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ABSTRACT: A precise definition of concepts is a fundamental pillar for constructing valid and reliable 
knowledge. Consistency in terminology is essential in order to use a common conceptual framework, 
avoid ambiguities, and facilitate comparability of studies. Following PRISMA guidelines, we ran a 
systematic literature review searching in Scopus and Web of science databases to identify and analyze 
the definitions of in-game advertising (IGA). Also, we ran a series of interviews with professionals from 
the advertising and video game industries in order to understand the professional view of the term. 
Confusion has been found in the use of IGA and related but different concepts, both in the literature 
and professional practice. Therefore, we presented a decision tree to facilitate coherent naming in the 
advertainment area of research and summarized all the research in a redefinition of IGA that synthesizes 
and updates the previous ones: is the integration of persuasive content, created for a real advertiser, 
that is part of the playable elements of a video game which has not been developed by the advertiser. 
This is the first study that uses a systematic approach to define IGA. The decision tree helps scholars 
and practitioners to clearly classify critical terms related to IGA (i.e., advertainment, advergaming, 
advergame, product placement, IGA, AGA.) The updated definition and the decision three will help 
scholars to develop a more coherent literature on IGA and related concepts.

Keywords: video games; advertainment; advergaming; in-game advertising; around-game advertising; 
product placement; definition; systematic review.

RESUMEN: Para construir un conocimiento válido y fiable es fundamental tener una definición precisa de 
los conceptos. La coherencia terminológica es esencial para utilizar un marco conceptual común, evitar 
ambigüedades y facilitar la comparación de los estudios. Siguiendo las directrices PRISMA, realizamos 
una revisión sistemática de la literatura buscando en las bases de datos de Scopus y Web of Science 
para identificar y analizar las definiciones de publicidad In-Game (IGA). Además, realizamos una serie 
de entrevistas con profesionales de las industrias de la publicidad y los videojuegos para entender la 
visión profesional del término. Se ha encontrado confusión en el uso de IGA y de conceptos relacionados 
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pero diferentes, tanto en la literatura como en la práctica profesional. Por ello, presentamos un árbol 
de decisiones para facilitar una denominación coherente en el área de investigación del advertainment 
y resumimos toda la investigación en una redefinición de IGA que sintetiza y actualiza las anteriores: 
IGA es la integración de contenido persuasivo, creado para un anunciante real, que forma parte de los 
elementos jugables de un videojuego que no ha sido desarrollado por el anunciante. Este es el primer 
estudio que utiliza un enfoque sistemático para definir el IGA. El árbol de decisión ayuda tanto a los 
estudiosos como a los profesionales a clasificar con claridad los términos críticos relacionados con el 
IGA (es decir, advertainment, advergaming, advergame, product placement, IGA, AGA). La definición 
actualizada y el árbol de decisión ayudarán a los académicos a desarrollar una literatura más coherente 
sobre IGA y conceptos relacionados.

Palabras clave: videojuegos; advertainment; advergaming; publicidad in-game; publicidad around-
game; emplazamiento de producto; definición; revisión sistemática.

1. Introduction
The video game sector has become one of the entertainment industries that generates highest 
revenue worldwide (Newzoo, 2022). At the time of this writing, the number of people who play 
video games regularly amounts to 3.07 billion, almost 40% of the planet’ s total population. 
The region with the largest number of players is Asia, followed by Europe, Latin America, 
and North America (Statista, 2021). Revenues for this sector worldwide are expected to reach 
$423.5 billion in 2026 (Statista, 2023). These data show a growing trend in the video game 
industry. 

Given that a significant part of the population plays video games, advertisers, advertising 
professionals, and video game developers are constantly thinking about the best ways to reach 
their audience through video games. In fact, video games offer advertisers an excellent channel 
to achieve their communication objectives under the guise of entertainment (Kretchmer, 2004). 
To this end, advertisers use what is known as advergaming, that is to say, the practice of using 
video games to advertise a brand, product, organization, or idea (Pons, 2006). Advergaming 
encompasses three modalities: advergames, around-game advertising (AGA), and in-game advertising 
(IGA).

Advergames are video games designed by advertisers for users to play, usually for free. They 
are usually easy to play, have a short duration and offer quick rewards (Redondo, 2012). These 
video games allow companies to reach a specific public, promote engagement and introduce 
messages in a non-intrusive way (Tuten and Solomon, 2013).

