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ABSTRACT

In-game advertising (IGA) is a controversial practice. Whereas emphasize its potential to
enhance player engagement, others highlight its disruptive nature. Addressing this tension,
this qualitative study, based on netnography and in-depth interviews, explores how IGA
influences players’ emotional engagement. The findings show that emotional engagement
is the interpretive mechanism through which players construct the meaning of IGA, shaping
whether advertising preserves immersion or is experienced as a commercial intrusion. These
interpretations are shaped by players’ experiences of advertising attributes (content, format
and style, frequency, and length), enabling us to distinguish between narrative plausibility
and narrative interaction as complementary mechanisms through which advertising
becomes integrated into—or disrupts—the gaming experience. Managerially, the findings
suggest that brands should design IGA around players’ emotional experiences, creating
interactive advertising that strengthens immersion rather than interrupts it.

The ads shouldn’t be there. We get bombarded
regularly by ads in our everyday lives. We pay money
to play video games and escape from the daily

gaming experience, yielding negative engagement.
With at least 3.3 billion players globally, gaming has

bullshit. This is a bridge too far. They have crossed
the line by adding ads into our sacred place. Not
worthy of outrage? I think we should be MORE
outraged. They don’t even have the excuse of saying,
“This is how we keep it free.” It’s not free. That’s the
point. We pay money and still get harassed. They are
trying to have their cake and eat it too. If we don’t
stand against this, it will be the new norm.—ktheKey,
r/gaming (July 2020)

This comment illustrates consumers’ sentiment when
in-game advertising (IGA)—defined as the integration
of advertisements (e.g., through product placement,
banner-ads, content sponsorship, interstitial advertise-
ments, or video-ads) into video-games (Terlutter and
Capella 2013; Welden et al. 2025a)—disrupts their

become a dominant form of entertainment, generating
$475 billion in revenue in 2024 (Newzoo 2024;
Statista 2024). In this market, IGA reached $110 bil-
lion in 2024 and is projected to grow to $169.4 billion
by 2029 (Statista 2025).

Through IGA, brands transcend traditional adver-
tising by actively shaping player experiences, enhanc-
ing immersion, reinforcing player goals, and/or
expanding the experiential horizon beyond the game
(Welden et al. 2025b). These fantasy worlds enable
actions that are impossible offline, allowing brands to
co-create new identities and narratives with players
(De Regt, Plangger, and Barnes 2021), highlighting the

importance of IGA.
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Whereas congruent ads with the game enhance
realism and players’ attitude-toward-the-ad, perceived
misaligned, repetitive, or intrusive ads may frustrate
players and elicit reactance (Van Berlo, Van
Reijmersdal, and Waiguny 2023). However, thematic,
visual, and functional IGA congruity (Lee and Faber
2007) is inherently subjective and differs across play-
ers (Chang et al. 2010; Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn
2013). To assess IGA effectiveness, previous research
has prioritized quantitative cognitive metrics, includ-
ing recall and recognition (Ghosh, Sreejesh, and
Dwivedi 2021; 2022; Schmidt and Eisend 2015),
affording limited attention to emotional engagement
and qualitative IGA perspectives (Araujo et al. 2020;
Van Berlo, Van Reijmersdal, and Waiguny 2023).
Specifically, prior research has tended to emphasize
consumer behavior or marketing strategies through
the lens of traditional digital environments, overlook-
ing the unique challenges posed by the multi-layered,
immersive nature of video-gaming ecosystems
(Hussain et al. 2025; Welden et al. 2025a).

Fragmented literature and information asymmetry
across gaming actors (players, developers, streaming
platforms, online communities, and infrastructure pro-
viders) limit access to experiential and emotional data
and, ultimately, understanding of players’ real-time
perception of IGA as either a lever for, or an intrusion
of, their experience (Welden et al. 2025a). The immer-
sive, interactive nature of video-gaming draws players
so deeply into the experience that they tend to lose
track of time and place. This state, known as flow,
involves focused attention, effortless concentration, a
sense of control, reduced self-awareness, time distor-
tion, and intrinsic enjoyment (Csikszentmihalyi 1990).
During flow, gameplay emotions transfer to IGA,
improving user associations and typically raising its
effectiveness (Ghosh 2016; Ingendahl et al. 2023,
Ingendahl, Briickner, and Vogel 2025; Mau, Silberer,
and Constien 2008).

Although this literature stream has assumed the
game experience as the origin of users’ IGA evalua-
tions, the reverse dynamic has been largely over-
looked, exposing an important gap. Specifically, given
the capacity of IGA to disrupt the user experience, it
may trigger players’ psychological reactance (Brehm
1966; Malhotra, Mishra, and Saxena 2021; Stewart and
Pavlou 2002) or resistance to an ad’s persuasive intent,
thereby undermining user engagement (Brehm and
Brehm 2013; Hollebeek et al. 2021). For example,
players voiced frustration when Ubisoft and EA
included ads in Assassin’s Creed Odyssey and UFC 4,
prompting both companies to apologize.

Bridging this gap, this study examines the role of
IGA in enhancing (vs. undermining) gamers’ emo-
tional engagement in online communities, which is
core in shaping their cognitive and behavioral
responses (Herrewijn and Poels 2013). By integrating
the concepts of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) and psy-
chological reactance (Brehm 1966; Malhotra, Mishra,
and Saxena 2021; Stewart and Pavlou 2002), we
address two central research questions:

Research Question 1: How does IGA influence
consumers’ emotional engagement with video-games?

Research Question 2: What IGA attributes enhance
or reduce players’ emotional engagement with the
game?

To explore these opposing perspectives on the
effect of IGA on online gamers’ engagement, we
respond to the call of Van Berlo, Van Reijmersdal,
and Waiguny (2023) by adopting a qualitative
approach grounded in immersive netnography and in-
depth (Kozinets and Gretzel 2024).
Considering the social and conversational dynamics
generated by IGA across social platforms, netnography
is suited to explore the research questions because it
facilitates exploration of how wusers’ emotional
responses to IGA are co-constructed by broader cul-
tural meanings and practices surrounding digital gam-
ing subcultures (Kozinets 2019a; Wang, Lee, and Hsu
2017).

This research makes two main contributions to the
gaming, consumer engagement, and advertising litera-
tures. First, building on Welden et al. (2025a), we
address key informational asymmetries in the gaming
ecosystem that limit advertisers’ understanding of
players’ emotional and cognitive responses to IGA.
We move beyond a binary perspective of IGA as
being either positive or negative (Welden et al. 2025b)
by developing a process model of emotional engage-
ment that shows how players’” subjective evaluations of
the experiential value of IGA determine whether it is
perceived as either disruptive or enhancing.

We further uncover how players interpret and
emotionally respond to IGA, highlighting the pivotal
role of emotional engagement in shaping their overall
positive (for positively perceived IGA) or negative (for
negatively perceived IGA) engagement with the game.
We thus extend the work of Poels, Janssens, and
Herrewijn (2013) by assessing how players’ emotional
engagement with IGA unfolds across these authors’
evaluative levels, and by showing that positive and
negative engagement emerge through opposite pat-
terns across these levels, with mild and intense
responses arising at the instance- and system-levels in

interviews



reverse directions. Finally, we complement dominant
affect-transfer perspectives in IGA research, which
assume that gameplay shapes brand evaluations (e.g.,
Ingendahl, Briickner, and Vogel 2025; Weiger et al.
2025), by revealing a co-occurring reverse pathway:
IGA can significantly shape how players experience
the game.

Second, we advance prior research on congruity
and product placement (Russell 2002; Verberckmoes
et al. 2016) by reconceptualizing congruity as a con-
figurational, interactive mechanism. Rather than treat-
ing congruity as a static fit between brand and
context, we show that players interpret IGA through a
combination of attributes (content, format and style,
frequency, and length) that jointly shape whether
advertising preserves flow or triggers psychological
reactance. We introduce a key conceptual distinction
between narrative plausibility (coherence with the
game world and storyline) and narrative interaction
(the extent to which players can use the brand in
gameplay), extending prior notions of narrative real-
ism (De Pelsmacker, Dens, and Verberckmoes 2019;
Verberckmoes et al. 2016).

