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With virtual reality (VR) video game users beginning to see beta advertisements within
game play, this conceptual article adds a needed digital and interactive marketing
research foundation to the new construct of VR in-game advertising (IGA) activation.
New consumer VR technology continues to disrupt traditional media as a $7.7 billion
USD industry, that is expected to reach $57.55 billion by 2027. As such, marketing
researchers must continue to evolve and understand the interdisciplinary VR research
evolution as many VR users are likely to view IGA as intrusive. IGA and VR are not new
constructs, but IGA within VR is unique as VR consumers have not yet experienced
VR IGA intrusion. This article utilizes a sport marketing focus to provide an industry
specific set of examples for the reader, however this article can be applied to broader
fields including communications and interactive marketing. The main contributions of
this article are 2-fold. First the development of a VR In-Game Advertising Congruity
Framework is developed through a review of the literature and application to VR IGA
in the topical areas of congruity of the IGA, interactivity of the IGA, intrusiveness of the
IGA, realism of the experience, telepresence, brand awareness, and attitude toward the
IGA. Secondly, a proper VR context definition of telepresence is provided through review
of the literature that takes into account the interaction of a VR participant. This article
aims to aid marketers in making informed IGA development decisions through strategic
choice, via a centralized VR IGA congruity framework, that not only enhances brand
awareness, but leaves participants with a favorable attitude toward the IGA to increase
sales activation.

Keywords: virtual reality (VR), In-Game Advertising (IGA), marketing, video gaming, congruity, telepresence

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this conceptual article is to add a much needed timely digital and interactive
marketing research foundation to virtual reality (VR) in-game advertising (IGA). In July 2021
people with Oculus Quest headsets are scheduled to start seeing beta advertisements in virtual
reality (Olson, 2021). IGA is not a new construct, but IGA in VR is as unique as this conceptual
analysis since VR consumers have not yet experienced VR IGA intrusion. As this new consumer VR
technology continues to disrupt traditional media, marketing researchers must continue to evolve
and understand the interdisciplinary VR research evolution. This work uses a sport video game
context to examine the emerging VR gaming industry, the user intrusion anticipated by IGA, and
the VR IGA’s sport marketing ramifications across disciplines such as advertising.
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Congruity of VR IGA

Due to the novelty of VR as well as the importation
of ideas from fields other than sport marketing, there are
numerous conceptual and definitional inconsistencies in the
literature around terms such as presence, spatial presence,
and telepresence along with elements related to the immersive
characteristics of VR technology. This concept is practically
relevant to the design and evaluation of media products
and human-computer interactions, such as VR games and
IGA. For this reason, scholars have paid much attention
to presence, spatial presence, and telepresence and suggested
various definitions since the mid-90s (Lee, 2004). One major
goal of this work is an attempt to provide some clarity
of common IGA terms within the VR context as consumer
experience VR IGA for the first time in 2021 in order to
enhance successful communication among scholars. Topical
areas of congruity of the IGA, interactivity of the IGA,
intrusiveness of the IGA, realism of the experience, telepresence,
brand awareness, and attitude toward the IGA are unraveled
within the literature. Congruity was identified as the centralized
variable of the VR IGA congruity framework based on the
topical VR context with IGA referring to the compatibility,
agreement, or harmony between the elements of the game
and of the VR advertisement. Two main contributions of
this article are the development of a VR In-Game Advertising
Congruity Framework (see Figure 1) and a proper telepresence
definition through review of the literature with a VR active
participant context.

It is important to note that augmented reality (AR), digital
overlay on top of a real-life first person view, often goes
hand in hand with VR discussions (i.e., AR/VR) and that
this article focuses solely on VR technology and research
opportunities for VR marketing exploration. VR uses computing
technology but its technical properties far exceed those of a
computer, giving it potentially superior applications in many
fields. As a medium of work and entertainment, VR (like the
television and the computer, powered by the Internet) has great
potential as a sport marketing medium that brings advertisers in
contact with target “eye balls,” only VR is more interactive and
more immersive.