AGA is a type of advertising that, as its name says, is “around” the video game. It is similar 
to TV commercial advertising in that it interrupts users in order to impact them. It is now 
frequently used in video games on mobile devices. There are four types of AGA advertising: 
banners, interstitials, sponsorship, and cross-promotions (Smith et al., 2014). Banners are advertising 
pieces, usually graphic, that are inserted in digital media such as websites or apps (Novak 
and Hoffman, 1997). Interstitials are advertising spaces that interrupt the player’s action to 
show an advertisement. They usually appear at the beginning of the game, between levels, 
or at the end of the game. They can also provide incentives to motivate players to play; for 
example, when a player runs out of lives in Candy Crush Saga, he or she can watch an ad, and 
this action rewards them with an extra life to continue playing. Sponsorships are agreements 
between brands and video games where brands pay in exchange for appearing in some video 
game-related activity, such as when Honda paid Riot Games to have its logo shown in a League 
of Legends tournament. Finally, cross-promotions are the creation of alliances to promote 
products that benefit both brands, such as when DC Comics and Epic Games launched the 
physical comic book Batman x Fortnite: Point Zero. Each issue of these comics had a code 
that could be redeemed inside the Batman game to personalize the physical appearance of a 
character (i.e., skins).
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Finally, IGA, according to its most cited definition (see methodology section and Table 1), is 
“the placement of brands in games” (Yang et al., 2006). An example of IGA is being able to 
drive one of three different Mercedes-Benz models (namely the GLA, the 300 SL Roadster, and 
the Silver Arrow) that are in Mario Kart 8 for Wii U and Nintendo Switch.

This article focuses on this last modality of advergaming. Since Scott Adams made the first IGA 
in his 1978 video game Adventureland (“The Making of Adventureland,” 2006), this format 
has changed substantially, especially in recent years, thanks to video games such as Fortnite in 
2017. The most cited definition is twenty-years old and needs to be revised.

In this article, we analyze the given definitions of IGA according to the characteristics that any 
academic definition must have (Cabré, 1993; Pavel & Nolet, 2001; Valero & Alcina, 2015). In 
addition to investigating the definition of IGA in academia, we investigate which characteristics 
the industry considers important. These studies lead us to identify the need to propose a 
decision tree. Scholars and professionals can use this visual tool to decide which term (i.e., 
advertainment, advergame, product placement, IGA, AGA) is the most appropriate for each 
situation. Finally, we propose an updated definition of IGA. 

2. Defining IGA
The precise definition of concepts is a fundamental pillar for the construction of valid and 
reliable knowledge. Consistency in terminology is essential for using a common conceptual 
framework, avoiding misunderstanding and facilitating comparability and replicability of 
studies. Furthermore, by having a shared understanding of what constitutes IGA, academics, 
marketers, advertisers, and game developers can have better communication and align in terms 
of strategies, implementation, outcome measurement and the implications of IGA.

Sartori (1984) proposes a three-step approach to concept definition as mentioned by 
Valsangiacomo (2022): reconstructing the concept, creating a new definition, and identifying 
the defining properties of the concept. The first step in Sartori’s proposal involves examining 
the history of the concept and its current status in the literature. In the case of IGA, this would 
involve reviewing how the concept has been defined and used in the extant literature. The 
second step is the creation of a new definition of the concept. For IGA, this could involve 
proposing a definition that reflects the current characteristics and uses of IGA in the advertising 
industry. Finally, the third step is to identify the defining properties of the concept (i.e., the 
conditions necessary for the concept to be true and unique.) For IGA, these properties could 
include features such as the integration of advertising into gaming.

Although Sartori’s approach provides a useful structure for defining concepts, it also presents 
certain limitations. For example, the second step of creating a new definition can be problematic 
if it is based on an insufficient or biased understanding of the concept. In the case of IGA, being 
a term that has both academic and professional relevance, there is a risk that key-defining 
characteristics of the concept may be omitted if we only focus on the academic literature. We 
believe that it would be more effective to perform the third step before the second in this 
case. Identifying the defining properties of the concept may provide a more solid basis for 
the creation of an updated definition. This change of order would allow for greater flexibility 
and adaptability in concept formation and could result in a definition that is more precise and 
relevant.

Moreover, the third step of Sartori’s concept definition theory is ambiguous because Sartori 
speaks of true elements by definition to identify them. Instead, we structure the definition of 
concept properties by applying the recommendations of Cabré (1993), Pavel & Nolet (2001), 
and Valero & Alcina (2015). These authors provide valuable guidelines for the delimitation of 
concepts through the identification of their essential characteristics. Their linguistic approach 
offers a complementary perspective that can enrich and deepen our understanding of concepts, 
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and in particular, of the concept of IGA. The recommendations of these authors focus on two 
fundamental aspects of definitions: content and form.

The content is the conceptual part of a definition and its essence. Sartori (1984) implicitly 
emphasizes content to identify the defining properties of a concept. In this sense, a good 
definition must situate the concept within its field of specialty; then, it has to specify the 
essential characteristics that differentiate it from the rest of the terms. These characteristics can 
be intrinsic and extrinsic. The intrinsic or inherent characteristics of the object are those that 
can be observed by using the senses and do not require additional knowledge about their use or 
origin. For example, size, shape, color, or design are intrinsic characteristics of material objects. 
Extrinsic or relational characteristics are those that describe the relationship of the product to 
other entities. There are two subgroups of this type of characteristic: use and origin. Location, 
rank, functioning, or application are examples of use; method of manufacture, country of 
origin, or time are examples of origin (Wüster & Cabré, 2010).

