrated subcategory. While both modes of in-game advertisement may
becomemoreubiquitous, thesociocultural, political -economic, and technol ogical
characteristics of digital play facilitate yet another form of commodified game
play, games focused on one product or service; the dedicated advergame.

Dedicated Adver games

The category of dedicated advergames inhabits awide array of games, ranging
from simple Internet advergames, mostly using Macromedia Flash technol ogy,
to sophisticated online worlds. A distinction can be made between three
subcategories of dedicated advergames. First, there consists a wide range of
singular dedicated advergames. Secondly, there are transferal dedicated
advergames, and thirdly there is the subcategory of experiential dedicated
advergames.

The first subcategory of simple nonpersistent advergames are probably the
widest employed subcategory of dedicated advergames, for its low costs and
simple development cycle. The notion of singularity derives from the games'
focuson single-style gameplay. A singular advergame only has one core game-
play element, such as games focusing on motor skills or (e.g., a race game),
problem solving (e.g., apuzzle game). Many of these games are modeled on the
classic games of yesteryear, such as Pacman or Tetris. A puzzle game with
Tetris-style game play could be turned into a dedicated advergame by making it
appear on a specific Web site in a pop-up window. Gamers who are interested
can play the game on the spot or sometimes download it to play on amoment of
choice. Other advergames offer a new but familiar design. Car manufacturer
Jaguar promoted their new S-type R model with aFlash game offering an online
Urban Golf course.* The car in the back of the game had nothing to do with the
actual gameplay. A player hasto finish aGolf coursein central London and the
holeisreplaced by ared postbox. Players who supply their e-mail address can
win golf lessons from a pro.
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These simple advergames arguably lack the game play to engender immersive
play and are primarily used to raise brand awareness and direct visitors to the
various Web sitesfor moreinformation. The games havetheir own Web sitesor
may pop up when visiting a random Web site and cannot be saved to one’'s
computer, thus the game becomes a random encounter and in many cases the
nonpersistent achievements—that is, points—do not encourage gamersto play
the game again. Making the game available off-line, on the other hand, can aid
the viral distribution of a game and thus its marketing message. In the Jaguar
advergame example, players may send the Web site’ sURL to their “mates” via
the Web site and can compete to beat the top scores. The International Game
Developers Association (IGDA) in their Online Games Whitepaper promote
these kinds of advergames as “a powerful and effective tool for delivering
branding and advertising messages’ as these games tend to be “sticky,”
nonintrusiveand ableto generate variousdemographic dataof consumers (2003,
p. 35). As said, small PC Web-based advergames can tap into alarge group of
50 million U.S. gamers, whereas PC CD-based games, such as The Sims or
Rollercoaster Tycoon 3, have a much smaller potential market of less than 5
million U.S. consumers.

A more sophisticated form of dedicated advergaming are games offering a
transferring experience, or what Chen and Ringel (2001, p. 3) would call
“associative advergaming.” Here brand awareness is raised through lifestyle
association. The subcategory of transferal advergames may also feature the
advertised product and thus can be seen as an illustrative advergame—offering
as much in-game product exposure as possible. The soleintent of these kinds of
advergamesisto put usersinto contact withitsbrand and harnessapositivegame
experiencewithinacontrolled and branded (persistent) onlineworld. Thegames
in thissubcategory may or may not contain any linksto external Web sites of the
advertised service or product and does not enable gamersto actually experience
a particular product or service.

A successful example, in terms of the amount of visitors and time spent on the
Web siteisthe online world of Coke Music, developed by order of Coca-Cola.®
Coke Music has all the elements of an MM OG and contains all kinds of simple
social activities, which can be very time consuming, ranging from chat to the
production of simple music compositions. The technology is completely Web
based and gamerscan only play online. Establishedin 2002, thisWeb site counted
“over amillion views aday, the number of new visitorsincreases monthly with
200,000, and peopl e spend about 25 minuteson the site” (Van der Graaf, 2004).
Additional gain for Coca-Colais added through putting out surveys to collect
various gamer data. The Coca-Cola brand is omnipresent and many ad cam-
paigns in other media slip into Coke Music—and vice versa.
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The example of the branded world of Coke Music shows how existing game
genres can be repurposed to fit the advertisers need. Built upon the template of
the commercial game/chat environment of Habbo Hotel, Coca-Cola success-
fully appropriated the game mechanics of a proven game concept and offers a
free branded alternative. Habbo Hotel, developed by the Finnish company
Sulake L abs, isamoderated, Web-based chat environment with many franchises
all over theworld. It isahuge success among young children and has 3 million
uniqueusersvisiting virtual hotel swithin 16 countrieson four continents. Asboth
Habbo Hotel and Coke Music are free games, the choice between both games
may be somewhat arbitrary and has a social dimension. In away Coca-Cola's
virtual world is more than agame; it isasocial structure:

