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Abstract
This paper explores how players perceive Fortnite streamers as influencers and how 
these internal perceptions shape their experience of the streamers’ videos and their 
own gameplay. Fortnite is currently the most popular multi-platform free-to-play 
game. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted revealing that stream-
ers are, first, perceived as entertainers by showcasing high-level gameplay. Gamers 
consume this content because it is perceived as fun, relaxing, and an engaging way 
to learn. Streamers are, second, an inspiration to play by inspiring competition, col-
laboration, curiosity and commitment in gamers through their expertise in showcas-
ing the game. Finally, gamers perceive streamers as endorsers through their videos 
as skins are perceived as giving social status, the battle pass is perceived to provide 
rewards, skin choice is highlighted in the player’s game, and new game mechanics 
are promoted.

Keywords Free-to-play gaming · Gamer perception · Influencer marketing · 
Fortnite · Video game streamers · Thematic analysis

1 Introduction

Fortnite (Epic Games 2017) is currently the most popular multi-platform free-to-
play game. Fortnite is a battle royale style game in which 100 players drop down 
into a map or battleground and have to source their own weapons and armor. Players 
only have one life and therefore the focus is on survival. Fortnite is not the first bat-
tle royale style game but, its building feature, cartoon art style and gameplay, set it 
apart from the rest, resulting in its massive success today. The game debuted in 2017 
and works on a seasonal content model which typically lasts 90 days. It has seen 
stable growth and has maintained a substantial following of 200 million players, 
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generating revenue of $2.4 billion in 2018 (Smith 2019), the largest annual revenue 
for a game in history. Fortnite’s player base follows general trends in the gaming 
industry with a majority of 80% of PC players being male and in the 18-25 year age 
group (Iqbal 2018). A study conducted by LendEDU found that approximately 69% 
of Fortnite players have purchased in-game items; however most do not know these 
items do not give an in-game advantage (Batchelor 2018).

Virtual products follow the same macroeconomic principles as real-world goods 
such as demand and supply (Castronova et al. 2009). Virtual products come in two 
forms for free-to-play games, functional props that can modify gameplay and deco-
rative props that are purely aesthetic. Functional props allow gamers with little time 
and extra money to progress faster in a game and are perceived as less fair than 
decorative props that do not affect gameplay (Holin and Chuen-Tsai 2007). In the 
case of Fortnite, only decorative props are available which is another reason for its 
popularity due to perceived trueness to being 100% free-to-play.

Much like regular products, virtual products can be marketed and advertised 
through the use of streamers, gamers who showcase their gameplay online for oth-
ers to view. Streaming has become popular because it is simultaneously a form of 
entertainment but also a form of social interaction where gamers can engage with 
the community of games they like and improve their own gameplay. Due to the rise 
in popularity of streaming, some streamers have risen to amass followings in the 
millions such as Ninja with a YouTube subscriber count of 21 million. Streamers 
provide gamers with information on the latest game updates, new game mechanics 
as well as generally determine the most effective strategies in-game, often referred 
to as The Meta. With such large numbers of views, it is clear that these streamers 
exact a large amount of influence over viewers, giving relevance to their possible 
impacts, which should be studied. It is therefore important to understand how gam-
ers create these perceptions of the value of in-game items and how external forces 
shape their perception.

For these reasons, this paper seeks to expand knowledge in the field of game stud-
ies and influencer marketing by exploring how free-to-play game Fortnite’s players 
construct their perception of their favorite streamers in relation to the game itself 
and the virtual goods sold in the games online store. The following research ques-
tion is therefore addressed in this study: How do Fortnite gamers perceive in-game 
item’s endorsements in streamers’ YouTube videos?

1.1  Free‑to‑Play Gaming

Free-to-play gaming refers to a specific form of gaming where the game can be 
acquired and played free of charge. While the game itself is free-to-play most free-
to-play gaming companies encourage gamers to purchase virtual goods during play 
(Kati et al. 2014). The rise of popularity of this form of gaming has spurred research 
into its specific effects on social behavior. Research has explored this phenomenon 
from a variety of perspectives, from how virtual world economies mimic real-
world patterns (Castronova et  al. 2009), to the personal motivations and purchas-
ing patterns players have for purchasing virtual goods (Wohn 2014). A notable of 
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research has also gone into the monetization of free-to-play gaming, with Holin and 
Chuen-Tsai (2007) looking specifically at the challenges facing free-to-play games 
regarding monetization as they highlight the concept of the magic circle, in which 
game monetization elements need to be perceived as fair by players or they will not 
encourage spending.