We next discuss key theoretical foundations and
outline the proposed conceptual development, fol-
lowed by an overview of the methodology. We then
outline the main results and discuss pertinent implica-
tions of this research.

Theoretical Background
In-Game Advertising

Owing to the inherently interactive nature of video-
games, IGA has emerged as a prominent advertising
strategy (Chaney et al. 2018). Brands integrate IGA
through product placements, banners, interstitials, or
sponsored events (Van Berlo, Van Reijmersdal, and
Waiguny 2023). Because the medium is itself a con-
textual cue that shapes how an ad is perceived
(Dahlén 2005), IGA differs from traditional formats:
whereas traditional ads confine audiences to passive
engagement, reducing their effectiveness (Becker et al.
2023; Panic, Cauberghe, and De Pelsmacker 2013),
IGA entails two-way interactions that enhance immer-
sion and engagement (Hollebeek, Glynn, and Brodie
2014). Yet interactivity can also disrupt engagement.
When ads are perceived as intrusive, as often occurs
in other digital contexts (e.g., social media, live-
streaming), they interrupt flow and fuel psychological
reactance and/or ad avoidance. Raising user-perceived
control (e.g., through personalization) can reduce
these adverse effects (Lee, Choi, and Kim 2025; Song
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et al. 2026; Zagni, Rizzo, and Filieri 2026). To this
end, brands are required to adapt to the structure of
the game (Welden et al. 2025b).

In-game advertising has its roots in product place-
ment in traditional media, where effectiveness hinges
on seamless content integration. Russell’s (2002) tri-
partite typology of product placement distinguishes
visual, auditory, and plot connection dimensions.
Whereas perceived congruent placements align with
viewers’ schemas and reinforce brand associations,
incongruent ones activate persuasion knowledge and
reduce effectiveness, especially under repeated expos-
ure (Cowley and Barron 2008; Homer 2009; Russell
2002); effective integration also requires alignment
with the narrative’s affective tone (Gillespie,
Muehling, and Kareklas 2018).

In the gaming context, these issues render congruity
a multidimensional construct comprising: (1) game con-
gruity, the degree to which the brand “fits” the game
world and storyline; (2) functional congruity, the align-
ment between product use and in-game actions
(Gwinner and Eaton 1999); (3) lifestyle/image congruity,
the match between brand symbolism and the identities
or lifestyles portrayed in the game; and (4) advertising
congruity and prominence, or IGA esthetics (Chaney
et al. 2018; Lee and Faber 2007). Collectively, these
dimensions determine the extent to which a brand is
perceived as a seamless game world element or an intru-
sion (Chang et al. 2010; Lewis and Porter 2010).

Players assess IGA strategies at two levels (Poels,
Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013): First, the system-level
assesses whether IGA is viewed as acceptable (e.g.,
whether it serves to finance games, increase realism,
or fuel materialism). Second, the instance-level focuses
on an ad’s immediate experiential fit (e.g., billboard/
pop-up; Hussain, Islam, and Rehman 2023). Here,
players can create attribute connections between IGA
and the endorsed brand, converting their experiential
engagement into (more favorable) brand attitudes
(Ingendahl, Briickner, and Vogel 2025). Whereas IGA
characteristics are pivotal at the instance level, across
game worlds, congruity is a complex, context-depend-
ent concept (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013).

When perceived congruence is high, IGA is typic-
ally viewed as less intrusive (Verberckmoes et al
2016) because it aligns with the game (e.g., theme/
esthetics; Welden et al. 2025a). However, perceived
congruity unfolds in a nonlinear fashion: high align-
ment enables fluid encoding, whereas moderate mis-
alignment can stimulate deeper elaboration and
attention (Lee and Faber 2007), limiting cognitive
assessments of IGA effectiveness.
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At the system level, players can evaluate ads
through believability, the perceived trustworthiness of
the ad (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013), a
“macro” belief that can backfire. Despite its benefits,
advertisers must carefully use branded elements (e.g.,
to minimize triggering player reactance/frustration),
hindering IGA effectiveness (Hollebeek et al. 2021).
Because much IGA research centers on cognitive met-
rics (Ghosh, Sreejesh, and Dwivedi 2021, 2022; Yang
et al. 2006), brands should instead nurture users’ posi-
tive gaming experiences (e.g., by boosting brand
attributes/minimizing intrusiveness; Ingendahl,
Briickner, and Vogel 2025; Wang and Chou 2019;
Welden et al. 2025b). To this end, adoption of an
emotion-centric perspective facilitates understanding
of how IGA shapes users’ affective engagement
(Hollebeek et al. 2021; Urbonavicius, Hollebeek, and

Engagement with Video-Games

Engagement, users’ cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral resource investment in video-gaming (Hollebeek,
Srivastava, and Chen 2019), is vital in video-gaming
and may emerge positively (by supporting the brand)
or negatively (by detracting from the brand;
Hollebeek and Macky 2019). Players engage with
video-games through a continuous loop of action and
feedback, whereby dynamic interactivity and player
control sustain attention while amplifying emotional
investment (Paschmann et al. 2025; Welden et al.
2025b). Developers monetize this aspect as repeat/
ongoing usage, generating an in-app ad inventory for
publishers  (Paschmann et al. 2025 Rutz,
Aravindakshan, and Rubel 2019). These intertwined
threads underscore emotional engagement as a pivotal
yet underexplored driver for IGA effectiveness
(Urbonavicius, Hollebeek, and Simanaviciate 2025).
Correspondingly, our primary focus is on emotional
engagement (Claffey and Brady 2019) because emo-
tions are key in gaming experiences. These emotions
encompass joy, love, fear, and anger, and are essential
for generating consumers’ game-related enjoyment
and engagement (Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy 1984).
Prior research has shown that positive emotions influ-
ence immersive, social, and flow experiences, influenc-
ing game satisfaction and retention (Albatati et al.
2023). Moreover, positive emotions (e.g., enthusiasm/
amusement), which are partly socially constructed
(Mimoun, Trujillo-Torres, and Sobande 2022), tend to
enhance gaming performance (Behnke, Gross, and
Kaczmarek 2022). These responses highlight an IGA

duality, where its effectiveness depends on players’
subjective interpretations and contextual integration
with the game. This duality embodies the affect trans-
fer mechanism, where gameplay emotions spill over to
the embedded brand through the overall play experi-
ence (Ingendahl, Briickner, and Vogel 2025; Mau,
Silberer, and Constien 2008).

Synergizing Flow and Psychological Reactance

We explore gamers’ responses to IGA by integrating
the concepts of flow and psychological reactance.
Flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) facilitates optimal
engagement, mainly when perceived alignment exists
between the game and the IGA (De Pelsmacker, Dens,
and Verberckmoes 2019), emphasizing the positive
connection between gamers and their video-game
(Welden et al. 2025a). This alignment shapes cognitive
and affective responses (Vermeir et al. 2014). Without
flow, consumers are more likely to exhibit low or
negative emotional engagement with their game
(Cheah, Shimul, and Phau 2022).

Flow preservation with IGA is contingent on per-
ceived congruity (Lewis and Porter 2010; Welden
et al. 2025b). When IGA creates a cognitive conflict, it
hampers perceived realism and is seen as a disruption
that triggers psychological reactance (Malhotra,
Mishra, and Saxena 2021). This mismatch diverts
players’ finite cognitive resources from gameplay
toward managing the intrusion, yielding resistance,
lowered performance, and frustration (Hollebeek et al.
2021; Marti-Parreno, Bermejo-Berros, and Aldas-
Manzano 2017). Beyond the gaming context, ads have
also been shown to evoke reactance in freemium serv-
ices, highlighting that reactance hinges more on users’
sense of violation than on medium-specific character-
istics (Riedel et al. 2025).