Just like advertisers have targeted sport video games as an
outlet for showcasing their products and services, VR holds
even more promises, only if advertisers can get assurance
that they are properly and adequately engaging their target
audience. Brand awareness is therefore a key goal that advertisers
want to achieve in product placement (Karrh et al, 2003),
which in the case of VR is through IGA. In addition to
providing greater clarity to the concept of IGA within VR,
this study leverages on the state achieved by the participant
to analyze the VR users attitude toward the IGA with a
view toward proposing and contributing effective evaluation of
interactive marketing initiatives within VR game environments.
This improved knowledge of the participant experience, within
the VR gaming environment, aims to assist sport marketers in
making informed IGA development decisions through strategic
choice that not only enhances brand awareness, but leaves
participants with a favorable attitude toward the IGA to increase
sales activation.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this study, a sport VR In-Game Advertising Congruity
Framework is developed and proposed based on an extensive
review of literature to guide researchers and marketers in the
sport VR gaming industry (see Figure 1). Each variable of this
conceptual framework is developed and supported within the
literature review below for future empirical research lines and
practical marketer application. This research team believes that
insufficient attention has been dedicated to the relationship
between sport video games along with sport consumer behavior
and this is especially evident in the sport VR video game setting.
This is despite the fact that the sport video game industry is
a growing, multi-billion dollar industry with significant recent
growth in the sport VR area (Hong and Magnusen, 2017). For
instance, the most popular sport video game in the world, FIFA,
generated over $1.6 billion in revenue for EA Sports in the 2020
and this accounts for over 25% of the total revenue for the
company (Murphy, 2021). The majority of this revenue came
from FIFA Ultimate Team and a FIFA VR game for PlayStation 5
that has been released after years of development. Consequently,
a sport-related VR gaming environment is utilized to discuss
the variables of congruity of the IGA, interactivity, intrusiveness,
realism, telepresence, brand awareness, and attitude toward the
IGA throughout the general business and advertising literature.

Congruity of the IGA

Advertisers desire that notwithstanding the primary task the
player is involved in, they may notice and remember the in-
game Ad. Kim and Ko (2019) limited-capacity model of attention
suggests that it may however be a challenge for players to focus
equally on the game as well as on the IGA. Game players can be
selectively focused (Kahneman, 1973) or more or less intensely
focused (Olshavsky, 1994), and since they can be exhausted,
cognitive resources would have to be freed from a primary task,
in order for spare capacity to be available for a secondary task.

Congruity may influence the ease with which players are able
to share attention in this way. Lee and Faber (2007) further
suggest that the interplay between primary task capacity and
spare capacity may further explain how product placement in
games affect brand memory. Congruity in a digital media context
refers to the harmony between the elements it contains. These
elements include visual or verbal elements of an IGA (Heckler
and Childers, 1992; an IGA and the in-game context (Moorman
et al,, 2007) or harmony between the Ad sponsor and the event
being sponsored (De Pelsmacker et al., 2019).

The causes of the perceived congruity can be intrinsic to the
game, a property of the IGA, or in the user. Congruity may also
be an aspect of the game structure, and thus can be perceived
as simulation, gameplay or game narrative (Verberckmoes et al.,
2016). IGA congruity may also be thematic—harmony between
the game elements and the IGA (Lee and Faber, 2007), such as
displaying an IGA of a sport related brand inside a sport VR
game; advertising an energy drink within a space game, where
the player’s need for virtual energy may be a cue to the physical
body’s need for energy from an energy drink.
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FIGURE 1 | VR in-game advertising congruity framework.

There is research suggesting that congruent information
is better remembered than incongruent ones (Lambert, 1980;
Moorman et al., 2007), the argument being that when people
encounter new information, they try to match it with pre-
existing schema. If the two information sets match, the new
one would be absorbed into the old schema and thus be more
easily remembered.

Other authors argue the contrary: that incongruent
information is more likely to be remembered, because not
matching with pre-existing information or schema, they tend
to stand out, making them more easily remembered (Heckler
and Childers, 1992; Russell, 2002; Dimofte et al., 2011). Despite
the differences, the mechanism of effect on the memory seem
to be based on both the degree of congruity and the amount of
cognitive processing resources available to the individual.

We suggest that the same mechanism may explain the
effect of IGA within VR on brand memory and awareness.
What is at issue here though is the effect that this attention
dispersal might have on the player based on their perception of
harmony in the game play experience, and hence perceptions
of congruity within the VR environment. Positive gameplay
experience such as in a low cognitive load, aesthetic pleasure
derived from a good graphics design, the absence of vestibular
disturbances like motion sickness, would contribute to a
mental, affective, and physical perception of congruence by
the player.

Interactivity of the IGA

Interactivity is the level to which users can change the form
and content of a mediated environment in real time (Steuer,
1992). Interactivity in the context of VR video games is how
actively involved the player is in the activities in and outcome
of the interaction. They are thus able to modify their in-game
experience and change the course of the game. For instance, a
player in a VR auto racing game may choose a car with specific

attributes such as a higher top speed, but slower acceleration;
choices that can change their playing experience (Herrewijn
and Poels, 2014). IGA marketers can also take advantage of
the possibilities and expectations of interactivity in VR to have
players be more actively involved with their ads, which can be
made a part of the game play experience (Nelson et al., 2004;
Lee and Faber, 2007; Lee et al., 2014). For example, a player may
be able to customize their in-game experience within a football
game by picking a branded uniform for their team or a player
in a NASCAR themed racing game, may be able to virtually
drink a Monster Energy drink to enhance their in-game focus
(Pelsmacker et al., 2019).

