
And now, a game from our sponsor

Gaming: As young people spend less time watching television and more time
online and playing games, advertisers have devised a new way to reach them

CROSS the popularity of a new me-
dium with the demands of advertis-

ers, and the result can be a whole new
genre of entertainment. In the 1930s, the
sponsorship of radio serials by makers of
household-cleaning products led to the
soap opera. Listeners were enthralled by
episodic, melodramatic storylines, and
advertisers were guaranteed a big audi-
ence. Today, the same thing is happening
with another new medium. Video games
have been crossed with advertising to
produce a new genre: the advergame.

Advergames appeal to both advertis-
ers and gamers alike. Advertisers face the
problem that many young people are
watching less television in favour of
gaming and internet surfing. A report
published last year by Nielsen, a market-
research firm, found that time spent
watching television was declining
among American men aged 18-34, and
was decreasing even faster among gam-
ers of the same age. Given that internet
users are finding ways to avoid pop-ups,
flashing banners and spam, putting ad-
vertisements into games is an obvious
way to reach them. Perhaps surprisingly,
gamers seem to feel positive towards in-
game advertising. Football, driving and
other sports games look more realistic
with real advertisement hoardings rather
than generic ads for made-up products.

And the popularity of many advergames
suggests that gamers are evidently quite
happy to put up with advertising in re-
turn for free entertainment-just as soap-
opera fans were in the radio age.

In-game advertising is not new, but
until recently it was limited to static pro-
duct-placement, inserted rather awk-
wardly into console games, says Denise
Garcia of Gartner, a consultancy. She
estimates that less than 10% of console
games carry such "embedded" ads, and
they account for a mere 0.25% of reve-
nues at Electronic Arts, the world's big-
gest games publisher. In the long term,
ads will be piped directly into games over
the internet, allowing games publishers
to update in-game advertisements as of-
ten as they want and to collect informa-
tion about how in-game advertising is
viewed. This may even lead to new, ad-
vertising-supported pricing models.

Today, however, few games consoles
are connected to the internet. So while
there is vast potential for in-game ad-
vertising on consoles, the near-term
opportunity lies in advergames, which
are specifically designed around advertis-
ing—the product is often the protagonist—
and are either downloaded on to PCS or
played inside web browsers. American
firms spent around $9om last year on ad-
vergames, compared with $2om on in-

Where America's Army leads, Food Force follows





game adverts and product placements,
says the Yankee Group, a consultancy.

A successful early example of the
genre was "America's Army", an adver-
game first released as a recruitment tool
in 2002 which is based on "Unreal", a
shoot-'em-up. This strikingly realistic war
game, which covers basic training, tacti-
cal planning and a variety of missions,
now has over 5m registered players.
About 100,000 people download the
game free every month. But advergames
can promote peace as well as war, as a
more recent example, "Food Force", dem-
onstrates. This advergame, launched in
April by the United Nations World Food
Programme, is intended to raise aware-
ness of global hunger. Players are cast as
emergency aid workers who must pilot
helicopters, negotiate with rebels and
help to rebuild communities.

Kris Oser, a video-game specialist at
Advertising Age, an industry magazine,
says old-style television, print and radio
advertising "just throws brands at peo-
ple". Compare that with Dodge's adver-
game, "Race the Pros", in which the
company's cars can be driven to victory
in a hyper-realistic simulation. Every Fri-
day, real NASCAR race times are
uploaded into the computer-controlled
cars, and the track is dotted with the vir-
tual billboards of dealerships close to the
player (who must enter a zip code to take
part). Such driving advergames also
neatly sidestep rules that prohibit boast-
ing about a car's top speed in TV adverts.

Richard Schlasberg, a Coca-Cola mar-
keting manager based in Hellerup, Den-
mark, says the beverage-maker, long a
fervent believer in television advertising,
is now siphoning funds from its TV bud-
get to maintain a regularly updated suite
of games. A 3O-second prime-time slot on
American television can cost half a mil-
lion dollars, whereas an advergame
rarely costs more than $50,000 to de-
velop and can be posted on the internet
for months or years. Mr Schlasberg notes
that, with television, potential drinkers
just stare, briefly, at Coca-Cola. With ad-
vergames, consumers are "actually play-
ing you", he says, and they then associate
the brand with fun.

The simple, browser-based games of-
fered by Coca-Cola and other firms may
not be as sophisticated as "America's
Army", but they have merits of their
own. They are easy to access and do not
require players to download an enor-
mous installer file, so they are well suited
to casual play in lunch hours or coffee
breaks. Such games also have a broader
appeal than traditional games. They can
be found on mainstream websites, and
nearly half of players are women.

Kimberly-Clark, a maker of feminine
sanitary products, launched an adver-
game called "KT'S Impossi-Bubble Ad-

ventures". The game avoids mentioning
tampons altogether-girls have to keep a
brutish brother from reading their dia-
ries. But after the game, they are ushered
to a page that does discuss tampons. The
advergame, put on line in mid-February,
was played 500,000 times in its first six
weeks. Given that it cost $25,000 to de-
velop, that works out at a cost-per-play of
just $0.05. Andy Stawski, a brand man-
ager at Kimberly-Clark, says the game is
having a significant effect on sales.

Advergames have been used in some
unlikely ways. America's National
Christmas Tree Association launched an
advergame last year to promote real trees
over plastic ones. In Britain, the Food
Standards Agency launched a game
called "Sid the Slug" to encourage people
to eat less salt. (This rankled the Salt Man-
ufacturers' Association, which has been
lobbying—so far in vain-to kill the game.)
And excitement over the potential of ad-
vergames has led some would-be pio-
neers astray. Ian Bogost of Persuasive
Games, based in Atlanta, dreams of
building games that go "outside the
sphere of entertainment" into "rhetorical
tools". One of his efforts is "Activism, the
Public Policy Game", which was paid for
by the Democratic Congressional Cam-
paign Committee. Alas, the slow-paced
action of tax reform is neither motivating,
fun, nor terribly educational.
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