
wildfire / advergames /

A dvergames are a remarkable animal in the 
marketing kingdom. Whereas the majority of advertising 
forms are interruptive, advergames are one of the 
few examples where brands can successfully entice 
consumers to play with advertising messages, and even 
pass them on – thus sparking the fabled viral effect. 

Advergames are not new, but as every marketer seeks 
a value exchange with large numbers of consumers, their 
evolutionary zenith is nigh. The first were produced in 
the 80s for consoles, (e.g. KP Skips Action Biker on the 
ZX Spectrum 1985) and easily migrated online in the 
90s with the growth of the connected population and 
the accessibility of Flash. Online video on the other hand 
flourished relatively recently, as broadband connections 
spiked. 

Today Flash games are amongst the most commonly 
consumed online media, achieving phenomenal success 
at low entry cost. One of our most recent titles ‘Celebrity 
Pedigree’ for Triviala.com has averaged nearly a million 
visits a month since its launch in March and is still, 
according to MemeCounter, attracting 20,000 new visits 
a day, with an average view time of 10 minutes.

Despite these numbers, advergames still hold an 
erroneously low rank in the marketing food chain. Why? 

/ Advergames can be misconstrued as ‘new’ and risky, 
even though playing is as old as time. TV has only been 
around since the 1920s yet it’s a relatively easy mental 
jump to take a TV or cinema ad online and produce 
bespoke viral video content. Advergames don’t have 
a comparable established marketing form so it’s still 
perceived as ‘who dares wins’. 

/ There’s a common whine from agency-land that 
advergames are too simplistic to be a match for 
beautifully crafted campaigns. In reality, the lack of 
finesse is more often reflective of budgets than the  
medium’s nature. More importantly part of the challenge 
of, or secret to, creating a great advergame is balancing 
the client’s needs with the audience’s expectations. 
This approach didn’t come naturally to the advertising 
industry. As audiences become more empowered and 
sophisticated it’s inevitable that the potential to engage 
and entertain will become far more important. 

/  Performance figures seem too good to be true and this 
apparent over-performance breeds doubt. According 
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to Revolution magazine, only one in 10 commercial 
virals are successful, the majority will receive less than 
100,000 views and disappear into obscurity, whereas 
the average advergame receives over 1.6 million 
visits in the first three months. Advergames are often 
produced on a fraction of a commercial video budget 
so how can they perform so well? Quite simply it’s the 
unique content ecosystem that surrounds Flash games, 
and with advances in advergame tracking we are now 
equipped to fully explain advergames’ phenomenal yet 
thus far underground success. 

Population size

According to Nielsen’s June VideoCensus, there are 
roughly 1.2 billion regular consumers of online video 
out of a potential total internet population of 1.5 billion. 
TechCrunch/ComScore data shows that Flash games 
are played regularly by over 1.1 billion people worldwide 
(75% of the global connected population). 

Over seven out of 10 web users play casual games, so 
it’s fair to assume this involves (nearly) all demographics, 
not just lonely teenage boys! It’s well known that women 
play a lot of casual games; take the success of non-
branded Diner Dash or Celebrity Pedigree. We’ve noted 
games from ‘business’ brands like ABB and Chevron, 
and when AARP (a US organisation for the over 50s) 
added a games channel to its site in February 2008, 
traffic increased by 294%, with games making up 52% 
of overall site traffic, according to Arkadium, who built 
the games.

The content pool

Sticking with the Darwinian metaphor, it’s the differing 
amount of competition vying for food (the consumer) 
in the video and advergame ecosystems that is key. An 
advert on YouTube competes for attention with at least 
six other sources of content ranging from broadcasters, 
rival ads, music videos to home videos (created and 
shared in minutes) and 20 hours of new footage 
uploaded every minute! In the Flash games ecosystem, 
competition is significantly lower. It takes substantial 
effort to produce even a simple game (1-2 weeks) to 
a reasonable standard, thus avoiding an over-cluttered 
market. Other than advergames there are only two other 
common sources of content – indie/amateur productions 
and those produced by the big game portals (Miniclip.
com, Shockwave.com, etc).