Reactance thus manifests as players’ defensive
responses to IGA, negatively affecting their attitude
toward the game and/or the advertised brands
(Malhotra, Mishra, and Saxena 2021; Tran and
Strutton 2013) and typically leads them to skip per-
ceived intrusive content where possible (Becker et al.
2023; Hussain et al. 2025) (see Online Supplementary
Table 1 for an overview of key studies).

Methodology

To examine the role of IGA in shaping gamers’ emo-
tional engagement (Research Question 1) and the
attributes that enhance or hinder it (Research
Question 2), we adopt a qualitative approach
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grounded in immersive netnography and interactive
in-depth interviews (Kozinets and Gretzel 2024).

Netnography

Netnography is a participant-observational research
method based on online fieldwork that aims to under-
stand cultures and communities in digital environ-
ments (Kozinets 2020). Adopting this approach, we
examine how meanings and emotional responses are
socially constructed in online gaming communities.
These meanings and emotional responses emerge
through interaction among community members
rather than being confined to individual perspectives.
As IGA widely triggers public discussions on specific
platforms, this approach allowed us to capture the
unfolding of users’ collective engagement (Belk 2017;
Kozinets and Gretzel 2024).

This study unfolded in four interrelated phases (see
Figure 1). Prior to data collection, we conducted an
exploratory industry scoping phase (Phase 0) involv-
ing professional conversations with stakeholders,
including publishers, developers, and brand represen-
tatives. To inform the netnographic design, we also
reviewed industry reports and publicly available media
articles addressing IGA controversy to ground our
understanding in current industry practices, helping
us refine the focal concepts for the netnographic
study, which was conducted from August 2022 to
December 2024.

In Phase 1, we conducted prolonged netnographic
immersion, that is, a participatory engagement period
within gaming communities aimed at developing con-
textual familiarity before systematic data collection.
This approach allowed us to understand the discursive
practices or the recurring ways in which community
members discuss, interpret, and negotiate IGA mean-
ings, and how these naturally emerge within platform-
specific norms. Following Kozinets (2020), we first
assessed and observed ongoing discussions to identify
recurring themes and community language before sys-
tematic data extraction. The first author, an active
gamer, engaged daily with gaming communities by fol-
lowing discussions, observing interactions, commenting
when appropriate, and keeping a structured reflective
research journal that documented observations, emerg-
ing themes, theoretical reflections, and methodological
decisions. This journal served as the primary mechan-
ism for reflexive transparency, in which researchers
make their assumptions and potential biases explicit,
complemented by ongoing team discussion.
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After seven weeks of immersion across five Reddit
communities, Phase 2 (the investigative phase;
Kozinets 2020; Kozinets and Gretzel 2024) focused on
systematically extracting rich online traces, including
textual posts and comments, likes and shares, images,
videos, and other user-generated digital artifacts
related to IGA that members had independently cre-
ated. We selected two Reddit communities for their
high activity and sustained discussion of IGA: 1/
Gaming and r/AssholeDesign, each representing dis-
tinct discursive contexts. r/Gaming (est. 2007; about
39 million members) provides a broad, mainstream,
cross-platform discussion space where IGA emerges in
general gaming conversations. In contrast, 1/
AssholeDesign (est. 2014; about 3 million members)
frequently features content critiquing exploitative or
profit-driven design practices, including monetization
strategies in mobile and console games.

While r/AssholeDesign amplifies critical discourse
around IGA, it also captured concentrated expressions
of dissatisfaction and resistance. To avoid overrepre-
senting critique-oriented perspectives, we triangulated
these discussions with r/Gaming, where IGA appears
in broader, mainstream conversations. Recognizing
the discussion-driven nature of Reddit, we further
expanded the data at the end of 2023 to include
TikTok and YouTube, compiling an extensive dataset
of approximately 3,000 online traces, including social
media reels, photo carousels, videos, and selected con-
versations and comments, complementing Reddit’s
textual content. Through short-form videos and lon-
ger user-generated content, we observed community
interactions and behavioral aspects of IGA
engagement.

We analyzed content posted by influential gaming
creators across TikTok and YouTube, including
DriftorTV (100k followers, nearly 7 million Likes),
RageReviewYT (80k followers, nearly 4 million Likes),
and NakeyJakey (more than 2 million subscribers)
(Weiger et al. 2025). Unlike many creators focusing
solely on gameplay streaming, their content extends to
gaming culture and technology-related topics, includ-
ing IGA. These insights offered a broader perspective
on how gaming audiences engage with IGA. These
platforms differ structurally and culturally, privileging
visual and influencer-driven engagement (vs. threaded
debate). This multi-platform design introduced vari-
ation in communicative norms and emotional expres-
sion, enhancing contextual diversity and reducing the
risk of platform-specific bias (Kozinets 2019b).

Although we collected thousands of additional
posts, the thematically focused dataset comprised 730
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Phase 0: Initiation — Defining research focus and engaging with stakeholders

p
What Why

Stakeholder
engagement on IGA
\__practices

Research focus and
boundaries

Explorative
conversations, industry
reports, media articles

How Who

Entire ™)

research Team

Phase 1: Immersion — Netnographic immersion in gaming communities

Identification of
research guiding
concepts, and
relevant

-

What Why

IGA-related contextual
familiarity (norms, language,
interaction dynamics)

Long-term immersion
in gaming communities

Follow posts, comments,
reactions. Reflexive
journal creation

p consumer online
How Koziness & Gretzel (2024) Who platforms

Lead Author
(Active Gamer)[
»

Phase 2: Investigation — Collecting digital traces

Research
questions
definition

What Why

Selection of relevant Identification of IGA
IGA  social media emotional engagement
data categories

Database creation of

How Kozinets & Greezel (2024) Who

Phase 3: Interaction — Phenomenological interviews

s
What Why
12 phenomenological
online  interviews
pros, 4 amateurs)

Triangulate and deepen

.

Purposive
semi-structured protocol
around 4 topics

user-generated content Lead Author
on IGA
J
Definition of
emergent themes
that guided the
interview protocol
How Who

sampling; Lead Author

the netnographic insights

Phase 4: Integration — Data analysis of immersive netnography and interviews

What Why

Develop concepts,
themes, and aggregate
dimensions

LS

Explain what IGA means
for gamers and how it
shape engagement

Inductive
discussions,
comparison with literature

How Gioia et al. (2013) Who

coding, team
iterative

Entire
research Team

Figure 1. Methodological roadmap: Immersive netnography and phenomenological interviews.

contributions (270 from Reddit, 245 from TikTok,
and 185 from YouTube) that met the criterion of pri-
mary relevance, interpreted as explicit discussion of
IGA and related emotional or behavioral responses,
excluding broader gaming-related content and ensur-
ing an analytical focus on how IGA shapes emotional
engagement. We also sought to raise transferability,
the extent to which the findings can be applied in
other contexts (Kozinets and Gretzel 2024), by exam-
ining multiple gaming genres, including fantasy
(e.g., Fortnite), sports (e.g., NBA 2K), and realistic
games (e.g., GTA/Yakuza). Our netnographic data
also covers games across gaming platforms, including
mobile, PC, and console gaming.

In-Depth Interviews

In Phase 3, we added in-depth interviews to triangulate
and deepen our findings (Kozinets and Gretzel 2024).
Conducted in an experience-rich context that encour-
ages participants to revisit and articulate their lived
experiences beyond the immediacy of public online
discourse, the interviews allowed us to explore both
positive and negative engagement. This approach

mitigates the potential bias arising from the tendency
of dissatisfied users to express themselves more vocally
in online environments. They also clarified how spe-
cific IGA attributes shape behavioral responses (e.g.,
coping strategies) across player types and helped iden-
tify players’ expectations of “ideal” IGA strategies that
preserve flow and reinforce the gaming experience.

We conducted 12 online phenomenological inter-
views (Creswell and Poth 2016) to explore partici-
pants’ lived experiences of IGA among gamers
exhibiting differing expertise, goal orientations, and
engagement levels. Using criterion-based purposive
sampling (Guba and Lincoln 1994), participants were
selected based on their gaming activity, IGA experi-
ence, and their willingness to share insights. The lead
author contacted participants via private messages fol-
lowing their netnographic posts or comments. To
ensure the validity of the results, the sample priori-
tized professional gamers and content creators (eight)
over amateurs (four), who were already well-repre-
sented in the netnographic phase.