Previous research has demonstrated that this IGA brand
interaction typically leads to positive outcomes for brands and
game developers as users want to play games with interactive
advertising more often and the user may exhibit a higher level of
brand awareness than players exposed to passive, non-interactive
IGA (Wu and Liu, 2007; Wu et al., 2008; Pelsmacker et al.,
2019). Papadopoulos (2020) found that VR gamers had a higher
level of recognition of both familiar and unfamiliar brands
when they had brand interactions with a VR environment. In
short, participant interactivity with the IGA has enhanced brand
awareness as opposed to lower level of brand awareness for
participants merely “viewing” or being “exposed” to the IGA.

Research has also shown interactivity to be a multidimensional
construct. There is as yet little consensus in the literature
regarding the dimensions of interactivity as it relates to IGA
(Steuer, 1992; Gao et al., 2009). Liu and Shrum (2002) identified
three dimensions of interactivity related to advertising including
active control, two-way communication, and synchronicity.
These three dimensions of interactivity have been included in
multiple mobile and VR video game studies and Gao et al.
(2009) added connectedness, playfulness, and interpersonal
communication as additional dimensions of interactivity related
to mobile video game IGA.
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Intrusiveness of the IGA

According to previous research, a non-congruent IGA is likely
to be intrusive. An intrusive IGA will augment the experience
of incongruence, which produces an outcome that increases
the likelihood of the IGA being noticed, stored in memory
and recalled. Intrusiveness is defined as “the degree to which
advertisements in a media vehicle interrupt the flow of an
editorial unit” (Ha, 1996, p. 77). Editorial units in the digital
media context should be broadly defined to include all media
types including VR sport games.

We define intrusiveness in the context of VR video games
as the degree to which advertisements embedded in the game
do not conform with the digital medium’s reality and/or impact
the participant’s VR experience. For instance, a player in a VR
soccer game may expect to see advertisements embedded around
the arena matching the real-world arena. However, the player
may not expect there to be additional advertisements in non-
traditional places such as on the goal posts and may place
virtual blame on the IGA for the intrusive experience. With
the unrestricted nature of VR game environments providing
an unparalleled amount of advertising inventory, advertisers
have an opportunity to push the envelope while not incurring
intrusiveness “that occurs when an audience’s cognitive processes
are interrupted” (Li et al, 2002, p. 39). As such, enhanced
brand awareness and recall of an intrusive IGA may produce a
negative attitude toward the IGA resulting in decreased purchase
intentions and actual purchase.

Marketers must be cognizant of new VR advertising inventory,
but be wary of the temporal, visual, and flow characteristics of
advertisements that consumers find intrusive so that negative
responses are minimized (Riedel et al., 2018). For example,
it would be realistic in a VR basketball game to have the
participant’s players within the game experience fatigue due
to time between whistles and hydration. This presents an
opportunity for advertisers to activate potential sponsors such
as Gatorade where the participant has a chance to enhance
their player’s strength during timeouts by giving them Gatorade
instead of water. However, this brand activation comes with a
price and may be considered intrusive if not properly embedded
or if this enhanced stamina is only available if you watch a 10s
commercial. It is worth noting that Poels et al. (2013) found
a positive relationship between game players and their attitude
toward IGA intrusiveness based on IGA context authenticity.
As such in this context, we thus observe a parallel between
intrusiveness and a lack of congruity. That which is incongruous
can be so because it is intrusive. Likewise, because it is intrusive,
the end result would be incongruity.

Realism of the Experience

IGAs, congruence in function, lifestyle, image or advertising,
add to the realism of the game experience. Due to a natural
harmony of components of the IGA and the game environment,
the senses are made to believe that the VR experience is real,
rather than simulated. Realism is the element of VR media
that receives the most attention, but is comparatively limited
in empirical research. With realism being the driving industry
force behind VR game development and advertiser activation,

perceived realism should be a key focus as it can influence mental
processing of media messages, attitudes and behavior, in some
cases intensifying effects (Potter, 1988).

Kremar et al. (2011) found that video game realism correlates
with attention retention outcomes. As such, integrated VR
advertisements with improved graphics and enhanced graphical
realism may be more salient to players and thus, lead to
more identification, and a greater sense of being “in” the
game experience (Tamborini, 2000). For example, a participant
playing a VR basketball game in a crystal-clear VR environment,
should see a realistic in-game advertising experience complete
with current jersey sponsors and in-arena sponsor signs. More
specifically, a gamer playing an NBA VR game with the Denver
Nuggets team should see Western Union prominently placed on
the player’s jerseys as this is current sponsor of this team at time
of writing. Gamers demand realism in their gaming experience
and this sense of realism may have a significant impact on the
brand awareness of sponsoring companies.

