Proceedings of the 7th International Conference on Economic Management and Green Development
DOI: 10.54254/2754-1169/44/20232175

The Impacts of Online Reviews on Consumers’ Purchase
Intention of Video Game Items in China

Qianhui Hou!*"

ISchool of Politics and Public Administration, South China Normal University, Guangzhou,
Guangdong, China, 510000
a. Hougianhui@126.com
*corresponding author

Abstract: As an important vehicle for audiences to gain information about video game items,
online reviews have been wildly leveraged by game developers to conduct influencer
marketing to promote game items in China. However, the commercial nature of sponsorship
could threaten the perceived trustworthiness of influencers and online reviews. To achieve
this, a valid sample of 289 Chinese game players was collected through the questionnaire
survey, and experimental research with a between-subject design was conducted to compare
the purchase intention of video game items in different consumer groups that were exposed
to three types of reviews. The study’s key finding is that sponsored influencer reviews will
lead to lower consumer purchase intentions, compared to both user-generated reviews and
influencer reviews.

Keywords: Video game, Purchase intention, User reviews, Influencer marketing, Sponsorship
disclosure

1. Introduction

The global video game market has been undergoing rapid growth, with an anticipated CAGR of
12.9% from 2022 to 2032. The market size was estimated to increase from US$ 195.65 billion in
2021 to US$ 743.21 billion in 2032 [1]. Among all the regional segments, China was also estimated
to be the country generating the most revenue from the video game market in 2023 [2]. Moreover,
the purchasing power of Chinese gamers is relatively higher than that of general global gamers [2].
Therefore, it merits investigating the video game marketplace in China.

Furthermore, Video games rely heavily on the digital marketplace for distribution and promotion.
Specifically, after comparing the distribution patterns of physical and virtual goods in Chinese video
games, Li et al. recognized that the transmission capability of virtual goods is affected by information
flow and e-commerce rather than locations and traffic [3]. Meanwhile, video game items could be
categorized as experience goods, which emphasizes that consumers have little knowledge of product
quality before purchase [4]. In this sense, online reviews are regarded as a way to introduce, showcase,
and promote video game items with engaging information so that consumers can learn more about
the goods in advance.

Typically, reviews of video games can be divided into two types based on the information source,
namely user-generated reviews and influencer reviews [5-7]. Compared to ordinary users, influencers
are perceived to be more trustworthy and credible because they are experts and experienced in the
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specific area, and have a high level of source credibility [8-9]. Therefore, influencer reviews are
identified as outweighing ordinary user-generated reviews in the video game domain [5].

However, the commercial nature of influencer marketing could threaten the authenticity and
trustworthiness of influencers [10-11]. Previous research has wildly examined the possibility that
sponsorship disclosure could negatively influence consumers’ responses, such as purchase intention
[12-13]. However, despite the growing scholarly efforts to explore the effects of the threatened
credibility of influencers and sponsorship disclosure, few researchers have previously investigated
this perspective in the video game domain.

Therefore, to fill up the research gap, this study sheds light on comparing the effects of 3 different
kinds of reviews on consumers’ purchase intentions for video game items. The research objective is
to compare the purchase intentions of different consumer groups toward game items when exposed
to specific types of reviews. The findings are expected to make academic contributions regarding
influencer reviews in video games and to have practical implications for game developers to
maximize influencer marketing strategies on consumers’ purchase intentions.

2.  Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. The Impacts of Online Reviews
2.1.1.User-generated Reviews.

User-generated reviews feature authenticity and readability. user-generated content is expected to be
more authentic and self-expressive than mass-media creation, which relies heavily on the advertiser
and is full of promotional artifacts [ 14]. Santos et al. also recognize that user reviews are less technical,
more readable, and more emotional compared to expert critics of video games [7]. In this way, the
review content can be relatable to major audiences.

In the video game domain, previous research has confirmed that online user reviews could
positively influence the success of game items. Specifically, Brunt et al. identify that user-generated
reviews with a high-quality indicative tag exert a positive impact on the new demand for games [15].
Cox & Kaimann found that consumer reviews are positively correlated to sales of games [5]. This
argument is also supported by Zhu & Zhang’s findings that indicate an increase in online reviews is
especially beneficial for games with low sales and games targeting consumers with greater Internet
experience [16]. Meanwhile, Adigiizel sheds light on the positive effects of different forms of
reviews, including both video reviews and textual reviews on video game sales [6]. The researcher
also highlights that consumers’ engagement in video reviews, such as the number of video views,
likes, and dislikes, also has a positive influence on sales [6]. In sum, all these findings provide a basis
for examining online user reviews and consumers’ behavioural intentions.

2.1.2.Influencer Reviews.

Influencers highlight their capability of affecting consumers’ purchase decisions, and the extent of
influence is determined by the level of vested interest and expertise [17]. In this way, a high degree
of expertise and a low level of vested interest could lead to a high extent of influence [17]. Moreover,
as Web 2.0 technology facilitates social networking, influence is no longer exclusive to the elite, and
it can also grow from the bottom up [17].