Gamers can perceive virtual goods as items that improve play (Hamari and Leh-
donvirta 2010) or as symbols of status and achievement in the game which encour-
ages players to either spend real-world money on them or become proficient enough 
in the game to unlock them naturally (Hsiao and Chen 2016). Moving further into 
this topic Hamari et  al. (2017) explore how user experience and service quality 
encourage users to use freemium services but that they go premium because of com-
mitment to the game and intention to play more to gain more rewards. So far it is 
clear that gamer perception can be influenced by game design and the socially con-
structed value surrounding virtual goods. In this research specific focus was given 
to the main concepts relating to how in-game items shape gamers’ perception of 
achievement and enjoyment of the game as well as how these items shape gamers’ 
perceptions of their own online identity.

1.1.1  Achievement

Achievement is a notable feeling that gamers have when certain conditions in the 
game have been met (Boyle et  al. 2012), for example, completing challenges or 
unlocking new items for a character. Achievement in combination with social inter-
action is listed as one of the main motives to play among male non-problematic 
players (Kneer and Glock 2013). Feeling a sense of achievement may encourage 
gamers to spend more time playing a game (Boyle et  al. 2012) on engagement in 
video games.

Cha (2011) examined the factors and consumer characteristics that influence pur-
chase intentions of virtual goods. It was found that perceived usefulness, ease of use, 
enjoyment, security and privacy concerns influence intention to purchase virtual 
items and that gender had a moderating role on these effects. They posit that males 
with high-perceived usefulness, ease of use and enjoyment are more likely to pur-
chase virtual goods than females with similar perceptions. The perceived usefulness 
in this case can be interpreted as useful to improve the user experience thus linking 
usefulness and achievement, in the sense that the more useful the virtual good the 
more likely a user is to feel that the item helps them achieve more in the virtual 
world. As mentioned previously in order to improve in the game and seek higher 
forms of achievement gamers may watch higher-level gamers in streams or on You-
Tube. In a study by Glas (2015) it is highlighted that there is rise in-gamer stream-
ing and that the streamer is both the subject and playing the subject at the same 
time. They note that one of the uses of watching others play games is to improve 
one’s own gameplay by learning the desired behaviors from the streamer. This is 
how gamers utilize streamer videos to reach their goals and develop their sense of 
achievement. It is important, therefore, how streamers are perceived to influence the 
sense of achievement of gamers that watch their videos online.
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1.1.2  Enjoyment

Enjoyment is considered to be one of the main motivations gamers have for playing 
games, and can be described as the feeling of satisfaction or fun when playing (Park 
and Lee 2011). Previous research also shows that enjoyment does not necessarily 
rely on in-game success and it can be linked to secondary gratifications, for exam-
ple self-efficacy experiences (Rieger et  al. 2014). Hamari (2015) and Lehdonvirta 
(2009) echo this notion by stating that higher enjoyment leads to greater amounts of 
play and thus higher levels of purchase intentions over time, but that enjoyment in 
the short run does not necessarily cause purchase intention of in-game items. Com-
plementary studies (Hamari and Lehdonvirta 2010; Oh and Ryu 2007) also show 
that gamer’s perceptions are shaped by those who showcase specific game mechan-
ics, such as streamers.

1.1.3  Identity Building

Identity building in this research refers to the ways in which gamers construct their 
online identity in a game. In a qualitative study using interviews Marder et al. (2019) 
found that in-game items are usually purchased as a means of conveying online 
identity in free-to-play games. They found that items could be used to keep the game 
novel and interesting, for aesthetics, self-gratification, character dedication, reci-
procity and visual authority and social distinction. Essentially the stronger the emo-
tions of the gamer towards the game, the more likely they are to engage in identity 
building activities in order to satisfy their needs such as the need to set oneself aside 
from others in-game. However, it is interesting to note what other factors shape this 
perception, such as external references by peers or game design (Hamari and Leh-
donvirta 2010) or streamers Dux (2018). Guo and Barnes (2009) note that social 
influence plays a role in purchase intentions. This can be linked to players’ need to 
belong to a group and their feelings of reputation and reciprocity (De la Hera 2019), 
which can be both a reason for streamers to share their experiences with others, and 
gamers to try to mimic streamers. Character competency here drives gamers to pur-
chase virtual items as a means of achievement and also a means of distinguishing 
oneself from other gamers, which builds on the notion of visual authority.

