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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Ensuring effective brand management and strong relationships with consumers is
particularly important in the video game industry because it relies heavily on
established brands for sales from continuations, extensions, and tie-in merchandise
(Burgess & Jones 2020). The extant video game brand management literature has
investigated brand continuations in the video game industry (Butcher et al. 2017), and
video game brand communities (Burgess & Jones 2020; Weijo et al. 2017). However,
there are important aspects of video game brand management that remain under-
explored such as brand authenticity, which is how a brand being perceived by its
consumers as dedicated to ideals and having a core set of values (Johnson et al. 2015).
These ideals and values are created by stable, consistent brand behavior (Moulard et al.
2015), and are thus co-created by consumers and brands (Preece 2015). Behavior that
consumers perceive as being inconsistent reduces their perceptions of brand
authenticity (Fritz et al. 2017). This research explored how players evaluated the brand
authenticity of a long running, active and successful video game series to begin to
address the lack of video game brand authenticity research as well as answering calls
to better understand the video game industry from a business perspective (Alpert 2007,
Teng 2017).

There are many positive effects that result from consumers’ perceptions of brand
authenticity including increased credibility and trust (Moulard et al. 2015; Schallehn et
al. 2014), awareness and perceptions of quality (Lu et al. 2015), greater emotional
bonds between consumers and the brand (Fritz et al. 2017), and increased feelings of
belongingness (Guévremont & Grohmann 2016). However, the internet and social
media have enabled consumers to disseminate what they believe are core and authentic
values for brands faster than ever before (Preece 2015). Among the biggest challenges
for a brand to maintain authenticity is to consistently conform to consumers’
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expectations of brand behavior (Athwal & Harris 2018), which are based on the brand’s
previous behavior.

This research utilized The Sims 4, launched in September 2014, as the research context
due to the game being a continuation of the long-running successful The Sims series
first launched in 2000. Between May 19 and May 24, 2020, 14 threads were created on
the r/theSims subreddit and identified as sources of data for this research. These threads
discussed the quality and value of players’ purchasing decisions regarding The Sims 4,
the features that were missing, and the content that The Sims 4 downloadable content
(DLC) contained. These threads were selected as they were likely to contain
commentary explaining how consumers evaluated The Sims 4 game and its authenticity.
The threads contained 2194 comments that were downloaded using a custom python
script.

The research design involved a case study approach, which is appropriate when the
researcher needs to understand the particular and important contextual conditions in a
case, as in this research (Yin 2014). The methodological approach to the data involved
qualitative analysis because it is considered a particularly appropriate method for
investigating online communities (Kozinets 2002). Thematic analysis, following the
guidelines and methods established by Braun and Clarke (2006), was used to explore
the major themes arising from the analysis of the data. The analysis also involved the
researchers taking on the role of active story interpreters, which requires immersion in
the context surrounding the data to explore and decode it, and the cultural insights of
the phenomenon being investigated to ensure a valid analysis (Reid & Duffy 2018).
The software program, NVivo, was also used to aid the traditional human interpretative
approach (Arvidsson & Caliandro 2016) to code all of the comments. Comments were
returned to and re-examined to refine codes and groupings as the analysis progressed
and to consider their collective meaning. All of the comments were first read before
analysis commenced to ensure appropriate familiarization.

The analysis revealed that posters felt that The Sims 4 did not feel like a true The Sims
game because it lacked features that were standard in previous games, and so it was
commonly called “unfinished’ by posters. The removal of expected, core features was
deemed so impactful that it led to evaluations that the game could not be considered
complete until these features were added. Furthermore, posters deemed the game
unenjoyable to play unless expansions containing these features were purchased. For
example: ‘The base game should be full and in depth on its own and DLCs should just
be extra add on. Not required for it to be slightly enjoyable’. Due to the lack of
perceived value and missing features, The Sims 4 was even described as lacking ‘soul’
or ‘heart’ and being a ‘cash cow’. Thus, the posters can be understood as viewing The
Sims 4 as an inauthentic The Sims game. It did not align with consumers’ expectations
and consistency (Athwal & Harris 2018) regarding gameplay features established and
present in previous games (Fritz et al. 2017), and as a result, consumers deemed it to
lack brand authenticity and value.

These results underscore the need for video game developers and brand managers to
maintain authenticity, even if they are working on a video game brand that had built up
brand authenticity over a long time as The Sims brand had done. Consumers evaluated
The Sims 4 authenticity by considering the features in the game that were deemed to be
core and thus required for the game to be evaluated by them as authentic and they found
it wanting when compared to prior, authentic The Sims releases. Therefore, even video
game brands that have been deemed authentic in the past must ensure during the
planning of any new brand extensions and continuations that they will be evaluated by
consumers as authentic, and gameplay features and design contribute to evaluations of
brand authenticity. Developers must ensure they remain in touch with their player-bases
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and understand what they perceive to be required game features for authenticity. An
evaluation of inauthenticity by consumers is important to avoid as it can adversely
affect a brand, as this research demonstrated, by resulting in consumer dissatisfaction
and negative word-of-mouth.
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