Usually, in the video game community, users gradually gain social capital (i.e., community
position) through their contributions to or participation in the game community, such as exchanging
valuable information including game reviews, leading community activities, or regulating guilds [18].
With social capital increasing in the community, users can grow as influencers. Influencers are the
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third-party without much vested interest in providing expertise on video game reviews [17]. They
could reduce information asymmetry, which is caused by the experiential nature of video games [4].

Influencers’ influence can also be explained from the perspective of source credibility. Expertise,
trustworthiness, and physical attractiveness as the major determinants of perceived source credibility
[19]. Therefore, compared to ordinary users, consumers’ perception of source credibility toward
influencers could be higher because of their sufficient knowledge and experience in the game and
game community. Moreover, by testing the effects of different factors, including valance, volume,
and consistency of reviews, researchers also identified influencer reviews as the determinant of game
sales [5-6]. Other research also demonstrates that influencer reviews could predict the video game’s
reputation in the long term [7].

2.1.3.Sponsored Influencer Reviews.

Though influencer reviews are perceived to be trustworthy and credible, sponsorship in influencer
reviews could threaten the authenticity of influencers and brands [10]. Behavior driven by intrinsic
motivation and external stimuli such as rewards or threats could facilitate the perception of
inauthenticity [20]. Following this theory, research has confirmed the negative effects of sponsorship
disclosure on consumers’ behavioural intentions, including the intention to engage in word-of-mouth
and the intention to purchase [12-13]. Similarly, the commercial orientation of the post will negatively
impact influencers’ trust, post credibility, interestingness in the content, and willingness to search for
more information about the product [11]. However, sponsorship compensation justification was
found to create more positive consumer attitudes toward influencers and increase source credibility
compared to a sponsorship disclosure without justification [21].

The perspective of sponsorship disclosure negatively influencing consumers’ responses is also
expected to be applied in the video game domain. As games are categorized as experience goods,
consumers rely on digital word-of-mouth to gain information about the quality of the game, and
therefore, could be experienced in exploring video game reviews.

According to Vrontis et al.’s systematic review of influencer marketing, research themed as
sponsorship disclosure and consumer outcomes is weighted as 18% of the total reviewed scholarly
work [22]. Though marketing researchers stress academic efforts in sponsorship disclosure, there is
currently a lack of applying this perspective to the video game context.

2.2. Hypothesis Development

Based on the literature review, this study infers that different types of reviews could exert different
influences on consumers’ responses. Specifically, the research hypotheses are as follows:

H1: Compared to user-generated reviews, consumers exposed to influencer reviews have a higher
purchase intention of video game items.

H2: Compared to influencer reviews, consumers exposed to sponsored influencer reviews have a
lower purchase intention of video game items.

H3: Compared to user-generated reviews, consumers exposed to sponsored influencer reviews
have a lower purchase intention of video game items.

3. Research Methods
3.1. Study Design

To achieve the research objective and examine hypotheses, the research adopted a between-subject
experimental design to collect data from an online questionnaire survey. There were three condition
groups: the user-generated review (UGR) group, the influencer review (IR) group, and the sponsored
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influencer review (SIR) group. To specify the research subject and make a difference from the other
two types of reviews, SIR was formulated as influencer review content that revealed sponsorship.

First, instructions about the survey process were given, and informed consent was ensured.
Second, within each group, participants were asked to read the textual scenario that contains a game
item review posted by either a user, an influencer, or a sponsored influencer. Then they could
complete the questionnaire.

Though UGR and IR were intended to be designed as non-commercialized and purely voluntarily
posted, participants might still suspect the commercial intention of the review. Therefore, to avoid
potential variables that affect the dependent variable, a manipulation check question was included to
check whether the condition in each group was successfully manipulated. Among the three condition
groups, participants should answer whether the user was sponsored by the game developer. And those
who did not pass the manipulation check were ruled out of the samples. Specifically, samples in the
UGR group and in the IR group that selected “yes”, and samples in the SIR group that selected “no”
to answer the manipulation check question were excluded.

3.2. Participants

A total of 537 Chinese participants who were familiar with video games and used game forums once
were recruited partially from an online panel via a Chinese questionnaire company. The sample data
was valid, and there was no missing value.

3.3. Experiment Manipulation

In each group, the experiment stimulus was designed as a scenario that provides a textual review of
a game item (a newly launched game character card) posted by a specific type of post creator in a
game community. To increase the internal validity of the research and minimize the potential
confounding effects caused by respondents’ past experience with real games and game items, all
game-related information was fictitious, including the game item, the video game, and the game
community. Specifically, an action role-playing game was chosen as the game type in the experiment
scenarios because this type took the largest market share in Chinese mobile games in 2022 and thus
gamers were more familiar with this type [23].