Authenticity has also been found to impact participants’
perceptions of game play realism (Malliet, 2006). Hall (2003)
stated that events or behaviors are defined as plausible when they
have “the potential to occur in the real world” (p. 629). Tavinor
(2019) found that participants’ sense of being within the world,
the realistic appearance of the world’s environments, and the
feeling of joy, anxiety, and fear provoked by the events depicted,
all make for a greater impression in VR. As such, sport VR game
advertisers must place importance on exposing participants to a
higher degree of visual realism, as visual realism experience has
been correlated to a stronger sensation of presence (Hvass et al.,
2017).

Telepresence

Telepresence is a term derived from presence and it refers to
“the mediated perception of an environment” whereas presence
is “the natural perception of an immediate physical environment”
(Steuer, 1992, p. 6). That is, contrary to the experience of “being
here,” telepresence is the experience of “being there” or being
in parallel space through a specific computer-mediate vehicle
(Faiola et al., 2013). This definition has guided a stream of studies
as researchers have adopted telepresence within their work in the
fields of VR, marketing communication, web uses, and consumer
behavior (e.g., Klein, 2003; Nah et al., 2011; Hyun and O’Keefe,
2012; Kim and Ko, 2019).

A conceptual study of Lombard and Ditton (1997) on presence
has guided several presence and telepresence research studies.
They defined presence as “the perceptual illusion of non-
mediation” as the same concept as telepresence. That is, when
the individual feels a sense of presence, the individual does not
perceive or acknowledge the existence of a medium in his/her
communication environment and responds as he/she would
if the medium were not there in a form of illusion of non-
mediation. They conceptualized presence using six aspects, social
richness, realism, transportation, immersion, social actor within
medium, and medium as social actor. This multi-dimensional
view on presence has provided a conceptual foundation for
telepresence studies and now needs clarification for VR adoption.

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living | www.frontiersin.org

October 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 728749


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living#articles

Lupinek et al. Congruity of VR IGA
When  applying Lombard and  Ditton’s  (1997) As such, the following clarifying VR definition has been
conceptualization of presence, researchers have defined developed through the literature to concisely guide future

telepresence with a focus on a different dimension (e.g.,
transportation, immersion, etc.) or used different subscales to
reflect their contexts. Lombard and Ditton argued that among
the aspects of presence, transportation has the longest history
and has been “often used in discussions of VR, which takes users
to virtual environment and leads to the suspension of disbelief
that they are in a world other than where their real bodies are
located” (Slater and Usoh, 1993, p. 222). For this reason, the
transportation aspect has taken a central role when defining
telepresence (e.g., Held and Durlach, 1992; Biocca and Levy,
1995; Steuer, 1995).

As various media technologies have advanced, so has the
level of immersion. Therefore, several researchers have stressed
immersion as a dimension of telepresence. Mollen and Wilson
(2010) proposed that telepresence is characterized by cognitive
and sensory arousal, control, and immersion. In their study,
immersion referred to perceiving oneself to be steeped in and
interacting with an environment that sustains a continuous
stream of stimuli and experiences in their conceptual work.
Furthermore, some researchers even have used telepresence
and immersion interchangeably (e.g., McGloin et al, 2011,
2013; Mcgloin et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2013), furthering the
need for a proper VR-based definition of telepresence. In a
game-based learning study, Faiola et al. (2013) highlighted the
role of telepresence to enhance a user’s sense of being totally
immersed in a virtual space. They suggested that virtual world
users often feel completely immersed in the interactivity of a
game, losing their sense of time, while feeling a heightened
sense of pleasure, or what has been considered the gamers’
optimal experience.

Although the work of Steuer (1992), Kim and Biocca
(1997), and Lombard and Ditton (1997) have primarily guided
telepresence research, it is critical to revisit how to define
telepresence in the head mounted display (HMD) VR gaming
setting due to its fast technological advancement, growing
market demand, and its applicability in various areas past
VR sport games, such as training, entertainment, education,
health treatment, etc. Previous studies have focused on different
aspects of telepresence in line with Lombard and Ditton’s (1997)
work, but this inconsistency has caused substantial confusion to
researchers. Consequently, we need to reconsider the definition
of telepresence that can be particularly applied to the HMD
VR context.

When defining telepresence in the application of HMD VR,
we need to pay attention to the notion that “being there” as
a spectator is not the same as “being there” as an actor (Kim
and Biocca, 1997; Klein, 2003; Nelson et al., 2013). In the
current upward trend of highly interactive media, VR gaming
is one of the most relevant areas that require close interactions
between technology and users to optimize gaming experiences.
It is apparent that telepresence plays a significant role affecting
sport gaming experiences, and telepresence deserves a great
amount of attention from both researchers and practitioners
to benefit consumers, the industries, and the overall body of
business knowledge.

research. In the context of HMD VR, telepresence is defined as a
participant being present within a parallel continuous streaming
digital space as if the participant was actually a part of the digital
space. We highlight the active role of VR sport gamers because of
users increasing level of autonomy in the VR environment due
to the advancing VR technology in our definition. This actor-
focused definition is grounded in Lee’s (2004) presence theory,
in which presence was defined as “a psychological state in which
virtuality of experience is unnoticed” (p. 32). Our definition can
help researchers further examine telepresence as a predictor of
brand awareness in the VR gaming setting.