(...) based on the constant negotiation of cliques, inner circles, in-crowds
and social drama that is enacted throughout a variety of settings. The
corporate sponsor is just as likely to be completely ignored in the pursuit
of these activities, especially when more powerful metaphors can be found
(Book, 2004, p. 21).

This observation shows that the complexity or sophistication of an advergame
does not equal (instant) success for the advertised product or service. Thereis
always such athing as good game design. A brand may be cleverly integrated
into the game play or to put in the words of Hernandez et al. (2004) abrand may
be congruent and thus lessintrusive, creating meaningful play isan art in itself
(cf. Salen & Zimmerman, 2004). Y oung gamers may freely wander through the
branded world of Coke Music, whether or not they will associate their own
lifestylewiththesoft drink’ sbrandisaquestion certainly worth further analysis.
Next, the third subcategory of dedicated advergames will be discussed—
experiential advergames.

Experimental Marketing

Games add the representational mode of simulation to the marketing mix. In
games, brands can be shown repeatedly and through carefully branded simula-
tions, games enable consumers to “transfer meaning to themselves, defining
themselves as cultural entities” (Pennington, 2001, p. 50). But the gift of
interactivity adds a significant “bonus level,” through game-play products or
services can be experienced. The intangible and arbitrary associations evoked
by brands as symbols, become tangible, allowing gamersto experience what it
isliketo drive acar or being a soldier by immersing themselves into carefully
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constructed virtual simulations. Economists Pine and Gilmore (1999) offer a
useful concept to understand this new marketing paradigm: “ Cyberspace is a
great place for escapist experiences’” (p. 34) and the game can stage such
memorable experiences, situatingitself withinexisting community structuresand
design conventionsin order to offer a“ show.” Thisshiftisinlinewiththenotion
of “the experience economy,” where the former offerings of the commaodity
economy arereplaced by an economy relying on staging memorabl e and personal
experiences.

The branding of virtual worlds offers acomplete new range of opportunitiesfor
advertisers to create a web of brands. Brands get their meaning partly through
opposition (Pennington, 2001) and the previous example of Real GTA showsthe
low technical, social, and virtual barriersof thebranding of virtual worlds. Major
global brandssuch asMicrosoft, IBM, General Electric, and Intel do not havethe
advantage of being able to create experiential branded simulations. Computer
software and hardware and consumer appliances seem to missacentral point to
create meaningful play. Coca-Colabypassed this problem by facilitating social
interaction in a branded virtual world where teenagers can chat and come
together within a branded community. Car manufacturers are arguably one of
theother few major brand holdersbeing abletotapinto existing gamegenresand
develop engaging experiential simulations, that is, aracing game rather than a
branded simulation, for example, a puzzle game sponsored by a car brand.

Aninteresting example of asuccessful experiental dedicated advergame, from
an economic perspective, is the PC game America’s Army.® This game goes
beyond atransferal experienceasitisagamethat reliesmainly onthesimulation
of combat. The state-of-the-art game facilitates rich and immersive virtual
experiences, showing consumers virtual insightsin an interactive world previ-
ously not accessibleto the general public. “By creating leadsand traffic through
America’s Army’s design and characteristics, the Army’s brand is not about
‘just alogo. It is much more, namely, it is the experience that occurs when a
gamer comes into contact with the Army’s game” (Van der Graaf & Nieborg
2003, p. 329).