Form refers to how the concept is expressed linguistically. The concept has to be understood 
and avoid confusion. To this end, a definition should a) be simple, b) avoid comparison of 
concepts, c) be self-sufficient, and d) be adapted to recipients or audience. Simplicity (a) 
implies the definition to be concise and clear, avoiding the use of ambiguous words. Avoiding 
the comparison of concepts (b) means not defining a concept by negating or equating it to 
another. Self-sufficiency (c) means that the definition should not depend on any other element; 
therefore, another concept should not be explained within the same definition. Finally, the 
definition must be adapted to its addressees (d); it means that the definition must have an 
adequate expression so that it fits the receiver’s profile correctly and can be understood.

To carry out the process, we will conduct two studies. Firstly, we will run a content analysis 
of existing academic literature and definitions of IGA. The objective of this study will be to 
identify common characteristics and uses of IGA. The characteristics of IGA are necessary to 
differentiate the term from other similar terms, such as advergames. Secondly, we will run a 
survey of players and advertising professionals to obtain their perspectives on IGA. This second 
study will help us understand how IGA is perceived and experienced in practice.

3. Study 1

3.1. Methodology
A systematic review was carried out with the aim of finding definitions of in-game advertising 
to subsequently identify its defining characteristics. The PRISMA guidelines (Page et al., 
2021) were used to guide the systematic review. A search was run in Scopus1 and Web of 
Science2 multidisciplinary databases. Records that used the term “in-game” or “IGA” in the 
title, abstract, or as keywords, and that also included any term derived from “advert” (e.g., 
advertisement, advertising) were selected. These searches retrieved a total of 322 records. 
Ninety-three documents that were repeated in the two databases were eliminated. Two other 
articles that were not written in English or Spanish were eliminated. Thirty-eight articles were 
also eliminated after reading the title and abstract because they were unrelated to advertising, 
video games, or the acronym IGA stood for something else (e.g., “Cholestatic jaundice and IgA 
nephropathy induced by OTC muscle building agent superdrol”). At this point, 189 articles 
remained. Twenty-nine documents were inaccessible; none of these records made direct 
reference to IGA definitions.

1 The Scopus search syntaxis was: title-abs-key ( “in game” )  or  title-abs-key  ( “in-game” )  or title-abs-key  ( “IGA” )  
and  title-abs-key  ( advert* )
2 The WoS search syntaxis was:((TI=”in game” OR AB= “in game” OR TS= “in game” OR AK= “in game”) OR (TI=”in-
game” OR AB= “in-game” OR TS= “in-game” OR AK= “in-game”) OR (TI=”IGA” OR AB= “IGA” OR TS= “IGA” OR AK= 
“IGA”) ) AND ((TI=advert* OR AB= advert* OR TS= advert* OR AK= advert*) OR (TI=adverg* OR AB= adverg* OR TS= 
adverg* OR AK= adverg*))
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The remaining 160 documents were read in search of definitions. Definitions were only 
considered when the authors wrote: “IGA is,” “IGA refers to,” or similar. For example, we 
considered a definition neither the sentence “in-game advertisements can be further described 
as either ‘environment ads’ or ‘immersive ads.’ (...)  in-game ads are incorporated into the 
game itself, either as static displays or interactive elements...” (Interactive Advertising Bureau, 
2010), nor “companies placing their brands within a game and engaging in in-game advertising 
(IGA)” (Walsh et al, 2014).

Among the 160 papers, 43 articles were found to have a definition of IGA. Of these, 16 articles 
had a definition created by the author(s). None mentioned how they had developed it. Another 
11 articles cited previous definitions, but had modified them, or created their own definition 
based on statements by other authors; for these reasons, we consider them as new definitions. 
Finally, among the remaining 16 articles to reach 43, six articles had a definition and also 
referred to six documents that had a different definition and were not found in the initial search. 
Therefore, the total number of definitions found was 49. Once the articles corresponding to 
those six references were encountered, six new definitions were found. Four had the author’s 
own definitions and two created their own definition by quoting previous definitions or partially 
relying on statements by other authors already present in the initial search. Therefore, a total 
of 33 different definitions were found.

Figure 1. PRISMA search and selection of reports

Source: Authors elaboration.
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3.2. Results and discussion
The analysis of the frequency of use of the definitions (Table 1) shows that numerous definitions 
have been suggested (N = 49)3. However, there is no definition accepted by the academic 
community because the most commonly used definition represents only 10.2% of the definitions 
(n = 5).

Table 1. Frequency of use of IGA definitions

Author(s) Date Title Number of
citations

Yang, M., Roskos-Ewoldsen, D., 
Dinu, L., & Arpan, L.

2006 The effectiveness of «in-game» advertising: Comparing 
college students’ explicit and implicit memory for 
brand names.