According to Cummings and Bailenson (2015), individuals
may more likely perceive the virtual environment as a plausible
space and themselves as located within it if spatial cues in the
virtual environment have a logical consistency. Therefore, it is
likely that individuals feel as if they are actually playing their sport
in a stadium if the IGA is highly congruent with that sport during
game play. For example, a Cleveland Cavaliers’ fan who plays an
NBA-themed VR game may feel as if he/she played basketball
in Rocket Mortgage FieldHouse when he/she was surrounded by
various Gatorade signage’s in the virtual arena. Additionally, Bae
etal. (2020) found that the characteristics of mixed reality, which
represent presence, at cultural and artistic visitor attractions
positively affect brand awareness. This suggests that gamers may
recognize an IGA brand further when they feel as if they were in
the gaming setting.

Brand Awareness
Brand awareness has long been known as a measure of
advertising effectiveness and predictor of future sales in a variety
of settings (Aaker and Brown, 1972; Cornwell and Maignan,
1998). Brand awareness has been researched extensively in the
sport sponsorship context and the main measures typically
include consumer recall and recognition. Recall is typically
unaided and researchers ask consumers to identify the advertisers
from a website, event, or a video game without giving them
further information. For instance, a researcher may ask a
consumer who recently played a sport VR video game to identify
all of the advertisers they saw during the course of playing the
game in an open-ended format. Recognition typically requires
consumers to identify official advertisers in a multiple-choice
format from a list of actual advertisers and fake advertisers. For
example, a researcher may ask study participants to identify all
of the official advertisers after playing a sport video game from a
list of both official advertisers and non-advertisers (Pham, 1992;
Tripodi, 2001; Tripodi et al., 2003). While early advertising and
sport sponsorship research has extensively investigated brand
awareness as a measurement of advertising effectiveness, more
recent research has focused on brand awareness as a measure of
IGA effectiveness in sport video games (Cianfrone et al., 2008).
Initial IGA effectiveness studies utilizing brand awareness
were first related to digital video games on the computer and
gaming console platforms with more recent research focusing
on mobile and VR games (Nelson, 2002; Cianfrone et al., 2008;
Herrewijn and Poels, 2014; Wu et al, 2018). VR games and
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specifically sport VR games provide a highly interactive virtual
advertising platform for advertisers to showcase their brands with
IGA. As VR technology has improved, advertisers have been able
to fully engage potential customers by increasing the interactivity
of their embedded ads. For example, an advertiser in a basketball
VR game may offer gamers the ability to change their branded
shoes to a different model/color that has varying performance
attributes. One type of basketball shoes may increase a player’s
speed while another type of shoes may increase a player’s jumping
ability and if the gamer is immersed in the virtual basketball
world, they may physically feel these attributes during gameplay.
This type of advertising experience is unique to VR games and
advertising effectiveness research within VR and mobile gaming
areas have shown a direct relationship between interactivity and
brand awareness (Gao et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2014; Wu et al,,
2018).

Both Cianfrone and Zhang (2013) and Kim et al. (2008),
are seminal studies on the consumptive behaviors of sport
video gamers and their relationship to consumer behavior
of IGA. The researchers demonstrated that sport video
game sponsorships/IGA were extremely effective in improving
purchase intentions and this was especially the case for heavy
gamers and sport consumers and those with a previous interest
in the sponsoring brand. For instance, if a gamer playing a soccer
video game like FIFA was already a loyal Apple consumer, Apple
could potentially increase consumer purchase intentions with
strategically placed IGA in the game. With that being said, while
there is a good bit of research related to the effects of IGA on
brand awareness in the traditional sport video game setting it
appears that further investigation of how IGA influences brand
awareness in the sport VR video game setting is warranted.
Additionally, it may be important to examine VR gamer’s
attitudes toward the IGA embedded in games and previous brand
loyalties. Similar to the issue of too much advertising at a live
sports event, there is the potential for this negative effect with too
much IGA in VR sport video games.