2  Streamers as Influencers

The notion of influencers as a research topic has been widely explored with early 
quantitative research by Goldsmith and Clark (2008) showing strong positive effects 
for purchase intentions due to opinion leaders in comparison to traditional advertis-
ing techniques. In most cases influencers rely heavily on producing viral content. 
The nature of virality is important for this study as both content producers and con-
tent consumers follow these elements, in the sense that consumers look for relat-
able content to share and producers seek to create relatable content to be shared. In 
essence, influencers in the free-to-play game sphere are referred to as streamers, and 
streamers are seen as a source of information and entertainment by gamers. As such 
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the following sections will relate the concepts within influencer marketing to gamers 
and this adds to the theoretical backbone for this research.

2.1  Attractiveness

For this research streamers’ attractiveness refers to how relatable the streamer and 
the content that is shared is to the user. In their quantitative study Chu and Kim 
(2011) found that content from close friends or trusted sources that provide impor-
tant and or actionable information is seen as the most attractive by users. In the case 
of gaming, the greater the tie strength and relatability the more likely a gamer is to 
view a streamers content, they primarily view streamer videos to improve upon their 
own gameplay and are thus looking for streamers that are similar to them in that 
sense (Chu and Kim 2011).

Hsieh et al. (2012) proposed that the propensity to forward content is determined 
by three factors being awareness of persuasive intent, perceived humor and the mul-
timedia effect. They highlight humor and the multimedia effect (the richness of 
media content) were seen to positively influence attitudes towards shared content 
and had a higher likelihood of getting a user to share this content. This reinforces the 
statement that the more relatable the content the more appealing it is and thus the 
more attractive it is.

Nascimento et  al. (2014b) found that high-level gameplay as well as socializa-
tion factors played an important role in the viewing behavior of gamers. High-level 
gameplay satisfies both the need for entertainment and the need to improve one’s 
own level of play while engaging oneself with a community of gamers. Sjöblom 
et al. (2017) build on this view and list three dimensions which users follow when 
viewing online streams. They propose that tensions release, information seeking, 
and social/personal integration are factors that influence users’ propensity to stream. 
Tension release refers to the entertainment value of the stream as a means of reliev-
ing stress, information seeking refers to users’ desire to improve their gameplay and 
social/personal integration refers to the sense of community one gets from engaging 
in a streamer’s video and relating it to their own experience with the game. Sjöb-
lom and Hamari (2017) add an emotional dimension to this model by also identify-
ing that users seek to get emotional satisfaction from streams through entertainment 
value from high-level visually pleasing gameplay.

2.2  Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness is also considered to be a determinant for users to view an influ-
encer’s content. A study by De Veirman et al. (2017) found that perceived popular-
ity encourages trustworthiness, which touches on the notion of reputation. In this 
case, a positive reputation may encourage new users to trust the influencer faster 
than if they were not popular. In the gaming world the more popular a streamer is, 
then the more likely a gamer is to view and believe their content. Essentially gamers 
would be more likely to trust a streamer if there are perceived similarities between 
the gamer and streamer, and this will likely lead to the gamer consuming more of 
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this content as well as sharing it in their network. Greenheck et al. (2018) state that 
for messages to be perceived positively special attention should be given to ensure 
that the message content and influencer values align in order to ensure authenticity 
and trustworthiness in the audiences. Applying this line of thinking to this research 
echoes previous studies in the sense that message content, relationship to the influ-
encer and the size of the influencer impact the trustworthiness users ascribe to this 
influencer.

2.3  Expertise

One of the last theoretical constructs found to have an impact on content views of 
influencers was that of expertise. Expertise was found to be a positive influence on 
source credibility in the study conducted by Pornpitakpan (2004a), which highlights 
that perceived expertise leads to positive attitudes towards the endorser and adver-
tised good or service. In this sense expertise is linked to credibility but is also a 
separate dimension by which users evaluate influencers. In the context of Fortnite 
streamers, expertise would be evaluated by their win/loss ratio, number of subscrib-
ers and number of videos posted for example as well as their in-game strategies, 
movement and general knowledge of game mechanics. Perry (2012) and Wu (2016) 
posit that disclosure improves credibility and that higher source credibility is usually 
associated with higher perceptions of expertise.