5

Terlutter, R., & Capella, M. 2013 The gamification of advertising: Analysis and research 
directions of in-game advertising, advergames, and 
advertising in social network games.

3

Smith, M., Sun, W., Sutherland, J., & 
Mackie, B.

2014 Game advertising: a conceptual framework and 
exploration of advertising prevalence.

3

Bogost, I. 2007 Persuasive games. The expressive power of 
videogames.

3

Nelson, M. & Waiguny, M. 2012 Psychological processing of in-game advertising and 
advergaming: branded entertainment or entertaining 
persuasion?

2

Herrewijn, L., & Poels, K. 2014 Rated A for advertising: A critical reflection on in-game 
advertising.

2

Source: authors elaboration.  
Note: Only definitions that have received at least two citations have been included.

The first content parameter is that the definition must situate the concept in its field of expertise. 
Several definitions frame the concept of IGA within the field of video games, but there are also 
some that place it within the field of games in general. For example, Yang et al. (2006) define 
IGA as “the placement of brands in games.” If this definition were used, it would be including 
card games or board games, for example, within IGA when it should be classified as product 
placement instead. Other definitions place IGA within the field of digital games (Verberckmoes 
et al., 2016; Herrewijn & Poels, 2014). Video game is the term commonly used for digital games 
as well, and there is no indication that this will change. Since video game purchases are often 
made without physical media, we believe that the term video game will not be changed for that 
of digital game. The other field of expertise in which IGA is included is related to persuasive 
communication. Miller (1980, cited by Nahai, 2017) defines it as “any message that is intended 
to shape, reinforce or change the responses of another.” In turn, Dillard (2010) defines the term 
persuasion as “the use of symbols (sometimes accompanied by images) by one social actor for 
the purpose of changing or maintaining another social actor’s opinion or behavior,” and Jones 
& Simons (2017) as “human communication designed to influence the judgments and actions of 
others.” We consider persuasive communication as a communication that creates, reinforces, or 
changes attitudes or behaviors of a receiver according to the intention of a sender, and in which 
at least one of the participants is a living being. With this, we add the idea of creating attitudes, 
as well as maintaining or changing them, and the idea of influencing the emotional component. 
This component is implicitly included in the term “attitude.” In fact, according to one of the 
most frequently used model of attitudes, the three-dimensional model (Chaiken & Stangor, 
1987), attitudes have an emotional, a cognitive, and a conative component. However, the terms 
“opinion” or “judgment” do not include emotions. Returning to the analysis of the definitions, 

3 A table with the analysis of the definitions is presented as Supplementary Material and is accessible through the 
following link: https://archive.org/details/supplementary-table.-comparative-analysis-of-iga-definitions

https://archive.org/details/supplementary-table.-comparative-analysis-of-iga-definitions
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and concerning persuasion, there is only one definition that associates IGA with persuasive 
communication, specifically: “persuasive messages in (online) computer and video games, 
known as in-game advertising (...)” (van Reijmersdal et al., 2010). All remaining definitions place 
it in specialties that fall within this field, such as product placement, advertising, promotion, 
marketing, or brand communication. This is relevant because framing IGA within a restrictive 
concept (e.g., product placement) can exclude certain content from the IGA definition, such as 
a mini-game created in Roblox by La Caixa Foundation.

The second parameter to be analyzed within the content is the essential and distinctive 
characteristics that differentiate it from other terms such as advergaming or product placement. 
These characteristics, in turn, are divided into intrinsic and extrinsic.

As for the intrinsic characteristics, there is only one definition that mentions them: “in-game 
advertising is a type of product placement within a video game in a textual, auditory, visual and 
interactive way, used for decades” (Rodríguez et al., 2021). However, these types of characteristics 
do not differentiate IGA from other related concepts, such as AGA, since both share the same 
intrinsic characteristics. Therefore, adding them to a definition could confuse both terms.

The extrinsic characteristics, in turn, are divided into origin and use. Like intrinsic characteristics, 
extrinsic characteristics of origin are dispensable as they do not differentiate IGA from other 
similar concepts. It should be noted that there is only one definition that mentions extrinsic 
characteristics of origin, and it is the same one that refers to intrinsic characteristics: “In-game 
advertising or IGA is a type of product placement (...), used for decades” (Rodríguez et al., 
2021).