Attitude Toward the IGA

Studies suggest that there is an increase in positive consumer
attitude toward advertised brands when the IGA is congruent
with the video game content (Lee and Faber, 2007; Chang et al.,
2010). Since the IGA represents the brand being advertised, a
positive attitude toward the IGA should translate to the same
toward the brand, and vice versa. How a player feels about an
IGA depends a lot on the nature of the in-game interaction and
whether it is favorable or not. This too depends on whether the
IGA enhances or impedes the gaming experience, the primary
motivation for engaging with the VR medium, in this case.
Other factors that can affect the attitude toward VR IGA
are perceived congruity of the IGA, perceived realism of the
game play, and perceived intrusiveness of the IGA. Verberckmoes
et al. (2016) showed that IGA congruity decreased perceived
intrusiveness and increased realism, both of which contribute
to a positive attitude toward the IGA. Contrary to this, other
authors show that IGA that seem out of place with respect to
other game environmental characteristics get noticed more, and
hence are better recalled, suggesting benefits for incongruity

(Verberckmoes et al., 2016). Advertisers want customers to
notice the brand, like it, and then take action toward sustained
engagement, ending in purchase for products. Incongruent IGA
may upset the player, and since brand affinity is thus a goal,
beyond awareness, perhaps as Lewis and Porter (2010) suggest a
moderately congruent IGA may serve to both increase awareness
and keep affinity positive.

DISCUSSION

Intrusiveness and Attitude Toward the IGA
Two arguments may be presented following this comment: that
experienced video game players, by being able to deliberately
block out IGA, demonstrated that they were aware (at least
momentarily) of the IGAs. One is only able to deliberately block
out what they are aware of at that given moment in time. This
should lead to great recall and recognition, but Lee and Faber
(2007) argued the contrary. An alternative argument would be
that the players are used to the game play and its environment
containing the IGA (due to repeated practice). The participant
players are thus able to block out IGAs, not because of an active
awareness, but rather an active awareness of the game and a total
lack of attention to anything not considered a part of the game.
In either case, it is unlikely that the player would have a positive
attitude toward this intrusive IGA in standard or VR game play.

Inversely, functional congruity occurs when the product
category of the IGA is an essential element of game play (Gwinner
and Eaton, 1999). This type of IGA may thus be tolerated and
be even welcomed by participant players. The characteristic
of interactivity of the IGA should be acceptable based on the
same criteria as intrusiveness, only to the extent that it is
functionally congruent. This should in turn lead to a harmonious
game experience that may contribute to a positive participant
experience, ultimately leading to an impactful attitude toward the
IGA within an immersive VR sport gaming environment.

Where IGA intrusiveness and interactivity contribute to
both a telepresence along with realism, and ultimately a more
pleasurable game play experience, the attitude toward the IGA
is expected to be positive. Functional congruity should help to
bring this result because, while advertisers may be achieving
brand promotion objectives through the IGA, they would
simultaneously be contributing to the primary goal of gameplay.
In short, with intrusiveness and attitude toward the IGA aligned
the IGA would produce positive marketing outcomes, especially
in sport VR experiences where advertisement inventory is
maximized in real life.

Interactivity Dimensions

Connectedness builds off of the Ha and James (1998) research
and refers to the feeling of being linked to the product and
company outside of the mobile or VR environments. Playfulness
emphasizes entertainment and the inner joy experienced by the
player of the mobile or VR game and is the first dimension
of interactivity that emphasizes self-communication rather than
interaction with others. The final dimension of interactivity
is interpersonal communication, which refers to the degree
to which the media platform allows users to communicate in
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a mediated, interactive environment. Additionally, researchers
believe that improvement in technology such as VR headsets
and improved graphics can significantly improve and enhance
interpersonal communication. Regardless of the ongoing dissent
related to the definition and measurement of interactivity in VR
games, researchers agree that interactivity can lead to both a
significant improvement in attitude toward an advertising brand
and brand awareness of the IGA (Gao et al., 2009).

Being able to manipulate or change in-game objects is a key
part of the interactivity of immersive VR sport experiences. An
IGA can be embedded on an object with which the user interacts,
as long as the IGA is thematically congruent with the object.
An example would be a drink label (IGA) imprinted on an in-
game drink bottle, such as Gatorade, as it will not be surprising
that a drink bottle has a label. Interactivity in the sport game
would require the user to hold, touch or change the object to
achieve hydration.

Interactivity introduces dynamism that breaks the monotony
of the normal, thus calling the user’s attention. Following the
argument that incongruent IGA’s receive superior cognitive
attention, it is therefore expected that the more interactive the
IGA, the more incongruent, and hence the greater the likelihood
that the user will interact with the object bearing the IGA, and
finally, the greater the chance that the IGA will be remembered.
In order to take advantage of the interactivity in this Gatorade
example, the user would have to pick up the bottle. But what if
the user, in the case of the bottle, does not want to drink? Offering
them incentives during game play might lead them to pick up the
bottle (interactive), what kind of incentive would they be offered
if it does not contribute to the game play objective? Having
players move aside embedded IGA objects could be regarded
as interactive play that contributes to the game objective, to
the extent that removing the barrier allows them to proceed
within game play. Further IGA research is needed to understand
how much cognitive involvement compares in this “negative-
engagement” (remove obstacle) and a positive-engagement such
as picking up to use within an immersive VR environment.

