Tiger Doll: An analysis of brand choice in sport video games

ABSTRACT
Over the past decade, the sports video game market has experienced a considerable degree of growth, with sales escalating over 150% in a decade (Entertainment Software Association, 2008). This growth has led to many companies looking to extend their branding and advertising into the video game realm, in an attempt to uncover new and innovative methods of reaching the video game-playing market (Walsh, Clavio, Mullane, & Whisenant, 2009). 
Several studies (Cianfrone, Zhang, Trail, & Lutz, 2008; Clavio, Kraft, & Pedersen, 2009; Nelson, 2002; Walsh, Kim, & Ross, 2008; Walsh et al., 2009) have examined the practical and theoretical elements of product placement in video games. Cianfrone et al. (2008) found that the placement of in-game advertisements enhanced the perceived authenticity of sports video games, and provided companies with considerable in-game visibility of their logos and colors. Clavio et al. (2009) examined the proliferation of in-game product placement in the EA Sports Tiger Woods video game series, with the research revealing an increase in product placement from zero in 2002 to over 2,000 separate instances in 2006. Walsh et al. (2009) examined the phenomenon of dynamic political advertising in video games, in the wake of then-presidential candidate Barack Obama’s campaign purchase of in-game advertising on the EA Sports network, and determined that in general gamers had high levels of awareness for the political ads, but were opposed to political advertising within their game space. 
While these and other studies have effectively established that companies are utilizing in-game advertising to reach the video game-playing demographic, very little research has been conducted into the effects that this advertising has upon gamers’ actual intent to purchase and use the advertised brands. In one example, Cianfrone et al. (2008) did find that in-game advertising had no significant effects on purchase intention of brands which were advertised within the game. However, their study focused primarily on in-game advertising examples which included items such as billboards and promotions. There are other instances of in-game brand placement in which the gamer gets to decide which brand or product they will use within the game. For example, in the EA Sports Tiger Woods game series gamers can choose different brands of clubs, putters, shirts, golf shoes, etc. This increased level of interaction could produce significantly different results.  
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine the behavior of sports video game users in interacting with placed products within EA Sports’ Tiger Woods 2010 video game, and subsequently test their recall, recognition, and reasoning for the utilization of certain brands. A stratified convenience sample of 100 college-age students will be utilized for this study. Half of the subjects will be experienced sports video game players, while the other half will be individuals without a high level of sports video game experience.

The subjects will be given a pre-test to determine their level of knowledge of PGA Tour golf, as well as their knowledge of selected brands from the video game. Following this pre-test, users will be asked to create a ‘custom’ golfer, which they will then be asked to outfit in the game’s ‘Pro Shop’, a location where a large variety of brands and accessories from a multitude of in-game advertisers can be acquired. Each subject will be given a finite amount of in-game money to spend outfitting their custom golfer, and no subject may exceed the amount assigned to them. When finished, the products selected by the subject will be coded, and compared to the products selected by other subjects.
Following this part of the study, subjects will be asked to take a survey testing their ability to recall and recognize the various brands in the game. Additionally, subjects will be asked to respond to a series of questions relating to the choices that they made for their custom golfer’s purchases. These questions will ask why the subject made the choices they did (i.e., brand awareness, brand loyalty, fashion), and will allow for open-ended responses.

Data will then be analyzed using SPSS 16.0, to determine what relationships, if any, exist between placement and usage of in-game brands. The results will have important implications for the future of in-game advertisements and product placement, as well as future research into the effects of these practices on brand awareness and intent to purchase.
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