For most players America’s Army is first and foremost an online multi-player-
tactical, first-person-shooter PC game. Devel oped by the U.S. Army, the game
isfreely availableonvariousWeb sitesand thegames’ designisinspired by other
popular first-person-shooter games such as Counter-Strike and Tom Clancy’s
Rainbow Six. In America’s Army the player takes the role of a U.S. Army
soldier and engagesin man-to-man combat agai nst human opponentsin authentic
environments by using a range of real-life weaponry in order to complete a
mission or objective. America’s Army is primarily a multi-player game. The
single player part entails several training missions, which need to be completed
in order to unlock certain roles, such as a medic or a sniper.
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America’s Army could be seen as a simulation of the U.S. Army, many
unrealistic elements from the first-person-shooter genre are changed. For
realism’s sake, the game play is much more structured and bound by the rules
of physics and warfare. Players become soldiers with a persistent record.
Shooting team members is ruled out and maps, weapons, and roles cannot be
changed. In America’ s Army you will alwaysbe put in the bootsof aU.S. Army
soldier. Through the use of a software trick every gamer sees himself and his
team as U.S. soldiers and the other team as the Opposing Forces (OpFor) and
vice versa.

America’ sArmyisnottheonly advergameissued by theU.S. military to promote
its services. There is the free downloadable real-time strategy game Guard
Force to aid recruitment for the U.S. Army National Guard. While the U.S.
Marine Corps was heavily involved in the development of the first-person-
shooter, training tool spin-off Close Combat: First to Fight, this game is a
commercial gamewith game-play integrated advertisement. Gamershaveto buy
thegameanditsprimary goal isto sell asmany copiesaspossible. TheU.S. Navy
issued the action game Navy Training Exercise (NTE): Strike & Retrieve. This
game however is a transferal-dedicated advergame as the game play does not
directly simulate the activities of Navy recruits. America’s Army then is
marketed as a combat experience, and by simulating U.S. Army values through
a true-to-life infantry combat experience, the Army educates gamers about
soldiering. How America’s Army works as a dedicated advergame and an
experiential marketing tool, will be explored more in depth in the following
analysis.

Military Advertisement

Withtheendin 1973 of themandatory military service, better known asthedraft,
theU.S. military hadtorely onitsrecruiting effortsto enlist personnel for itsnew
All-Volunteer-Force. Over three decades|ater, the U.S. military hasto persuade
more than 200,000 recruits annually to fill its ranks, but one of the biggest
problemsfacing contemporary recruiting effortsstill isitseffectiveness. Today,
theU.S. armedforcesrely onthreepillarsfor their recruiting efforts. First, there
isa 15,000 strong force of recruiters. Second, various (financial) incentives are
availableuponjoiningandin order toraiseawareness, andthird, tohelprecruiters
reach their target groups, the military invests heavily in advertisement. From
1998-2003, the total advertising budget for military recruiting almost doubled
from $299-$592 million whilethetotal recruiting budget approached $4 billion
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(General Accounting Office, 2003). In order to keep up with contemporary
marketing, the U.S. Army created the “U.S. Army: An Army of One” brand.

Asany other brand, the U.S. Army brand needs constant expansion—a process
taking up enormous amounts of financial recourses. To expand the Army brand,
the U.S. Army sponsors aNASCAR (National Association for Stock Car Auto
Racing) racing team, aNHRA (National Hot Rod Association) Top Fuel team,
and aNHRA Pro Stock Biketeam. Andin linewith the ubiquitoustransgressive
character of brands (Pennington, 2001), there are three (official) Web stores
offering licensed material with the “U.S. Army of One” logo and slogan on it,
ranging from clothing to mugs, playing cards to key rings, and other knick-
knacks.” With half of the military advertising funding going to the Army and the
constant need to reinvent and explore new advertisement platforms, there is
room to experiment and try new initiativesto reach the core group of 18- to 24-
year-olds. Probably themost high profileadvertising experiment of all, could well
be America’'s Army.

It wastheadvergamedimension, the Army'sgoal of attracting morerecruits, that
became at the conception of the project, the guiding design rationale. The U.S.
Army does not label America’s Army as arecruiting tool or an advergame, but
asastrategic communicationtool (e.g., Davis, 2004). Thegoal of thegameisto
inform popular culturerather than to persuade and to raise awarenessrather than
directly recruit, which is done by U.S. Army recruiters. Raising both the
awareness of the U.S. Army brand and the U.S. Army as a possible career are
central tothedesign of thegameanditscommunity. Withlessinfluencers, people
with apositiveattitude towardsthe Army and awillingnessto communicatethis
attitude present in the U.S. society (e.g., former soldiers), the Army hastorely
on other mechanisms to enter the “consideration set” of America’'syouth. “So
when ayoung personturns18— 17, 18 — and they start to think about what their
optionsarefor thefuture, what doesthat list ook like? Go to college? Get ajob?
Hang out with my friends? We want ‘join the Army’ to be one of those lists of
options” (Department of Defense, 2001). With this statement, the former
Secretary of the Army, Louis Caldera, articulated one of the main goals of the
“Army of One” campaign.