The lead author designed a semi-structured proto-
col that was guided by the netnographic insight into
four main topics (see Online Appendix A): (1) how
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IGA affects the gaming experience (e.g., by discussing
and illustrating users’ positive/negative engagement
with IGA); (2) participants’ responses to specific iden-
tified IGA characteristics (e.g., by discussing/illustrat-
ing IGA content, format, style, frequency, and length);
(3) users’ coping mechanisms in the case of negative
IGA engagement (e.g., by discussing its consequences
to them); and (4) the “ideal” IGA experience (e.g., by
discussing/illustrating how IGA can improve gamers’
engagement).

Interviews in English, and respondents
remained anonymous (see Online Appendix B). The
authors transcribed the interviews, yielding 172 pages
of interview transcripts, in which respondents’ identi-
ties were disguised with pseudonyms. This study was
reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee of
the University of Turin (protocol no. ETHICS-
UNITO478), and was conducted in accordance with
the Declaration of Helsinki. For the in-depth inter-
views, participants provided informed written consent
and were assured anonymity and confidentiality. For
the netnographic study, only publicly available data
was analyzed, and any identifying information was
anonymized to protect users’ privacy.

were

Data Analysis and Results

Following the well-established Gioia method (Gioia,
Corley, and Hamilton 2013), Phase 4 focused on data
analysis. The method is beneficial when developing or
explicating (new) constructs, as in our case, to unpack
the meanings of IGA. The analysis proceeded through
three iterative stages, illustrated in the Online
Appendices.

In the first-order analysis, we inductively catego-
rized gamers’ emotional responses to IGA from the
netnographic data, which was also integrated with that
from the in-depth interviews. We initially categorized
how the data related to specific IGA aspects could be
grouped. The second-order analysis aggregated themes
and delineated the overarching patterns between IGA
attributes and emotional engagement.

We reached a consensus through team discussions.
For instance, early distinctions between irritation, dis-
contentment, and annoyance were collapsed into the
category of IGA-related irritation (see Online
Appendix C). This process ensured analytical rigor by
integrating the emergent themes (acceptance, enthusi-
asm for positive emotional engagement; irritation and
harassment for negative emotional engagement) with
theoretical insights. We then examined how identified
IGA attributes (i.e., content—format and style—
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frequency and length) influence gamers’ positive and
negative engagement. Finally, in the third phase, we
compared the netnographic and the interview data. In
an iterative data-analytical process (vs. the literature),
we aggregated the second-order concepts into theoret-
ical meanings around the association of IGA attrib-
utes, emotional engagement, and the gaming
experience (i.e., preservation, immersion, hindrance,
and disruption). Our adoption of different data sour-
ces allowed us to triangulate the findings for enhanced
validity (Guba and Lincoln 1994). We continued col-
lecting data until theoretical saturation was reached,
the point at which no significant new insight emerged
from further data (Glaser and Strauss 1967).

Players’ Emotional Engagement with IGA

The findings suggest that gaming represents a signifi-
cant cultural space fostering belonging and identity
(Hollebeek and Belk 2021). Consumers often describe
the game as a “sacred place,” reflecting its key role in
shaping emotional engagement. This deep commit-
ment extends beyond individual games, embracing the
broader gaming ecosystem and fostering a strong
sense of community, further motivating engagement
(Cheah, Shimul, and Phau 2022). In the following
quote, Leonardo discusses how IGA significantly
shapes the player-game relationship in this sacralized
space, either by enriching or undermining
engagement:

To me, advertising is always placed between you and
your experience with the game. Its integration is
analogous to the distinction between maintaining the
thread of a discussion by continuing the topic being
discussed and opting to deviate completely from it by
introducing a new topic. If you stay on topic, you
continue the flow; if you deviate, you disrupt it.
—Leonardo, professional player/content creator,
interview

Building on this “dual” premise, we first focused
on understanding the role of IGA in shaping consum-
ers’ emotional engagement (Claffey and Brady 2019).
We then identified how different IGA attributes inter-
act to positively or negatively shape consumers’ emo-
tional responses and either boost or detract from their
gaming experience.

Negative Emotional Engagement

The findings reveal that gamers expect the industry to
integrate IGA in free-to-play video-games, treating it
as a proxy for payment. However, adverse consumer


https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2026.2712518
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2026.2712518
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2026.2712518
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2026.2712518
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2026.2712518

8 e L. M. ZAGNI ET AL.

responses occur when paid products incorporate ads.
When IGA enters this personalized space, it feels like
a direct intrusion into their environment (see Online
Appendix C). This sentiment is captured by one
respondent:

I've always associated IGA with something negative,
like 'm being sold to. When companies pay for ads
in gaming, theyre trying to buy my attention, my
ideas, me as a whole! So I don’t like seeing it,
especially in a game I've paid for.—Kath, professional
player/content creator, interview

The intensity of gamers’ negative emotional
engagement differs. Two primary forms of negative
engagement disrupting gameplay emerge: mild irrita-
tion and perceived harassment. First, regarding irrita-
tion, consumers perceive IGA as a hindrance, an
unfair interruption, or “noise” that diverts their atten-
tion from their game (Naumann, Bowden, and
Gabbott 2020). The netnographic findings reveal that
participants express widespread dissatisfaction with
being subjected to IGA, even if it does not severely
disrupt the gameplay experience:

I was so close to landing the final blow, an awful ad
popped up, breaking the rhythm, and just like that, I
didn’t make it. My great frustration lingered longer
than the ad itself. Annoyed, I rushed to skip it, done,
but the immersion was broken. I grumbled and then,
back to the game.—Elia07, r/gaming (January 2023)

This mild irritation arises at the instance-level (Poels,
Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013), reflecting players’
momentary frustration when an ad interrupts the flow
of gameplay (Abbasi et al. 2021). Such responses often
surface as complaints or negative electronic word-of-
mouth, framing IGA as an unwelcome intrusion. Yet
the response tends to be short-lived: players typically
skip the ad and return to the game, experiencing a brief
break in immersion rather than a whole rejection of the
experience itself. However, IGA can backfire, fueling
skepticism about its effectiveness and eroding trust in
advertisers (Hollebeek et al. 2021; Hollebeek and Macky
2019). The following comment illustrates this concern:

Personally, I wouldn’t want to advertise this way if I
were a company such as Adidas. It doesn’t take a
genius to know that people won’t like having ads in
their $60 game, and having your brand associated
with those ads is probably just giving them the
reverse of the desired effect.—Mejake, Reddit, 1/
assholedesign (June 2020)

Our investigation suggests that the more intense
negative emotion of harassment emerges frequently.
Specifically, gamers experience heightened frustration,
driven by a sense of betrayal at the system-level

(Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013) and the percep-
tion that IGA deceives them, especially for paid
games. In the netnographic study, Crabidasher
expresses in r/assholedesign (May 2023):

The future is NOW. We're literally paying people to
advertise to us.

Whereas mild irritation yielding hindrances may
not break the flow, more intense negative emotions
tend to disrupt this state (Csikszentmihalyi 1990),
harming the gaming experience and overall engage-
ment. Players often reach a breaking point when their
frustration escalates to anger toward game providers,
as reflected in the netnographic statement by alpaca-
men (TikTok, May 2024):

HELL NO!! If that happens, I'm not playing the game
anymore and getting a refund.