Additionally, De Pelsmacker et al. (2019) argues that
interactivity of the IGA will distract from the game play. Li (2015)
found domain experts who believe interactivity is neutral, and
that what is important is thematic congruity. According to Li
(2015), there would be no distractions when the quality of game
design is good enough to achieve thematic congruity between
IGA and the game. The limited-capacity model of attention
(Lee and Faber, 2007) suggests that VR game players have
limited cognitive resources, which they would prefer to deploy
in the primary motive for playing the game, leisure. Besides
subjective affective feelings, successful completion of VR in-game
challenges may be confirmed by the attainment of high game
scores. As Lee and Faber (2007) suggested, the more experienced
players become, the more they learn to block out IGA, which
they would regard as extraneous information toward the sport
competition objective. In the end, IGA recall and recognition are
likely to be low even in an immersive VR environment.

This research team recommends to differentiate between IGA
that is designed to be interactive by the game designer, and
whether or not it is engaged in by the user. This would be the case

of those IGAs with dynamism of mobility, but without having
anything to do with game play. From the advertiser’s point of
view, such IGAs would be more noticeable. However, since their
interactivity is not a result of user-initiated actions, it may result
in a lack of congruity, since it is an event outside normal game
play or has a lack of congruity with the sport competition. Thus,
advertiser generated IGAs might result in incongruity, and may
lead to an eventual negative attitude toward the IGA.

Implications and Future Research

This paper advances the VR sport marketing research discussion
within the literature and provides a unique IGA congruity
conceptual framework (see Figurel) that can be tested in
subsequent studies. Grounded in both the VR and sport
advertising bodies of literature, this study attempts to address
several emerging issues in the VR landscape. Additionally, as
VR gaming becomes more affordable and accessible there will be
significantly more opportunities for IGA within VR sport game
development following the 2021 Oculus VR IGA beta testing.
Consequently, the importance of studying the effectiveness
of IGA in the VR gaming setting will become increasingly
important. The VR In-Game Advertising Congruity Framework
developed through a comprehensive review of literature will
serve as a blueprint for researchers to further investigate VR
IGA effectiveness in a variety of business settings. The theoretical
framework created in this study builds off of the Pelsmacker
et al. (2019) framework with inclusion of telepresence and brand
awareness. The researchers also utilized seminal studies related
to traditional sport video game consumer behavior to verify that
this framework fits appropriately in a sport specific setting within
a VR context.

A secondary, but very important theoretical implication
of this study is a comprehensive review of the definition of
telepresence, which is key to understanding the effects of IGA in
VR games. While researchers have debated the specific definition
of telepresence for decades now, the researchers in this study
focused specifically on the interactivity aspect of telepresence
within VR. In the context of IGA within VR gaming, this involves
a feeling that the participant is actually in the digital space and the
influence of telepresence on brand awareness warrants further
investigation (Faiola et al., 2013; Herrewijn and Poels, 2014).
Again, in the context of HMD VR, this research team defines
telepresence through the literature as a participant being present
within a parallel continuous streaming digital space as if the
participant was actually a part of the digital space. As the VR
sport gaming experience continues to improve, researchers will
have additional opportunities to examine telepresence and how
we should look at IGA within the VR gaming environment space
under this cleaned definition.

In addition to the effect of telepresence on brand awareness,
the conceptual framework proposed in this study (see Figure 1)
also further examines the effect of the IGAs congruity
on brand awareness. Lee and Faber (2007) suggested four
dimensions of congruity when considering the relationship
between the product category of the embedded IGA and
the content of the game, within which it is embedded: (1)
Functional congruity is when the advertised product category

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living | www.frontiersin.org

October 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 728749


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living#articles

Lupinek et al.

Congruity of VR IGA

is used in the game. (2) Life congruity is when both the
product category and the game content are designed for the
sociodemographic group, while (3) image congruity is when
the image of both the product category of the IGA match
the same of the game focus. Finally, (4) advertising congruity
is when the IGA product category is appropriate for the
game context.

Some authors are of the opinion that congruency between in-
game elements produces a superior impact on memory (Lambert,
1980; Shamdasani et al., 2001; Moorman et al., 2007; Rodgers,
2013), especially when people have a pre-existing mental schema
against which they compare new information and experiences. A
match between the new information and existing schema, where
the former is absorbed by the latter results in a great recall of the
congruent information. The aforementioned authors found that
incongruent information has a comparatively inferior effect on
memory to congruent information, which suggest negative brand
awareness within sport VR games.