Among the three groups, the study only manipulated the condition of the post creator (user,
influencer, or sponsored influencer) while remaining other information unchanged. The UGR
scenario highlighted the user at level 1 and with three followers, while the IR scenario and SIR
scenario highlighted the VIP user at level 99 and with 5 million followers. Meanwhile, in the SIR
group, the textual review also disclosed the sponsorship from the game developer in a brief
description. Before reading the review sample of the game item, participants were exposed to an
introduction to the game community and the video game.

3.4. Survey Design and Measurement

The questionnaire survey is comprised of two parts of questions. The first part includes the dependent
variable, intention to purchase the game item, recorded on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 =
strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The variable was measured by Park & Lee’s 3-item scale, i.e.,
“I intend to buy the game item in the future”, “I predict that I will buy the game item in the future”,
“I hope to buy the game item soon” [24]. The Cronbach’s a value of this variable was 0.89. The
second part includes demographic questions (such as age, gender, and status) and game-playing-
related questions (such as years that have been spent on game playing, and annual expenditure on
game items).
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4. Result
4.1. Statistic

Regarding sample demographics, 64% of respondents were male, and the majority were young people
aged between 20 and 25 (45%). This indicates a representative sample of the population, as the
majority of Chinese gamers are males [2], and aged below 24 [25]. Meanwhile, 54% of participants
reported themselves as having a job, compared to 26% of participants reporting themselves as
students. Most of the participants were mature game players who played video games for 4 to 6 years
(42%) and spent an average of 301 yuan to 600 yuan (29%) or more than 900 yuan (23%) on game
items per year.

4.2. Hypothesis testing

In this study, a one-way ANOVA was used to examine the effects of different types of reviews on
consumers’ purchase intentions for video game items. The result of the homogeneity test of variance
shows that for intention to purchase, the significance P value is 0.758, which does not show
significance at the level and cannot reject the null hypothesis. Therefore, the data meets the
homogeneity of variance requirement. The results are displayed in Table 1.

Table 1: Test of Homogeneity of Variances

user-generated reviews influencer reviews sponsored influencer reviews
(n=109) (n=89) (n=91)
intention to purchase 1.261 1.214 1.358 0.278 0.758

F P

The mean values of user-generated reviews and sponsored influencer reviews on intention to
purchase are as follows: 4.098%/4.217*/3.685*; The P value of the ANOVA result is 0.014%*<0.05,
so the statistical result is significant, indicating that different reviews have significant differences in
intention to purchase. After that, the LSD method was used to compare the user-generated reviews
and sponsored influencer reviews, with P<0.05, indicating a statistical difference in intention to
purchase between the two groups. Consumers exposed to user-generated reviews have a higher
purchase intention of video game items than sponsored influencer reviews, which supported H3. It is
found that in the comparison between influencer reviews and sponsored influencer reviews, P<0.05,
there is a statistical difference in intention to purchase between the two groups. Consumers exposed
to influencer reviews have a higher purchase intention for video game items than sponsored influencer
reviews,which supported H2. The results are displayed in Table 2.

It is also found that the comparison between user-generated reviews and influencer reviews,
P=0.51, there was no statistical difference between the two groups. Thus,H/ was rejected.

Table 2: A one-way ANOVA test of the marketing effect of different types of reviews

user-generated reviews influencer reviews sponsored influencer reviews F P
(n=109) (n=89) (n=91)
intention to purchase 4.10+1.26a 4.22+1.21b 3.67+1.36 4.364 0.014**

Note: a different from the sponsored influencer reviews group at P=0.022;b different from the sponsored influencer reviews group at
P=0.01
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5. Discussion

The results of the present study showed that while sponsorship disclosure will significantly reduce
consumers' purchase desire, consumers exposed to user-generated reviews and influencer reviews
will have a higher purchase desire than those exposed to sponsored influencer reviews.

6. Conclusion

This study aims to compare the effects of user-generated reviews, influencer reviews, and sponsored
influencer reviews on consumers' intention to purchase video game items. The results suggest that
game developers and marketers should consider using user-generated or influencer reviews instead
of sponsored influencer reviews to increase consumer purchase intentions for video game items.
When using influencer marketing strategies, game developers and marketers should carefully design
online review marketing campaigns to communicate the product information to the public as
truthfully as possible, so that consumers can trust the product information in the advertisement,
thereby increasing their purchase intention of video game items. While avoiding disclosing
sponsorship information to the public, covert marketing can be used instead of overt marketing to
maximize the effectiveness of marketing activities.

In addition, this study also has some limitations.First, this study only focuses on the impact of
reviews on consumers' purchase intention, and does not examine consumers' actual purchase behavior.
Second, this study only studies the influence of a single evaluation on consumers' purchase intention,
and does not consider the influence of multiple evaluation combinations. More research is needed to
verify consumers' purchase intentions when multiple review types are stacked.
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