And:

If a game I bought WITH MONEY had ads like this,
I would be absolutely livid. This is utterly
ridiculous.—Browsnight, r/assholedesign (July 2020)

Likewise, gamers experience a strong sense of psy-
chological reactance (Brehm and Brehm 2013;
Hollebeek et al. 2021), perceiving IGA as an intrusive
violation and feeling hunted in their sacred game
world. This perceived harassment typically feels out of
their control, leaving them feeling powerless. In the
netnographic study, members expressed a sense of dis-
connection between players and producers, arguing
that producers lack an understanding of players’ needs
and expectations:

They seem to have forgotten why we play.—Lou_
Manatte, r/gaming (August 2023)

Consumers thus

by IGA:

feel betrayed and frustrated

It's heartbreaking to see one of my most favorite
companies do stuff like this and tarnish the name
they once held so high.—FredyFela, TikTok (June
2024)

In turn, negative behavioral engagement toward the
game often manifests in electronic word-of-mouth
(e.g., by calling it a “scam”) or by engaging in calls-
to-action (e.g., by pirating/boycotting the game or the
studio), as illustrated by the following quotes from the
netnographic study, and by the TikTok video content
displayed in Figure 2:

Unfortunately, bad practices like this won’t stop until

people start boycotting their games. It is absolutely

damaging the gaming industry if crap like this
becomes  commonplace.—HungryDad,  r/gaming

(September 2023)
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EA is looking at putting in-game ads in AAA games —
‘We'll be very thoughtful as we move into that,' says
CEO

m By Jowi Morales published May 9, 2024

"Advertising has an opportunity to be a meaningful driver of growth for us."
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Figure 2. lllustrative example: Negative emotional engage-
ment with IGA (TikTok, May 2024, DriftOrTV).

And:

If games will have ads in the future, I'll make sure to
never buy the advertised products.—fanbo89, TikTok
(July 2024)

Furthermore, internal conflict may arise in the
community (e.g., from failing to address IGA), as
illustrated by the preceding and subsequent quotes.
Members may protest against game producers but
also against fellow members who are perceived to fos-
ter harmful and unethical practices that impact their
gaming experience, transforming what is deemed a
sacred space into a toxic environment (Bernritter
et al. 2025). One member states:
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For people who buy any EA game from now until the
end of time: When will you learn? Stop buying their
shit. Let them dissolve, and the talent go to other
companies who won’t put profits over everything.—
Aarodh, r/assholedesign (October 2020)

Our findings show that perceived intrusive and
exploitative IGA disrupts flow and triggers psycho-
logical reactance (Brehm and Brehm 2013; Hollebeek
et al. 2021; Malhotra, Mishra, and Saxena 2021),
translating into behavioral coping strategies such as
ceasing to buy games and the advertised brands, and
engaging in piracy.

Positive Emotional Engagement

The findings highlight two positive emotional engage-
ment subtypes with IGA (see Online Appendix D).
Notably, positive emotional engagement typically
appears milder than negative reactions, often framed
as “unpopular opinions.” First, a sense of acceptance
reflects gamers’ recognition of IGA. At the system-
level (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013) the
community acknowledges its benefits, including sup-
porting game development and helping to maintain
stable retail prices, as the netnographic data show:

Unpopular opinion: This game is excellent, and it
takes much money to keep it up with the times.
Without loot boxes and ads, the game wouldn’t be as
good as it is now. I've been playing 2k since the first
one dropped almost 20 years ago, and it is constantly
evolving and takes a giant team to accomplish what
they have accomplished.—ajwest115, r/assholedesign
(May 2020)

They also recognize the tradeoff by viewing IGA as
a necessary compromise, as one netnographic com-
ment suggests:

If it supports developers in creating a good game
experience, and doesn’t break the games (having you
stop playing to watch ads or something stupid like
that), I'm perfectly fine with that... I understand.—
Nison5, r/gaming (August 2023)

Thus, IGA can be effective by preserving the player
experience without significantly enhancing it, while
avoiding disruption. Instead, it may even prompt
mildly positive electronic word-of-mouth (Hollebeek,
Hammedi, and Sprott 2023) because players recognize
and share the value it adds to the gaming experience.

Second, a deeper, more positive emotional engage-
ment, rooted in enthusiasm, emerges when players
evaluate IGA on an instance-level (Poels, Janssens,
and Herrewijn 2013) and it is seamlessly woven into
the game’s storyline or context. In these instances,
players interact with ads organically, perceiving them
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as a natural and integral part of their gaming experi-
ence. This positive response is largely driven by
heightened immersion, particularly when IGA enhan-
ces the game’s realism (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn
2013). A Reddit user illustrates:

I like it, makes the game more immersive as though
I'm watching a real UFC match that has ads during
some fights. Tempted to buy the game now.—
Cawkmontwitch, r/assholedesign (February 2020)

And:

I love it! It’s presented exactly like in the UFC or
NBA. The ads are there to help maintain a feeling of
immersion. When was the last time you watched a
basketball game and didn’t see commercials? Now the
NBA games are more lifelike than ever.—Samuele,
professional gamer/content creator, interview

The findings reveal that consumers engage posi-
tively with IGA when it fosters meaningful connec-
tions between players and brands, often raising their
intent to purchase the advertised products. For
example, one amateur player shared:

I've always been a fan of the original Star Wars films,
but I wasn’t interested in the newer series on
Disney+. Then Fortnite released the Mandalorian
skin, and after using it in the game, I felt re-engaged
with the Star Wars universe. That’s when I activated
the Disney + trial and started watching the new series,
The Mandalorian.—Alessandro, amateur player,
interview

Overall, IGA can evoke both positive and negative
engagement; however, negative reactions are usually
stronger. Players accept IGA more readily when it is
perceived as a fair tradeoff for game development or
when it is seamlessly integrated, enhancing realism
(Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013) and reducing
intrusiveness (Malhotra, Mishra, and Saxena 2021;
Zagni, Rizzo, and Filieri 2026). In such cases, IGA fos-
ters positive engagement and self-brand connections
(Albatati et al. 2023), encouraging electronic word-of-
mouth, longer playtime, and purchase intentions.

We next examine how specific IGA attributes inter-
act to either (1) enhance flow and positive emotional
engagement, or (2) induce perceived disruption and
negative emotional engagement (Research
Question 2).

IGA Attributes Triggering Emotional Engagement

Building on prior research identifying brand-game
congruity, brand placement, and narrative realism as
key determinants of players’ responses to IGA (e.g.,
De Pelsmacker, Dens, and Verberckmoes 2019;

Verberckmoes et al. 2016; Vermeir et al. 2014), this
research extends this understanding by showing how
IGA attributes (see Online Appendices E and F) oper-
ate in and shape players’ experiential and emotional
dynamics in gaming. Based on the findings, we
develop a typology of IGA’s constitutive nature,
including its content, format and style, frequency, and
length, as discussed further in following text.

The What: Content

In IGA, content refers to the subject matter (“what”)
integrated into the game, encompassing the advertise-
ment’s meaning, message, and product type. In this
sense, IGA content must be coherent with the game’s
narrative and perceived as relevant to players
(Hollebeek and Macky 2019). This narrative plausibil-
ity ensures that the advertisement aligns with the
game world, providing a seamless experience.