What makes America’s Army fairly uniqueisthat it could be considered one of
thefirst multidimensional games(Nieborg, 2004, 2005). Analysisshowsthat the
game has more than an advergame dimension. It is used to train U.S. Army
soldiers as well as to educate gamers about the U.S. Armythe edugame
dimension. Through off-line PowerPoint lectures followed by multiple choice
tests and through online game play, gamers may learn what it takes to be part of
the “Army of One.” The games’ third dimension isits use as a test tool. New
military technologiesare carefully modeled inthegame, allowing military experts
and soldierstotest these future weapon systemsin thevirtual world, after which
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they can be easily incorporated into the edugame dimension. Gamers can be
tested as well. Similar to off-line test tools, such as the Armed Services
Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) freely availableat U.S. high schools, the
U.S. Army is able to virtually test the aptitude of potential Army recruits. The
fourth and last dimension of America’s Army isits propaganda dimension. The
gameisboth an exampleof apublic affairsinstrument, asaninstrument of public
diplomacy, as it shares many of the same goals and characteristic of both
strategic communication tools. However, it isthe role of America’s Army as a
tool of publicdiplomacy that signal sashift away fromthe advergame dimension
towardsthe propagame dimension. Both dimensions still interact and reinforce
rather than replace each other. Theinitial goal of arecruitment aid and raising
the brand awareness of the U.S. Army is partly bypassed when looked at the
global use of the game, thereby giving way to the propagame dimension.

Encapsulated in the first-person-shooter genre are several key featuresready to
be appropriated for (successful) digital marketing. The U.S. Army as a brand
transformed into the America’s Army brand and appears able to tap seamlessly
into existing game community frameworks. Kierzkowski, M cQuade, Waitman,
and Zeisser (1996) provide five distinct recommendationsfor successin digital
marketing, all of whichare present inthe production, distribution, and consump-
tion of the official U.S. Army game. First, there is the advertisement on and
allianceswith gaming Web sites such as GameSpy.com and Gigex.com. Second,
providing participants with a stimulating and motivating game is evident in
America’s Army’s much acclaimed realism. Third, participants are instantly
rewarded and have the prospect of beating top scores. Thisisconstructed by the
extensive and persistent honor system which gives a gamer certain credits and
acknowledgement among peers as well as goals to aim at (e.g., getting more
honor points than a peer). Fourth is the identification of user preferences by
providing choices within the game. In America’s Army players can play in
theatres of operation all over the (virtual) world, playing different rolls and
familiarizing themselves with a plethora of weapons. And the fifth and final
aspect isretaining userswhich is partly taken care of by the community, which
consists of the official homepage with its message boards, several (semiprofes-
sional) affiliates and fan sitesand several |RC channels. Game communitiesare
known for their collaborative and peer-supporting character (Jenkins, 2002;
Newman, 2004) and America’s Army is no exception to thisrule.

One of the questions asked by every journalist and academic unfamiliar with
America’ sArmyis: “isthe game effective and do you have figures showing how
many people joined?’ Such figures are nonexistent and the design of both the
game and the community are not set up in a way that such data can easily be
obtained. One thing about America’s Army as an advergame is clear; the game
is extremely cost effective. The game cost $4 million a year from 2000-2003.
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With abreakdown of $2 million in wages, $300,000 for game engine costs, and
$1.5millionin operational costs (Zyda, Mayberry, McCree, & Davis, 2004). In
the upcoming years, staffing costsand licensing feesarelikely to grow. The $20
million spent on the game pales into insignificance considering the following
remark: “The Army estimates America’s Army has the potential to save some
$700M-$4B per year” (Zyda, 2002, p. 9).