On the other hand, various extrinsic characteristics of use have been found. Among these 
characteristics, some definitions refer to how the IGA should be integrated. The most 
frequently mentioned feature is that it has to be integrated into the video game environment. 
Another frequently repeated feature is that IGA can be integrated into the story or dialogues. 
These features are important because they differentiate IGA from AGA. There is another set 
of characteristics of use that relate to the advertising media on which the IGA is placed, such 
as displays or hyperlinks. Depending on what the authors mean by displays, these features 
may overlap with the AGA. For this overlap not to occur, the displays that are IGA have to 
be part of the game, that is, of everything that has to do with its playable elements. There is 
another series of characteristics of use that refer to how the video game in which the IGA is 
implemented must be. According to several of the definitions collected (Smith et al., 2020; 
Wang & Chou, 2019), video games have to exist previously (i.e., they cannot be created on 
purpose to implement IGA). Moreover, Verberckmoes et al. (2016) suggest that video games do 
not have to be developed for advertising purposes. However, video games can be developed for 
advertising purposes because IGA can be used as a means of financing video games. The critical 
issue is that advertising purposes have not to be a primary purpose. Finally, some definitions 
state that video games must be commercial (Smith et al., 2020; Bogost, 2007); that is, they must 
be created with the primary purpose of sale. However, some video games, such as League of 
Legends or Clash Royale, do not have a sales purpose as they do not require an initial payment 
or subscription to play. Among the free-to-play games, some include IGA, such as Free Fire. 
All these types of characteristics related to video games are used to differentiate IGA from 
advergame since the latter are games created with a primary persuasive purpose. Continuing 
with extrinsic characteristics of use, Yoon (2019) argues that there has to be a commercial 
consideration for IGA to exist. This assertion is outdated as in-game advertising, like traditional 
advertising, can be earned, which means that some users choose to promote brands without any 
commercial interest (Stephen & Galak, 2012). Thanks to games such as Roblox, in which users 
can create their own games (including brands), IGA can include earned media. Following this 
same line, within the extrinsic characteristics of use that describe how brands that appear in 
the IGA should be, Smith et al. (2014) argue that only real brands should be used in the IGA. 
On the contrary, Palmas et al. (2021) consider that both real and fictitious brands can be used. 
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However, fictitious brands appearing in video games are not created to exercise persuasive 
communication and do not have either commercial (e.g., paid by the brand owner) or earned 
communication (e.g., forwarded by users). To conclude with the extrinsic characteristics of 
use, the IGA can be used as content by itself within the video game, such as, for example, the 
Scott Travis concert in Fortnite. This feature does not appear in any of the definitions and is 
privative of IGA. Only Yoon (2019) describes something similar: “In-game advertising (IGA), 
which refers to the inclusion of any brand or product identifiers within a digital game in return 
for commercial consideration (...) in-game advertising can be integrated within any gaming 
content...”.

There are four parameters in the form section. The first is simplicity. Under this parameter, 
we find definitions that do not express what IGA is concisely and clearly. Some definitions 
add more information than necessary (e.g., Kumar & Mittal, 2020), clarify information with 
annotations (Raatikainen, 2012), organize information in a way that generates confusion (e.g., 
Cianfrone et al., 2008), use metalinguistic forms (e.g., Grace & Coyle, 2011) or add examples 
in the definition itself (e.g., Siemens et al., 2015). The second parameter is that the definition 
has to avoid comparing concepts. Eleven definitions compare concepts; 10 of them do so by 
comparing IGA to product placement (e.g., Grace & Coyle, 2011) and the remaining one by 
comparing IGA to what De Certau (1984, cited by Martinez, 2019) calls “strategy.” This strategy 
concept conflicts with the third parameter, which requires a definition to be self-sufficient. The 
fourth parameter of form suggests that the message has to be adapted to the addressee. Almost 
all definitions that fail in this section use specialized language, usually related to marketing. 
For example, Bogost (2007) says that IGA is “the dynamic placement of digital ad units inside 
commercial videogames.” The expression “dynamic placement” is only understandable to 
experts in marketing-related areas, thus excluding all other readers.

4. Study 2

4.1. Methodology
Seventeen interviews were conducted to obtain a more complete view of the characteristics of 
IGA that are considered important in the marketplace. This step has been carried out with the 
recognition that the delimitation of the concept of IGA must transcend the academic field and 
encompass the professional perspective. The sampling method employed was twofold: firstly, a 
convenience sample, as we selected professionals to whom we had access. Secondly, a snowball 
sample, as these professionals referred us to other professionals. Journalists, advertisers, 
gamers, and game developers were selected to be represented in the sample due to the diverse 
definitions of IGA they could provide. The interviews were conducted by telephone and lasted 
approximately 10 minutes each. They were recorded with the consent of the participants for 
subsequent analysis. After a brief introduction, all participants were asked the same three 
issues: IGA definition, IGA functions and IGA main characteristics. We sought to find out what 
practitioners considered that a correct definition of IGA should contain. The interviews were 
analyzed using a qualitative content analysis process. After transcribing the interviews, the texts 
were read multiple times to familiarize ourselves with the content. Segments of the text relevant 
to answering the research questions were identified and coded. These coded segments were 
then grouped to identify recurring themes and patterns. Finally, the identified themes and 
patterns were analyzed to interpret the meaning of the data in the context of the research.