In contrast, players evaluate IGA content negatively
when it is perceived to clash with the game world.
This dissonance stems from a mismatch between the
ad and the game’s narrative, triggering psychological
reactance and disrupting flow and engagement. The
following comment emphasizes how IGA becomes
disruptive when its message contradicts the internal
coherence of the game world:

If ’'m playing a game in a city and there are ads on
billboards, I don’t care, or like Pepsi in the fridge,
stuff like that may be fine. While if I play The
Witcher and see someone ask for a Budweiser, then
we’ve got a problem.—Triecebe, r/gaming (February
2023)

Although taverns exist in The Witcher and serve
specific in-game functions, a character asking for a
modern-day Budweiser feels anachronistic because it
introduces a product that does not belong to the
game’s fantasy story and environment. Conversely,
IGA can enhance the game experience by serving nar-
rative plausibility with the game’s world-building
logic. Integrating IGA content into a game can
enhance its realism (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn
2013) and deepen players’ connection to it:

I remember playing Yakuza 3, I think, where you can
go to a bar or restaurant and try every type of real
whiskey or food they have. Each one had a
description attached. I loved those details, which
made me feel much more immersed.—violet3r, 1/
gaming (September 2023)

In addition to narrative plausibility, the findings
indicate that IGA content can enact narrative inter-
action, whereby story-doing (De Regt, Plangger, and
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Barnes 2021)—when players actively interact with the
IGA content to accomplish a task—enhances their
feelings of immersion and transportation into the
game narrative. Participants provided examples of
players using branded Monster Energy drinks to
restore their energy. This branded tool is not inher-
ently consistent with a post-apocalyptic world; rather,
its presence is justified because of the utility it affords
through an in-game interaction narrative. For
instance, one professional player highlights how a
branded in-game event became part of the game’s
interactive affordances:

Gillette created a gaming arena in Fortnite as a
sponsor of the Italian championship. Even though
shaving has nothing to do with the game, products
became part of the environment, such as the “Razor
Tower” to fight in, giant razors to jump across, and
oversized shaving cream packs to hide behind. Rather
than mere ads, these elements’ utility enhanced
immersion. In Fortnite, utility was also evident with
branded cars that offer different strategic choices: the
Mercedes was slower but carried four players, while
the McLaren or Porsche were faster but only carried
two. Whether positive or negative, the experience was
memorable because it was useful.—Emanuele,
professional player/content creator, interview

Here, the functional role of the branded content
(the map and the vehicles) takes precedence over
whether the ad fits with the narrative structure of the
game, underlining how IGA utility can make ads
more acceptable to players, even when the branding
feels incongruent with the game world. By integrating
branded content as part of players’ progress through
the game, ads are transformed into valuable inter-
active tools, reinforcing the benefits of narrative inter-
action. This example highlights how IGA can become
a positive feature when it enables story-doing, turning
the advertisement into an active component of the
player’s journey. Beyond raising ad acceptability, nar-
rative interaction can also create a symbolic connec-
tion between players and the brand (Ingendahl,
Briickner, and Vogel 2025), reinforcing brand famil-
iarity and shaping long-term associations:

An in-game branded item should be both useful and
meaningful, like a magical potion in the hero’s
journey. For example, when I was a kid playing
Pokémon Snap, I would have associated the brand
with quality and the game itself if the final camera
had been a Canon camera. Later, when choosing a
real camera, I'd likely have picked Canon because it
would feel like I had already used it.—Samuele,
professional player/content creator, interview

Whereas narrative interaction strengthens players’
personal journey, it can also emerge at the collective
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level, where community-created language and referen-
ces become meaningful touchpoints for IGA:

In Valorant, you only speak one universal language:
the in-game slang. On one map, players call an area
“Pizza.” It would be cool to see, for example,
Domino’s Pizza there. I would remember it. And if I
later had to choose a place to eat pizza with other
Valorant players, I'd choose Domino’s because it’s in
the game.—Kath, professional player/content creator,
interview

We thus disentangle the concept of narrative real-
ism (De Pelsmacker, Dens, and Verberckmoes 2019;
Verberckmoes et al. 2016) in IGA content through
narrative plausibility and narrative interaction, two
mechanisms that differentially shape players’ gaming
experiences. Whereas narrative plausibility enhances
the coherence of the game world, narrative interaction
empowers players to actively engage with branded
content, deepening emotional engagement.

The How: Format and Style

Beyond content, IGA format and style are also crucial
in reinforcing narrative plausibility. Format refers to
the mode of integration (e.g., banners, billboards, prod-
uct placement), and style encompasses the ad’s visual
and textual design. Even when the advertised product
content is coherent with the game world, its format and
style must align with the game’s atmosphere and aes-
thetic. Narrative plausibility is particularly relevant in
games featuring a strong storyline, where visual coher-
ence enhances perceived realism. For example, one
player highlights how a mismatched style can break
immersion, despite the product being plausible within
the game’s timeline (Verberckmoes et al. 2016):

When the IGA is a game element, so not a non-
skippable video, coherence is still needed because
otherwise the first feeling of annoyance, even if
mitigated, remains. This is because otherwise, it
disrupts the gameplay experience. For example, while
walking around Fallout in an apocalyptic landscape, if I
see a perfect, new, undamaged Coke ad with a fridge
underneath telling me to buy Coke. In that case, it
would kill my immersion in the game.—Samuele,
professional player/content creator, interview

When considering visual IGA characteristics, place-
ment in the gaming environment is also crucial in
shaping gaming experiences. When IGA is integrated
out of context (e.g., when it becomes the focal point
of the game) and out of narrative plausibility, it can
be perceived as an “ad container:”
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If you stop the game, or put it in ridiculous places,
then it becomes an ad on the game instead of an in-
game ad.—edav26, r/gaming (June 2023)

And:

They could’ve kept the ads on the ring’s floor, as that
doesn’t bother me at all. The sweeping ads to start
and end the replay are too much, and the little pop-
up above the score/timer is bullshit. 'm a game
designer, and that little ad draws the eye there during
active gameplay, which is a terrible idea from a
design perspective unless your goal was to get people
to look there (since it’s an ad).—SuperSelf, r/
assholedesign (October 2021)

Conversely, aligning the visual characteristics of IGA
with those of the game ensures that players perceive the
integration of IGA into the game as (more) natural and
unobtrusive, given its seamless fit, yielding negligible psy-
chological reactance, as the netnographic study shows: “If
you advertise Coca-Cola in a cyberpunk game, then make it
a cyberpunk soda!” (Nion5, r/gaming, August 2023).
Moreover, as a professional player and content creator,
Linky (professional gamer/content creator, interview)
explained, brands need to place products in locations
where they would realistically appear, including the
game’s environment, and design their packaging to match
the era (e.g., 1980s), adding to the perceived authenticity
of and immersion in the game world:

Doritos and Mountain Dew are both in Call of Duty:
Cold War. They integrate it pretty well, too. It’s just
sort of laying around in places where it would naturally
be, and they’d use the packaging from the 80s.

The When: Frequency and Length

The frequency of IGA, or the rate at which IGA
(re)occurs, represents a key determinant of users’
perceived intrusiveness and engagement. Frequency
and length determine the “when” to integrate IGA
effectively. Although repetition may enhance brand
recall and recognition (Marti-Parreno, Bermejo-
Berros, and Aldas-Manzano 2017), the findings indi-
cate that frequency and length are subordinate to
the IGA attributes of content, format, and style.
Players tend to be more positively receptive to a
higher IGA frequency when the IGA content aligns
with the game:

If the in-game advertising is gaming related (e.g., the
energy drink or gaming sleeve or mouse), it will not
bother me at all, I would be interested even if I see it
often. For example, I remember Valorant’s gaming
chair whose in-game advertisement was there, and I
looked it up online.—Kath, professional player/
content creator, interview

POSITIVE
EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT

POSITIVE
GAME EXPERIENCE

NEGATIVE
EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT

NEGATIVE
GAME EXPERIENCE

Figure 3. Conceptual model.

When players are repeatedly exposed to IGA that
does not align with the game narrative, our results con-
firm those of Malhotra, Mishra, and Saxena (2021),
which suggest that IGA can generate psychological react-
ance. The findings indicate that IGA generates psycho-
logical reactance in players by reducing their perceived
realism of the game and/or disrupting their immersion,
as expressed by karvet84 (r/gaming, July 2023):

YES! Those continuous Metro books and posters in
every single corner of the Metro game series severely
break the immersion for me.

Immersion is disrupted, in particular, when
games force players to over-engage with IGA, as
Phantomfang (r/gaming, June 2023) expressed:

As long as it’s done well, 'm happy with it, I'd rather
see a can of monster 20 times in my futuristic game
over a thirty-second unskippable ad THAT DOESN’T
PAUSE YOUR TIMING-BASED GAME.

Such forced over-engagement makes players per-
ceive the game as a commercial rather than a true
game. Similarly, bad timing can reduce perceived
agency and negatively affect the gaming experience, as
Gabriele (amateur player, interview) voiced:

Bad timing can turn fun into a forced commercial.