Conclusion

In a society where even sand can be branded, the competition for attention is
enormous(cf. Klein, 1999). Advertisement in our post-modern, media-saturated
world isomnipresent but at the same time extremely fragmentary. The eyeball
time of young people has become a commadity in itself, with every medium
fighting for attention tryingto sell audiencesto agrowing pool of companiesand
brand owners. Over theyearsand with the maturing of themedium, childn’ splay
has become heavily commodified (Kline et al., 2003). Product placement in
digital games is ubiquitous and gamers seem to praise the efforts of game
designerstoincludetheir favorite brandsin agameto makethe game space more
“real.” The console hardware developers have become established brands
themselves, up to a point where gamersidentify themselves with the hardware.
Gamers even have names for such aficionados: “fanboys.” As a result “The
industry has come full circle: conditions for its spectacular growth were set in
existing youth-oriented media niches; now for gaming isitself poised to create
marketing opportunities for other corporations that are seeking to target the
youthaudience” (Klineet al. 2003, p. 236). The multipleidentities of gamersas
both fansand consumersare not without consegquences, thevoluntary activity of
play becomes intertwined with the discourses of a commodified game culture.

Where TV commercials, print ads, and the World Wide Web rely on represen-
tation for the conveying of their message, dedicated advergames add the extra
dimension of simulation. The ever-rising processing power of computer chips,
doublingevery 18 monthsaccordingto Moore’ slaw, enablesrichandimmersive
virtual experiences, showing consumers virtual insights in interactive worlds
previously not accessible for the general public. It is the usage of marketing
through gamesthat differsconsiderably. Commercial gamesincreasingly include
some sort of marketing message. I ncreasingly, dedicated advergames are used
to advertise, varying from singular advergameswhich may befreely distributed
via popular Web sites or on a company’ s homepage, to the more sophisticated
experiential advergames, which encompassel aborate, persistent, virtual worlds.
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Asthe early abstract games of Pong, Spacewar, and Tetris turned into lifelike
and realistic simulations, developers are now able to turn their intertextual
references into commercial representations and simulations. Games as one of
the new intertextual commodities have to:

... posses the elasticity to incorporate the imaginary reconfigurations of its
images, stories and products by users. Although corporations protect their
trademarks and images, they have also developed sophisticated structures
and architectures that allow certain images of their film or game to float
freely across the Internet as promotional sirens of their cultural commodity
(Marshall, 2002, p. 76).

America’ sArmyisasuccessful exampleof such acultural commodity, marketed
asasimulation of theU.S. Army. Game-play-integrated adverti sement seemsto
be favored by gamers over non-game-play integrated forms—a cleverly inte-
grated branded car of PDA adds flavor to a game and aids brand recall.
Advergames can move beyond in-game bannersand billboards. However, while
the goal of brand placement israising brand awareness (Nelson, 2002), interac-
tive entertainment is able to move beyond this marketing model as well.
America’s Army shows that gamers are able to learn (U.S. Army) values, basic
skills, and aconsiderable amount of knowledge and information, just by playing
the game. Gamers willfully subject themselves to minute long PowerPoint
lecturesto advanceinthegame. A careerintheU.S. Army isliterally played out.
In America’s Army, the U.S. Army brand is ubiquitous and encompasses all
modes of advergaming.

The game constantly supports brand awareness, for the brand and its simulation
are interchangeable. By using various new mediatechnologies, the U.S. Army
isabletodirectly reach their target group in an active and engaging manner that
correspondswith the mediause of today’ syouth. Being ableto simulate conflict
by using existing game design conventions, the U.S. Army both redefines
elements within the first-person-shooter genre and taps directly into the very
fabric of popular culture. In asimilar way Coke Music is based on the popular
format of Habbo Hotel. The question would then be if the designers and
publishersof futureadvergamesarewilling toleave existing game genres behind
and if, through innovative game design, they not only will profit from game
technology and culture, but contributeto it aswell.
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Endnotes

! Retrieved September 4, 2005 from http://steampowered.com/status/
status.html.

2 Retrieved September 1, 2005 from http://www.info.ea.com/downloads/
eatrax.doc.

s From the RGTA Web site General Info section located Real GTA .net.
Retrieved August 23, 2004, from http://www.doupal .cz/real gta/info.htm.

4 Retrieved September 1, 2005 from http://www.jaguarurbangol f.co.uk.
5 See: http://www.cokemusic.com.

5 America sArmy iscontinually updated and thereis no finished version of
the game. Thefirst version, released July 4, 2002, was dubbed America’s
Army: Recon, followed by America's Army: Operations and America's
Army: Special Forces. Each Special Forces update has its own label, for
example, America’s Army: Special Forces (Direct Action) v2.5, released
October 13, 2005. During each update, content is added and the game’s
design differs constantly.

7 See for example: http://www.armyproducts.com/default.aspx, http://
shop.ipledge.com and http://armyofone.usptgear.com. Retrieved August
22,2004.
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