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Abstract
Objective

In the contemporary digital era, the widespread adoption of the internet and web-based
software applications has fundamentally transformed daily life, significantly influencing
consumer behavior, global media consumption, and digital trust. The rapid proliferation of
advanced smartphones has cultivated a strong user inclination toward mobile gaming,
subsequently shifting consumer preferences and diminishing the overall efficacy of
traditional marketing and advertising methodologies. Historically perceived merely as
localized entertainment for children and adolescents, digital games have rapidly evolved into
a mainstream social activity across diverse demographic segments. Consequently,
contemporary marketing practitioners face novel challenges in addressing the complex
communication needs of modern consumers. Driven by the high financial costs, poor
conversion performance, and limited audience reach of traditional advertising media, modern
businesses are increasingly gravitating toward alternative, interactive marketing solutions—
most notably, advergames.

Advergames are customized electronic games specifically designed by, or in close
corporate collaboration with, a business entity to promote a specific brand, product, service,
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or overarching organizational idea. Unlike standard in-game advertising—where commercial
messages are merely placed in the visual background of pre-existing games—advergames
integrate the core brand identity directly into the mechanics and central gameplay loops. This
intrinsic integration effectively fosters deep emotional connections, interactive two-way
communication, and heightened user engagement. Despite the projected exponential growth
of the global digital gaming market, a significant proportion of gamified corporate marketing
campaigns fail to achieve their targets. These business failures largely stem from a poor
understanding of target audiences, inadequate game design, and a critical lack of strategic
awareness regarding the key success factors (KSFs) required for effective implementation.
Furthermore, existing scientific literature on advergaming remains highly fragmented,
typically focusing on isolated empirical dimensions rather than offering an integrated,
holistic perspective.

Research Methodology

Addressing the significant literature gap and the pervasive fragmentation of current
knowledge in academic marketing journals, this study aims to systematically identify,
extract, and categorize the key success factors of advergames. The primary operational
doctoral objective is to synthesize previously scattered qualitative and quantitative empirical
research findings to develop a robust, unified model of advergame effectiveness based on
these key success factors. This comprehensive conceptual framework developed here
effectively delineates the multifaceted elements necessary for successfully designing,
executing, evaluating, and strategically managing modern interactive advergaming
campaigns.

This academic research employs an applied qualitative methodology, utilizing an
exploratory meta-synthesis approach to interpret secondary data. Meta-synthesis directly
facilitates the systematic integration and interpretive evaluation of findings from various
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies to uncover new conceptual patterns and
structural relationships. Specifically, this study strictly adopts the rigorous, widely accepted
seven-step meta-synthesis method proposed by Sandelowski and Barroso (2006) to ensure
maximum scientific validity and empirical replicability.

The process commenced with the precise formulation of the core research question,
followed by a systematic literature search across prominent academic databases—including
ScienceDirect, Emerald, Springer, Scopus, Wiley, Google Scholar, and JSTOR—covering
the extensive period from 2010 to 2025. Using combinations of keywords related to
advergames and critical success factors, an initial pool of 1,121 articles and dissertations was
identified. Stringent inclusion and exclusion criteria were then applied, focusing on peer-
reviewed English and Persian studies specifically addressing advergame effectiveness.

After title, abstract, and full-text screening, 79 articles were selected for critical
appraisal. The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool was utilized to evaluate the
methodological rigor of these selected studies. Articles scoring below the operational
threshold of 30 out of 50 were excluded, resulting in a final repository of 53 high-quality
articles. Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis to identify, code, and
categorize key concepts. To ensure the reliability and internal validity of the coding process,
an inter-coder reliability test was performed using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient, yielding a
highly acceptable value of 0.821.
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Findings

The systematic thematic analysis of the selected literature yielded 63 open codes, 20 core
concepts, and four overarching main categories. The comprehensive findings reveal that the
key success factors of advergames are multifaceted and can be classified into the following
four dimensions:

e Game-Related Factors: This category highlights the structural, aesthetic, and
interactive elements of the digital game itself. Key concepts include Technical
Design (e.g., stage-by-stage progression, low file size, offline/online playability,
optimized UI/UX, and optimal game speed), Visual and Aesthetic Appeal (e.g.,
appropriate soundtracks, engaging in-game atmosphere, and brand-congruent
graphics), Story Design (e.g., integrating current trends with the brand narrative and
continuous story updates), Interactive Communication (e.g., multiplayer capabilities
and in-game chat features), and Competitive Level & Virtual Rewards (e.g.,
incentive systems, leaderboards, and progress comparisons).

e Brand-Related Factors: This dimension focuses on how the corporate entity is
integrated within the interactive game environment. It encompasses Brand/Product
Placement (e.g., strategic logo positioning across levels and providing company
contact info), Brand-Game Congruence (e.g., ensuring the game type perfectly
matches the product's attributes and the target audience's profile), Brand Recall &
Prominence (e.g., timed brand exposure, reminders of specific brand features, and
prolonged exposure time), and Game Networking (e.g., collaborating with
influencers and other brands to promote the game).

o Player-Related Factors: Success heavily depends on the psychological, cognitive,
and behavioral characteristics of the target audience. Relevant concepts include
Demographics (age, gender, education, occupation), Brand Attitude (prior feelings
toward the brand and brand equity), Game Interest & Immersion (willingness to
play, potential addiction to gaming, and psychological presence/flow state), Brand
Familiarity (prior product usage and brand recognition), and Experience &
Technical Skills (gaming proficiency, task involvement, and prior digital gaming
experience).

e Market and Society-Related Factors: The broader external environment also
dictates strategic advergame success. This category includes Gaming & Advertising
Industry Trends (adopting emerging technologies, modern advertising principles,
and competitor analysis), Advertising Literacy (the users' ability to recognize the
dual nature of the game as both entertainment and a commercial message),
Information & Awareness (marketing the game via social media and educating
users about its benefits), and Advertising Culture (societal values and general
attitudes toward advertising within the community).

Discussion & Conclusion

The ongoing proliferation of advergames as a strategic digital marketing tool demands a
sophisticated understanding of the variables that drive user engagement and subsequent
brand persuasion. This study successfully addresses the fragmentation in current literature by
presenting a holistic conceptual model encompassing game, brand, player, and societal
dimensions. The proposed framework structurally aligns with prominent theoretical
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constructs such as the Uses and Gratifications Theory—by emphasizing player experience
and interactive needs—and Brand Attachment Theory, through the deliberate cultivation of
deep brand-game alignment.

The empirical findings underscore that modern marketers and game developers must
adopt a synergistic approach. Designing a technically flawless game is completely
insufficient if it completely lacks brand congruence, ignores the target audience's
demographic profile, or fails to consider the broader cultural context and the changing
advertising literacy of players. Furthermore, acknowledging corporate social responsibility is
crucial, especially considering that vulnerable children—who may lack the cognitive ability
to perceive the commercial intent behind these games—often constitute a significant portion
of the active audience.

This comprehensive framework serves as a strategic roadmap for organizations aiming
to implement highly effective advergaming campaigns, mitigating investment risks while
fostering a competitive advantage, improved brand image, and long-term customer loyalty.
While this study is limited by the inherent subjectivity of qualitative meta-synthesis, it lays a
robust foundation for future inquiry. It is strongly recommended that future research
empirically validate this extracted conceptual model by distributing a questionnaire and
analyzing the collected data using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), or through decision-
making methods such as the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP), Analytic Network Process
(ANP), or the Best-Worst Method (BWM) to determine the relative weight and strategic
importance of each identified success factor.

Keywords: Advergames; Game marketing; Critical success factors; Meta-synthesis.
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