4.2. Participants
The interviews were conducted with 17 professionals who have had contact with the IGA at 
some point in their careers. Two video game developers; two journalists specialized in video 
games; two professional video game players; two brand strategy professionals; a Sales Manager 
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of audiovisual productions; a product manager of a video game distributor; two co-owners 
of advertising agencies; two Account Managers of digital advertising agencies; two Creative 
Directors of digital advertising agencies; and a Director of Studies of an advertising school, 
were interviewed. Within the video game developers interviewed, one was the founder of two 
video game creation companies, and the other, apart from being a founder, was also responsible 
for the development of creative solutions to technical problems in the form of hardware and 
software (aka. creative technology.) The sample consisted of five women and twelve men aged 
between 21 and 48, being the average age 39 years old. The professional players lived in Madrid 
and Valencia. The rest of the professionals worked in companies based in Madrid, although 
their companies were headquartered in the United States, Spain, France, or Italy. The sample 
consisted of a video game publisher, a streaming content platform, five advertising agencies, 
two media agencies, a creative school, a video game creation company, a digital advertising 
solutions company, and two online video game magazines. At the time of writing, none of the 
interviewees was working for the same company.

4.3. Results and discussion
The first finding was that the professionals did not define the concept by explaining its meaning, 
but rather through examples. This may imply that they did not know a precise definition and 
had to create it through practice. Only five of all the practitioners attempted to give a definition 
without using examples. Moreover, all five definitions were generic, so they did not precisely 
determine the meaning of IGA. For example, one of the participants said that IGA is “any 
advertising action that can be carried out within the universe or reality of the video game itself.”

Two participants differentiated IGA from advergame. One participant used this example when 
defining IGA: “it is advertising that is shown in video games that are not created for advertising 
purposes”. Despite this, as will be seen below, there are video games that use advertising for 
financing its development. Therefore, they have advertising purposes, even if it is not their 
main purpose. It is also necessary to highlight the case of some specific titles, such as Global 
Gladiators. This was a video game created by Virgin Games, distributed as a commercial video 
game and sold in stores for the Mega Drive, Master System, Game Gear and Amiga, which 
actually had McDonalds behind it. What players perceived as IGA was really an advergame, as 
it had a primary purpose of persuasion.

On the other hand, most of the interviewees did not spontaneously differentiate between AGA 
and IGA. Seven of the participants commented on terms related to both, and only two indicated 
that IGA must be integrated within the video game while AGA has not because they are banners 
that are launched independently of the video game; the remaining five included AGA as a type 
of IGA. Banners or videos that appear in video games were the most brought up examples of 
AGA. One of the participants commented that even media agencies were selling this type of 
media as IGA. Another participant contributed that AGA, when it comes to mobile video games, 
usually carries some kind of reward, such as extra points to be able to continue playing. This 
characteristic of AGA affects the gameplay of the video game in which it appears, so a good 
definition of IGA should be able to clearly differentiate them.

When interviewees were asked about the main functions of the IGA, a professional working for 
a video game distributor commented that the main function of the IGA is to serve as a source 
of revenue for video game developers and distributors. He gave the example of free-to-play 
video games where the IGA serves as yet another method of financing. One of the professional 
gamers commented that its main function has to be to complement the video game and enable 
the creation of new content thanks to the money generated by the IGA for the developer. 
Another function, they commented on, was that the IGA has to serve to make the virtual more 
real, such as advertising billboards in soccer stadiums. This highlights that the main functions 
of the IGA can change depending on the observer.
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On the other hand, the feature that came up most often was that the IGA, in order for it to 
work, has to be very well integrated within the game. They also mentioned that the IGA has to 
be part of the experience that players have when playing the game, such as the Venom event 
with exclusive items that players could use in Free Fire. Another interviewee mentioned that, 
in the past, the IGA could not be changed or removed, as video games could not be updated. 
That meant that once released, no changes could be made. Today, however, video games can 
be updated, allowing for the removal or modification of IGA. Therefore, to say that the IGA 
is enduring is wrong. Another practitioner claimed that the IGA can transcend the medium 
in which it has been placed, as with other types of advertising. He added that IGA can play a 
fundamental role in the world of public relations if it is used as a tool for innovation, and gave 
the example of the concerts in Fortnite, which reached different media, such as TV news or 
online newspapers. This is relevant, as this is one of the reasons why IGA has to be placed in 
the field of persuasive communication specialty. The last feature they provided was that IGA, in 
addition to being paid, can be earned or exchanged. One participant gave a fictitious example 
of a cereal brand appearing inside a video game in exchange for the video game appearing on 
the cereal box.

To conclude this section, four professionals said that IGA is a kind of product placement within 
video games. This suggests that they understood IGA as a typology of product placement. One 
of them, who worked in a media agency, commented that when she talked about IGA to her 
clients, she called it “product placement within video games.” 

5. Difference between product placement and in-game advertising
Throughout the research, different terms have been found to refer to IGA, such as in-game 
placements (Çeltek, 2010), product placement in video games (Toh & Leng, 2014), or video 
games brand placements (Nelson et al., 2006). These terms refer to product placement to 
facilitate the understanding of the IGA concept. However, they lead to confusion as they incur 
in a comparison that restricts the concept of IGA. In addition to these terms, there are several 
definitions, both academic and professional, that compare IGA with product placement. It is 
likely that, in part, this confusion is due to the fact that the placement of a brand or product in 
a film is called product placement, while when it is placed in a video game it is called IGA. For 
these reasons, it is also necessary to analyze the other differences between the two terms.