Indeed, players express intense frustration when IGA
becomes the core of the game, effectively turning it into
an advergame, through which advertisers promote their
brands. As Dalmahr (r/gaming, June 2023) illustrates:



If the ad is essential to gameplay, I hate it.

Overall, although frequent IGA does not necessarily
raise players’ negative emotional engagement, game pro-
ducers and advertisers should ensure its perceived con-
textual relevance (Hollebeek and Macky 2019). Figure 3
conceptualizes IGA as a context-dependent mechanism in
which specific advertising attributes influence emotional
engagement by either preserving flow or triggering psy-
chological reactance, ultimately shaping players’ behav-
ioral responses toward both the game and the brand.

Discussion

This research addressed how IGA influences players’
emotional engagement with video-games and assessed
the role of specific IGA attributes in either enhancing
or reducing it. Our work complements prior IGA
research by adopting a qualitative lens of players’
emotional engagement with IGA and its role in shap-
ing their gaming experience.

The findings reveal that IGA exerts a dual, dynamic
influence on emotional engagement, ranging from
mild irritation or acceptance to intense harassment or
enthusiasm. This emotional engagement escalates
across both the instance- and system-level interpreta-
tions (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013), rather
than remaining confined to a single evaluative layer.
Surprisingly, positive and negative emotional engage-
ment unfold differently across evaluative levels, reveal-
ing a crossover dynamic between momentary ad
encounters and broader judgments of the gaming eco-
system. Negative emotional engagement arises through
two subtypes (irritation and perceived harassment)
and becomes particularly salient in paid-for games,
where players expect a protected environment and
interpret IGA as a violation of the implicitly negoti-
ated moral contract between themselves and the com-
mercial ecosystem. The former (irritation) emerges at
the instance level (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn
2013), when players perceive IGA as an intrusive hin-
drance that undermines the concentration and control
underpinning flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1990).

Rather than leaving, gamers cope by engaging in
passive responses, including complaints and negative
electronic word-of-mouth, sustaining (vs. weakening)
community interactions. Theoretically, this suggests
that not all negative engagement yields disengage-
ment, but rather alternative coping mechanisms that
maintain community participation.

When emotions intensify (perceived harassment),
the interpretive frame changes and shifts to the sys-
tem-level and includes anger, rooted in the belief of
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being cheated and deceived (Germelmann et al. 2020).
Whereas hindrance is momentary, disruption consti-
tutes a more invasive intrusion that irreversibly frac-
tures the flow state. This distinction highlights how
hindrance generates passive resistance strategies such
as venting, whereas disruption amplifies psychological
reactance (Hollebeek et al. 2021), prompting more
active forms of resistance, such as boycotting the
game or the advertised brands.

Interestingly, the impact of IGA extends beyond
individual perceived harassment, influencing the very
fabric of the gaming community. The sense of belong-
ing to a close-knit, sacred community exacerbates
these negative emotions, intensifying players’ anger
due to their aversion to the intrusion that is IGA.
This aversion often extends to fellow community
members who are seen as complicit in nurturing IGA,
reconfiguring community dynamics, and potentially
transforming the community into toxic gaming envi-
ronments (Bernritter et al. 2025), casting these mem-
bers as inadvertent “traitors.” What emerges then is
cultural discourse formation, a process by which col-
lective emotional responses generate and stabilize
shared meanings, moral boundaries, and inclusion cri-
teria in the community. In the gaming context, emo-
tional engagement becomes a vehicle for renegotiating
these boundaries, determining who belongs, who has
betrayed communal norms, and what forms of com-
mercial presence are considered legitimate.

These processes produce consequences that extend
well beyond the immediate gaming context. Once a
gaming environment has turned toxic, players” willing-
ness to engage with the brand is reshaped, reducing
purchase intentions and willingness to pay for
branded virtual items (e.g., avatar skins), as well as
lowering real-world spending on the brand outside
the game, due to an affective spillover process
(Bernritter et al. 2025). Moreover, toxic dynamics
underscore the importance of maintaining moral
boundaries, with commercial actors being held
accountable for their ad content and their impact on
community cohesion.

Although IGA predominantly yields negative emo-
tional engagement, it can also evoke positive engage-
ment, which manifests through two subtypes.
Acceptance emerges at the system-level, when gamers
perceive functional IGA benefits (e.g., enhanced fea-
tures/lower cost) as a necessary tradeoff that preserves
the game experience. Enthusiasm emerges at the
instance-level (Poels, Janssens, and Herrewijn 2013),
when IGA bolsters immersion and facilitates flow
(Csikszentmihalyi 1990), in turn fostering more
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enduring game play and raising positive electronic
word-of-mouth and purchase intentions.

Although product placement research has mainly
examined executional cues (e.g., prominence/plot con-
nection) in passive viewing contexts (Cowley and
Barron 2008; Homer 2009; Russell 2002), we focus on
the dynamics of an interactive context. In video-gam-
ing, players’ emotional engagement with IGA emerges
from combinations of ad attributes (e.g., content, for-
mat, frequency; Chang et al. 2010; Verberckmoes
et al. 2016) that can either disrupt or reinforce the
gameplay experience. These attributes operate as con-
crete design levers through which advertisers and pub-
lishers shape advertising value (Ye et al. 2025).
Building on prior conceptualizations of narrative real-
ism, our findings suggest that, although realism is
necessary, IGA content enhances flow and positive
engagement through two complementary mechanisms:
narrative plausibility (coherence with the game’s fic-
tional world and storyline) and narrative interaction
(story-doing that deepens immersion; De Regt,
Plangger, and Barnes 2021). Format and style foster
immersion when they reinforce narrative plausibility,
blending seamlessly with the visual game environment
and narrative interaction by supporting the game’s
interactive dynamics. Moreover, ad frequency and
length reveal a complex relationship: unless essential
for building the game environment to provide narra-
tive plausibility or interaction (e.g., in sports/lifelike
games; Terlutter and Capella 2013), they risk disrupt-
ing the gameplay experience, instigating potential psy-
chological reactance and negative engagement
(Edwards, Li, and Lee 2002; Schmidt and Eisend
2015).

Rather than judging IGA attributes in isolation,
players read them configurationally, evaluating how
content, format and style, frequency and length
together preserve or disrupt flow, extending the Ye
et al. (2025) evidence that advertising value differs
across media types. Whereas Rutz, Aravindakshan,
and Rubel (2019) suggest that engagement (ie.,
repeated play) creates advertising opportunities, our
results show that the enhancement or disruption of
the game experience depends on how IGA is emotion-
ally experienced. For instance, while a player who per-
ceives IGA as harassing generates an impression (of
the ad), their resulting negative emotional engagement
manifests as perceived interruption, game abandon-
ment, boycott, and negative electronic word-of-mouth,
eroding the player base that stable advertising revenue
is contingent on. Finally, the impact of IGA on emo-
tional engagement and the game experience is not

reducible to a stimulus-response dynamic, but repre-
sents a configurational process through which adver-
tising enters and is absorbed into the culture of the
gaming community.

Theoretical Implications

This study makes two key contributions to the gaming
and consumer engagement literatures (Hussain et al.
2025; Ingendahl, Briickner, and Vogel 2025; Welden
et al. 2025a), addressing calls for more engagement-
centric perspectives on gamified advertising (Araujo
et al. 2020; Van Berlo, Van Reijmersdal, and Waiguny
2023). First, it highlights the pivotal role of emotional
engagement in shaping consumers’ overall engage-
ment with the game (Urbonavicius, Hollebeek, and
standing of engagement in this context. We thus
extend prior research that conceptualizes engagement
as observable gameplay that can be leveraged for
advertising (Rutz, Aravindakshan, and Rubel 2019) by
showing that engagement is not only a stable behav-
ioral outcome, but is continuously shaped by players’
emotional responses to IGA. In doing so, we demon-
strate that IGA can actively sustain or disrupt engage-
ment through the opposing mechanisms of flow and
psychological reactance.