Others argue that incongruent information has a superior
effect on the memory, because the novelty and the uniqueness
of the out-of-place information make them noticeable (Heckler
and Childers, 1992; Forehand et al., 2002; Russell, 2002; Dimofte
etal., 2011). It is in the attempt to make sense of the incongruous
that the cognition becomes more engaged, and thus make it
easy to recall (Srull and Wyer, 1979; Mandler and Shebo, 1982).
Lee and Faber (2007) believed that neither of the two above
(congruency or incongruency per se) is an adequate explanation
for the recall ability of the memory. On the one hand, they argued,
it depends on the degree of either congruity or incongruity.
Higher levels are remembered more easily than low or moderate
levels. On the other hand, recall, they suggested, depends on how
much attentional or processing resources are left over after being
dedicated to the primary task e.g., an online game. Thus, in order
for memory resources to be allocated to the new information,
its incongruency ought to be particularly large in order for the
brain to undertake the cognitive elaboration to make sense of
it. The more incongruent the brand, the greater will be the
brand recall and recognition (memory). This may contradict
some traditional sport sponsorship/brand awareness research
where sponsor/brand fit is very important (Kim et al., 2008;
Cianfrone and Zhang, 2013) and further research is needed to
test the VR In-Game Advertising Congruity Framework in order to
determine the optimum line that IGA incongruity can be pushed
without resulting in a negative attitude toward the IGA within an
immersive VR environment.

The level of involvement of the player within the game can also
affect the impact of congruity on memory. Players who are more
involved, which in VR can be operationalized by the interactivity
of either the game or the IGA, will be so focused on the game that
they tend to block out any information considered extraneous,
in this case, an incongruous IGA. Thus, it is hypothesized for
future research that more experienced VR gamers should exhibit
lower recall than moderate or less involved VR gamers. For
example, experienced VR gamers playing FIFA may have high fan
identification for their selected club and be able to block out more
incongruous IGA based on familiarity with the competition and
immersive VR setting.

Considering the different ways in which congruity has
been conceptualized will be helpful in understanding the
interactions within VR, with the special characteristics of this
immersive media. Lee and Faber (2007) identified some of these
conceptualizations, which either relate to the IGA itself, or refer
to aspects of the IGA as well as the game context. They include
the relationships between the visual and the verbal elements of
the IGA; the sponsor and the advertised event; the IGA and the
context where it appears; the relationship between the modality
(the audio and the visual placements of the IGA) and the plot.

Future research needs to empirically examine each of
the variable relationships within the VR In-Game Advertising
Congruity Framework under the VR sport gaming context.
Given the multidisciplinary nature of the research framework,
its examination should not be restricted to just a sport
marketing context, and rather multidisciplinary VR efforts
will be optimal. Although the VR gaming industry has been
exponentially growing in the last few years, there is room
for improvement for both hardware and software within the
$7.7 billion USD industry (Wood, 2020) that is expected
to reach $57.55 billion USD by 2027 (Fortune Business
Insights, 2021). Multidisciplinary contribution can enhance the
collective level of understanding that researchers have about
human behaviors in an extensive range of contexts (Kim
et al., 2008). For example, collaborations among scholars in
psychology, marketing, industrial engineering, and computer
software science can produce rich findings and provide a great
deal of insights for both researchers and practitioners.

This VR In-Game Advertising Congruity Framework can be
tested using various VR games, and through group difference
testing such as ANOVA, in order to examine framework variable
similarities across different games genres (e.g., sport, action,
action-adventure, military, role-playing games, etc.). Researchers
can also utilize eye tracking built into VR HMDs such as the
HTC VIVE Pro Eye with Tobii analytical software on either
commercially available games or games in development creating
further research opportunities. For example, researchers can
develop a VR basketball game that allows IGA to be embedded
or excluded in a way to manipulate the level of intrusiveness.
VR players can be exposed to either a highly intrusive condition
or unintrusive condition while playing the game. Following
the completion of the game, the participants can complete a
VR In-Game Advertising Congruity Framework guided survey
or interview on their gaming experience, which includes IGA
brand awareness and attitude toward the IGA. Additionally,
researchers can explore framework ANOVA relationships to eye
tracking analytics measuring gamer glances on the IGA through
heat maps.

Finally, from a practitioner perspective, this study aims to
benefit video game developers and advertisers. The proposed
In-Game Advertising Congruity Framework of this study and
comprehensive literature review provide a basis for video game
developers and advertisers to make informed decisions regarding
IGA in VR video games. This work is unique as there is a
paucity of research within the literature on sport video games
and none to date within the VR sport game context. The In-
Game Advertising Congruity Framework provides practitioners
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and academics alike with a baseline to measure fandom with
respect to irrational choice of sport consumption and if purchase
behaviors extend to a VR sport gaming experience. While it is
difficult to conceptualize the role of each framework variable
without empirical evidence, the context and role of IGA in
VR reveals a unique boundary condition of existing theoretical
frameworks. Additionally, VR gamers will potentially benefit
from this study through more effective IGAs that are less
intrusive and offer gamers targeted advertisements related to
products that they may be interested in purchasing.
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