According to Smit et al. (2009) product placement is the same as brand placement and in-
program sponsoring. Balasubramanian (1994) proposed one of the most widely cited definitions 
of product placement. He defined it as “a paid product aimed at influencing movie (or 
television) audiences via the planned and unobtrusive entry of a branded product into a movie 
(or television program)”. Guo et al. (2019) summarize three characteristics of placement: a) 
planned and deliberate integration, b) the ability to discreetly convey an intention to persuade, 
and c) intentional integration for money or other valuable goods. These three features are also 
characteristic of IGA, which explains why the two terms are often confused. The differences 
consist that a) IGA occurs only in video games while product placement does not exist in video 
games but is referred to as product placement or brand placement in TV shows or movies; 
another difference is that b) IGA players can interact directly with brands and/or products, such 
as the Pepsi cans in Bionic Commando that provide extra energy, while in product placement 
there is no such direct interaction between the user and the brand or product. This unique 
capacity for direct interaction is one of the defining properties of IGA that we have identified 
in our linguistic analysis, and which distinguishes IGA from related terms.

Product placement has a wide range of benefits (Redondo & Bernal, 2016; Pillai et al., 2014) 
and possibilities. Smith et al. (2014) listed some examples, such as advertisements that sponsor 
programs; displays of logos, products, or brands in a scene; or entire programs developed in 
collaboration with sponsors in which the brand becomes an intrinsic part of the program itself. 
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This last example is similar to the advergame, so the authors argue that product placement 
encompasses both IGA and advergame. In line with this opinion, Aliagas et al. (2021) commented 
that in the video game industry there are two ways of using product placement, the first is 
called advergame and the second is IGA. However, we argue that IGA should not be defined as 
product placement in video games, since doing so would be adding confusion by attributing to 
the term characteristics of others (e.g., attributing to product placement the ability to interact 
or the ability to place an aesthetic product on the protagonist that can distort the image, such 
as a Spiderman costume). In the case of attributing these characteristics to product placement, 
it would be necessary to stop using the other terms (e.g., IGA, advergame) with the consequent 
loss of nuances when communicating. To facilitate the decision of academics and practitioners 
on which term to use in each case, a decision tree has been created (Figure 2).

Unlike existing definitions, the decision tree takes into account factors specific to video games. 
For example, we consider interactivity (i.e., being part of the playable elements,) as a key factor 
in in-game advertising. These factors are unique to video games and have a significant impact 
on how in-game advertising is perceived and interacted with.

6. General Discussion
Many definitions of IGA have been given; however, these definitions have not been developed 
according to the principles that a correct academic definition should have. Moreover, most of 
them are outdated and do not consider the possible advances of the IGA, such as the inclusion 
of content within the video game (e.g., trailer for Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker, released 
in 2019). Moreover, there are definitions that could harbor AGA in them. For example, Smith 
et al. (2020) state that “in-game advertising consists of placing an advertiser’s brand in an 
existing commercial game to promote its products or services.” Therefore, according to this 
definition, advertising placed in a banner is IGA. Conversely, Vashisht et al. (2020) defines IGA 
as “the integration of non-fictional products and brands within the game environment of video 
games and computer games through marketing communication mechanisms in simulated real 
life”. Therefore, according to this definition, advertising placed in a banner is not IGA (in 
fact, it is AGA). If these authors run a study on banner congruence effects, the former would 
make conclusions about IGA, while the latter would make conclusions on a different kind of 
communication, likely, AGA. These results would harm research, since we are talking about 
different types of advergaming connected to the same empirical results.

The variety of existing interpretations and continuous advances in the field highlight the need 
for a precise and adequate definition of IGA. Following Sartori’s (1984) proposal for the creation 
of a revised and improved definition, we have carried out steps one and three, which consist of 
reconstructing the concept and identifying the defining properties of the concept. Now, we will 
focus on the second step, which is the proposal of an updated definition. 

Based on the analyses made of the academic and professional definitions, IGA should be placed 
within the field of video games and persuasive communication. If we extend IGA to the general 
field of games, we run the risk of including board games and other formats that are not relevant. 
Although the context may clarify what type of game we are referring to, a precise definition 
must adequately delimit the concept. At this point, it is important to note that the metaverse is 
not a video game. Furthermore, if we limit the definition to specific terms such as ‘advertising’, 
we might exclude related areas such as public relations.