Whereas prior studies have acknowledged emo-
tional responses as a mediator of the impact of con-
gruent ad placements on brand evaluations (Gillespie,
Muehling, and Kareklas 2018), we show that emotions
constitute the interpretive mechanism through which
players make sense of IGA, shaping their engagement
(Hollebeek and Macky 2019). We complement and
extend the dominant view of the advertising-gameplay
relationship by showing that IGA benefits from enjoy-
able game experiences (Ingendahl, Briickner, and
Vogel 2025), and IGA shapes how players experience
the game, revealing a bidirectional dynamic.

We also extend the work of Poels, Janssens, and
Herrewijn (2013) by mapping emotional engagement
trajectories across instance- and system-level interpre-
tations, showing a crossover pattern whereby mild
and intense emotions distribute in opposite ways for
positively (vs. negatively) perceived IGA. Within nega-
tive engagement, mild irritation unfolds at the
instance-level and intense anger arises at the system-
level, whereas for positive engagement, acceptance and
enthusiasm reverse this mapping: a specific ad may
generate enthusiasm, and the advertising system as a
whole is more likely to be viewed with general accept-
ance. Our findings thus also extend the work of Van



Berlo, Van Reijmersdal, and Waiguny (2023) by
uncovering how these negative emotions serve as
powerful negative engagement drivers (e.g., by discon-
tinuing their = gameplay/boycotting the game;
Hollebeek and Macky 2019).

Moreover, our work extends the notion of Welden
et al. (2025a) of structural information asymmetry in
gaming ecosystems, which limits the ability of adver-
tisers to design compelling, immersive, and nondis-
ruptive IGA strategies. We address this asymmetry by
focusing on one of these authors’ key ecosystem pil-
lars, online communities, providing micro-level, emo-
tion-centric insight into players’ lived IGA experiences
(Abbasi et al. 2021). This finding suggests that future
IGA models should incorporate consumer perceptions
of manipulation, fairness, and entitlement as key ante-
cedents of emotional engagement, expanding extant
frameworks on perceived advertising intrusiveness.

Recognizing this escalation helps explain why the
boundary between acceptable advertising and disrup-
tive commercial intrusion is central to understanding
gamers’ emotional engagement trajectories. We clarify
how IGA attributes—content, format and style, fre-
quency and length—shape players’ emotional engage-
ment, on the one hand enhancing the gaming
experience while at the same time eliciting aversion.

Theoretically, this research advances IGA congruity
research by revealing how players interpret these
attributes as context-dependent triggers of positive
(vs. negative) engagement. We introduce the attribute
of content, disentangling the notion of narrative real-
ism (De Pelsmacker, Dens, and Verberckmoes 2019;
Verberckmoes et al. 2016) through narrative plausibil-
ity, alignment with the game world and the storyline,
and narrative interaction, whereby branded elements
enable story-doing (De Regt, Plangger, and Barnes
2021). Beyond content, we conceptualize format and
style as visual and interactive modalities of congruity
that determine whether IGA reinforces or disrupts
flow.

Moreover, while prior studies suggest that increased
exposure to visual brand elements enhances advertis-
ing effectiveness (Marti-Parreno, Bermejo-Berros, and
Aldas-Manzano 2017; Schmidt and Eisend 2015), we
show how players evaluate frequency and length
through conditional reasoning anchored in specific
configurations of content, as well as format and style.
Although these elements sustain engagement when
they contribute to perceived realism (Poels, Janssens,
and Herrewijn 2013; Terlutter and Capella 2013), they
also trigger reactance when they are perceived as
excessive (Edwards, Li, and Lee 2002). Together, these
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insights challenge dominant cognitive perspectives,
showing that these attributes are experienced as ways
in which IGA either enhances or disrupts flow.

Managerial Implications

In video-gaming, perceived value arises from the con-
nections between games, streaming, communities, and
brands (Welden et al. 2025b). This research thus sug-
gests that IGA should move beyond simple thematic
matching toward a more holistic approach, developing
qualitative indicators of emotional escalation and sys-
tematically tracking recurrent phrases and narratives
in player communities. IGA should shift from “fitting
the brand into the game world” to “what distinctive,
memorable player actions the brand can unlock” (e.g.,
by enabling a unique strategy like Burger King with
FC25, a ritualized event, or a socially meaningful
object that would not exist in the game without that
sponsor).

Building on the conceptual shift from buying
exposure to planning meaningful consumer-brand
interactions, we provide actionable guidance on trans-
lating interaction planning in immersive gaming envi-
ronments (Araujo et al. 2020). Advertisers are advised
to work on two connected design layers: how each ad
instance is integrated, and how the overall monetiza-
tion model shapes user expectations. To mitigate
adverse reactions, companies should design and exe-
cute IGA with the explicit aim of fostering emotional
engagement. Whereas achieving enthusiasm requires
assessment of individual perspectives, preventing har-
assment requires systemic design choices. When play-
ers feel harassed, this experience is usually not due to
a single banner; rather, they feel the gaming environ-
ment is unfair. To this end, developers and publishers
are encouraged to engage in ongoing dialogue with
gamers (e.g., in gaming communities) to understand
their drivers, needs, and concerns (Hung et al. 2025).
Ongoing dialogue includes the possibility of engaging
gamers in the content customization or co-production
options of IGA, aligning communication on what ads
pay for.

In terms of IGA content, format and style, fre-
quency and length, brands should enact narrative
plausibility and narrative interaction. For instance,
branded billboards in sports games or quest items in
adventure games can effectively integrate brands in
the gameplay (De Regt, Plangger, and Barnes 2021;
Newzoo 2024). Instead of passive storytelling, narra-
tive interaction requires players to interact with
branded elements as part of their journey. This active
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engagement strengthens player-brand connections
(Hollebeek, Glynn, and Brodie 2014).

Brands should also align ads with the game format
and style: in a cyberpunk world, for instance, neon-lit
billboards or holographic ads fit the futuristic setting.
Finally, frequency and length matter; excessive or
prolonged ads risk disrupting the experience unless
they contribute to the realism of the game, as in
sports simulations where IGA mirrors real-world
sponsorships.

Limitations and Future Research

This research also has limitations that offer additional
research opportunities. First, although our analyses
offer exploratory insight, further testing and validation
is required. For instance, experimental studies could
combine attention and arousal measures (e.g., eye
tracking, galvanic skin response), or biometric meth-
ods (e.g., eye tracking, facial coding, galvanic skin
response) could be used to test whether the identified
emotional pathways are reliably preceded by distinct
attention and arousal signatures when players encoun-
ter different IGA attributes (Han et al. 2025;
Ingendahl, Briickner, and Vogel 2025; Read et al.
2024). Such multimethod designs would help disen-
tangle conscious evaluations from preconscious affect-
ive responses that remain opaque in netnographic
data. Moreover, future studies should more explicitly
consider the dual-pathway model of IGA, in which
functional utility and narrative congruence influence
consumers’ willingness to tolerate advertising in enter-
tainment contexts.

Second, although we addressed the behavioral con-
sequences of gamers’ engagement with IGA in terms
of their coping responses and community responses,
we did not investigate the effects on purchase behav-
ior and longer-term economic outcomes. Future
research could examine how IGA attributes translate
the identified emotional pathways (acceptance/enthu-
siasm versus irritation/harassment) into observable
commercial outcomes, linking gamers’ engagement
with brand-level indicators (e.g., search, consider-
ation/sentiment) and hard performance metrics such
as in-game spending, average revenue per paying user,
and upgrade decisions across game versions
(Paschmann et al. 2025; Riedel et al. 2025;
Ungureanu, van Oest, and Schauerte 2025).

Third, although we examine players’ perspectives
across multiple platforms and communities, we do
not explicitly consider the broader data ecosystem in
which IGA operates, nor the interactions across its

stakeholders. Future research could integrate biomet-
ric measures of IGA exposure and in-game behavior
with platform, streaming, and social media data to
examine how specific IGA configurations influence
trajectories of collective brand engagement, commu-
nity toxicity, and monetization at the ecosystem level
over time (Van Crombrugge and Stremersch 2025;
Welden et al. 2025a).
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