The structure of the content ecosystem

As we all know, the video ecosystem is essentially 
YouTube (approx 60%), a couple of other mid-level players 
and also a high percentage of ‘pink’ (porn) sites where 
regular brands will not venture. In the Flash games world 

the structure is converse. Most people know some of 
the major games portals (approx 30% of the ecosystem) 
such as MiniClip, Shockwave and Addictinggames. But 
are brands aware of the sheer volume of mid-level quality 
games portals (over 850 making up approx 35% of the 
ecosystem) currently online, let alone the remaining 35% 
made up of hundreds of thousands of micro-channels, 
blogs and transmission through social networks and 
peer to peer? This means literally hundreds of millions of 
content hungry consumers, ready to play. 

Why is this important? Firstly it’s pretty unusual and 
represents the original democratic internet. Most major 
internet ‘channels’ are monopolised by one or two 
dominant players. Our video example is extreme but 
the same is true in other sectors; Wikipedia dominates 
reference, Facebook and Twitter dominate English 
language social networking. Advergames’ viral potential 
is huge as smaller sites take content from larger sites, 
and the very large portals sometimes take medium sites’ 

advergames_EDITED_2.indd   3 17/08/2009   10:41



wildfire / advergames / contagious     		             28 / 29

content, as the best games will drive big traffic. In our 
opinion, the most successful seeding is achieved by 
reaching mid-level sites with trusted content. This is 
where brands can achieve non-paid for positions with 
the greatest potential for viral uplift into the micro and 
macro sites. 

So, the combination of a positively-fragmented 
ecosystem which thrives on sharing content with itself, 
and a much lower density of content, almost guarantees 
massive cut-through for well executed advergames.  

Survival of the fittest

As you can see in the Content Distribution Lever 
illustration, the secret of success is overcoming 
resistance through a brilliant idea, flawless execution and 
a laser sharp seeding strategy. There is, of course, some 
natural resistance to branded games. However, if the 
game is compelling enough, consumers are happy for 
brands to deliver value. As with King of Defenders  (see 
case study) and many other branded games, results truly 
challenge the ROI of more established media forms. But 
it’s not only about massive reach numbers, the quality of 
the reach is vital too. 

Advergames offer a relatively low cost yet engaging, 
entertaining and lasting piece of content, which will 
propagate over time. Advergames are persuasive as 
they engage consumers in their down-time, hence the 
incredible click through rates – often well over 5% and 
sometimes into the 20% region. Kempt saw a 100% 
increase in pre-and post product and brand awareness 
on a major game we released for Bic last year. And, as 
people are playing, data capture requests generally yield 
double digit opt-ins. We have even carried out product 
sampling kicked off by advergame opt-ins. 

An advergame is a non-prescriptive piece of content 
which allows users to create their own brand experience. 
This builds trust, which again helps opt-in and data 
capture. They can also be used as a sales channel for the 
right quick-consideration and low price-point product. 

With careful consideration, advergames can become  
an integral part of the overall marketing funnel, driving 
awareness, consideration and word of mouth. Brands 
who have ‘dared’ have won, and many more are ready to 
see how the content distribution lever will swing as this 
highly effective species continues to evolve and rise up 
the food chain.

Chris Kempt is MD & founder of Kempt
www.kempt.co.uk 
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Content Distribution Lever

Case Study / King of Defenders /

Challenge / King of Shaves wanted to promote its 
sponsorship of English footballer John Terry during 
the 2006 World Cup through play. How could it stand 
apart from the identikit penalty and free-kick games that 
were about to be launched?

Solution / The now legendary King of Defenders game. 
The game offers simple, familiar addictive gameplay 
with a twist (players perform a header rather than a 
kick, which is the norm in most football games) eye-
catchingly retro-styled to appeal to the target, and a bit 
of humour such as the caricature of the overheating 
England manager.

Results / To the best of our knowledge, King of 
Defenders is the highest trafficking advergame recorded, 
receiving nearly 59 million visits. Its average view time 
stands at 4.49 minutes and 44.67% of users return. 
Most remarkably though, with a click-through rate of 
over 20%, King of Defenders has delivered a cost per 
click of less than £0.002!
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