As for the characteristics of use, the one most often mentioned is that IGA must be integrated into 
the video game environment. Different terms related to integration are used in the first words 
of the investigated academic definitions. These are: “insertion”, “incorporation”, “inclusion”, 
“positioning”, “integration”, and “placement”. Although they all have similar meanings, they 
also have enough differences to elucidate which one best fits the term. According to Merriam-
Webster, “position” and “place” are similar and both mean to put in a particular place or 
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position; “insert” is to put or introduce into the body of something; “include” is to be part of 
a whole or group. “Integrate” and “incorporate” are similar, but “incorporate” refers to being 
part of an existing whole and “integrate” does not. Since, as we have seen, the IGA can be 
created during the development of the video game itself or afterwards, the most precise word 
to be used to define IGA is “integrate’’.

Several scholars point out as a characteristic of use that IGA can be integrated into the story or 
dialogues. To encompass aspects beyond the story and dialogues, we believe that IGA should 
be part of the playable elements of the video game. We understand as “playable element” any 
essential narrative component that makes up the structure of the game, that is, the characters, 
the dialogues, the visual elements and any element inherent to the world created for the game, 
including the game mechanics (i.e., the interactions and systems that govern the way the player 
interacts with the game). This is important, as it is the way to differentiate IGA from AGA, 
because the former is integrated directly into the playable elements of the game, while the latter 
is situated ‘around’ the video game.

Another important characteristic refers to what is incorporated in video games. Almost all 
academic definitions talk about the incorporation of brands or products, which means that it 
does not encompass everything that is considered IGA. Other types of IGA are, for example, 
rewards (Pepsi vending machines in Bionic Commando, which provide you extra energy 
when you use them), customizations (Iron Man skin in Fortnite), advertisements in traditional 
locations (e.g., a soccer field billboard in FIFA) or imaginary ones (e.g., holographic digital sign 
in Cyberpunk 2077). Therefore, if we group all types of IGA together we are talking about 
different types of content, understanding it as any material that is customized for an external 
organization and has a persuasive purpose.

Another important point in the definition of IGA is that the brand, product or service advertised 
cannot be fictitious. This is because the IGA has to be paid, earned, or exchanged, and a 
fictitious brand does not use any of these mechanisms to appear in video games. Moreover, the 
consumer could never acquire it. On some occasions it has happened that a fictitious brand 
has ended up appearing in the real world, such as Fallout’s Nuka Cola; however, it cannot be 
considered IGA since it is a cross-promotion, and that belongs to the AGA.

Finally, IGA can be used to make video games look more realistic. This is a non-essential feature 
that neither AGA nor advergames have. Inserting branding on billboards with basketball court 
advertising, as in NBA 2K, or having car branding visible in games, like Gran Turismo, makes 
players feel a sense of greater reality and congruence that generates brand recognition (Aliagas 
et al., 2021). Advertising must be real and consistent in order not to generate rejection, so the 
best option is to use brands that make sense with the video game itself.

Therefore, we define IGA. IGA is the integration of persuasive content, created for a real 
advertiser, that is part of the playable elements of a video game which has not been developed 
by the advertiser.

7. Conclusions
With video games becoming one of the most significant cultural industries globally and their 
increasing ubiquity, IGA appears to be a persuasive communication tool with considerable 
potential. In fact, it is foreseeable that advertisers will increasingly look to it to reach their target 
population. Despite this, there is still no definition of IGA accepted by most academics and 
there is a great deal of confusion among practitioners about what IGA is. Having a definition 
accepted by academics and, ideally, also by professionals will foster the development of the 
area. Furthermore, it would have the potential to improve communication and understanding 
between academics and practitioners, and to facilitate the development of more effective 
theories and practices in the field of video game advertising. That is why we have presented an 



De-la-Vara-López, J. y De-Marchis, G. P.

Revista de Comunicación, 2024, vol. 23, N° 2. E-ISSN: 2227-1465
48

updated definition of IGA that tries to conform to the canons of a good definition. In addition, 
specifically in the advertising industry, it will facilitate the development of more coherent 
marketing strategies, enable more accurate measurement of campaign effectiveness, and 
enhance communication between game developers and advertisers. 

To develop a precise definition, a systematic review has been made of academic definitions of 
IGA published in papers indexed in the Scopus and Web of Science databases. The definitions 
found were analyzed and the characteristics of IGA essential for its correct delimitation were 
identified. The findings were discussed. Subsequently, professionals from different areas and 
who have worked with IGA, were interviewed to get their vision. These professionals have 
provided a complementary vision to the academic one. Among other findings, the professionals 
who use the terms IGA, product placement, or AGA on a daily basis mix the terms up. To 
solve this problem, and to quickly differentiate the various terms, a decision diagram has been 
proposed (Figure 1). We believe that this handy tool will help both scholars and practitioners to 
use related terms more precisely, avoiding confusion.

Finally, all the research has been synthesized in a new definition that follows the canons on 
the characteristics of a good definition. This definition differentiates IGA with respect to other 
similar concepts and adds a long-term vision. The definition is intended to encompass a wide 
range of scenarios that could be understood as IGA, with the recognition that significant 
technological changes in video games may necessitate future revisions.
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