3  Methodology

Twelve semi-structured interviews of approximately 45  min were conducted from 
April 1st -May 31st 2019. One participant opted for a face-to-face interview while 
the rest opted for online interviews. Eight interviews were conducted via Skype and 
two using Discord, a communication platform designed for gamers. The interviews 
were first conducted and recorded, then transcribed verbatim using Temi, a tran-
scription service tool. The transcriptions of each interview were uploaded into Atlas.
ti for the process of coding.

For this study thematic content analysis was be used to analyze the in-depth 
semi-structured qualitative interviews. Thematic analysis was chosen for this project 
because it emphasizes the “context of the material being analyzed and allows for 
both an inductive and deductive form of analysis” (Vaismoradi et al. 2013, p. 399) 
meaning that themes can be found based on previous literature as well as be formed 
from the current study allowing for greater flexibility in the analysis.

A systematic process of thematic content analysis was used to analyze the tran-
scripts of the 12 in-depth semi-structured interviews. First, during transcription of 
the interviews preliminary ideas for codes were noted for future use. Secondly the 
initial codes were created, interesting features of data were systematically coded 
across the data set in an exhaustive manner in order to reach data saturation (Braun 
and Clarke as cited in Vaismoradi et al. 2013). Coding was primarily theory driven, 
so the third step, searching for themes (selective codes) and sub themes (axial codes) 
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was more structured than the previous level of open coding. The data in this stage 
revealed 3 overarching themes or selective codes with 3–4 sub themes or axial 
codes per theme. The themes created were exhaustive and contained all open codes 
created.

3.1  Sampling

Interviewees were sourced using a mix of purposeful, snowball and convenience 
sampling (Flick 2007). Purposeful sampling was used because the participants of 
the research were required to be regular Fortnite gamers, and regular consumers of 
streamer’s YouTube videos. If one of the requirements were not met, the participant 
would be unable to provide the necessary understanding of the phenomena. In order 
to ensure there was equal number of female and male participants female-specific 
gaming groups were contacted through Facebook with no response. Due to this all 
participants in this research were male. However the player base of Fortnite is 72% 
male (Gough 2018), so this makes it interesting to pay more attention to male play-
ers in this specific context.

A sample table with specific information on the participants is provided in 
Table 1. The age range for this sample in this research was 21–25 years due to the 
recent popularity of Fortnite and its player demographics, which 67% of players are 
between the ages of 18–24 (Gough 2018). There were no restrictions on national-
ity as Fortnite is distributed globally and has a player base in most countries. Par-
ticipants were asked whom their favorite streamer was, which was later found to be 
linked to the amount of time they spent playing and their level of commitment to 
the game. The most frequent streamer noted was SypherPK known primarily for his 
educational strategic videos on Fortnite game mechanics and Tfue was known pri-
marily for being the top Fortnite gamer and professional player. Nickmercs was the 
third most mentioned streamer due to his comedic emphasis in his Fortnite YouTube 

Table 1  Participants’ Information

Participant Age Occupation Nationality Favorite Streamer

Rodrigo 23 Working Spanish Sypherpk
Max 24 Working Dutch/Taiwanese Tsm Hamlinz
Andre 24 PHD student Brazilian Nickmercs
Mati 24 Working Polish SypherPK
Camiel 21 Student Dutch DrDisrespect
Andrei 25 Working Albanian/Dutch SypherPK
Maxim 22 Student Russian/Dutch Nickmercs
Bartek 21 Student Polish SypherPK
Wisse 22 Student NL Tfue
Dennis 23 Student NL Tfue
Pete 23 Working USA Tfue
Kojo 24 Student South Africa Tfue
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videos, as such participants would mainly consume his content for entertainment 
purposes.

3.2  Operationalization

The interview guide was divided into eight sections, including an introductory and 
a closing section (see "Appendix 1"). The other six sections were each relating to a 
different aspect of theory: achievement, enjoyment, identity building, attractiveness, 
trustworthiness and expertise. Besides this, selected videos of the favorite streamer 
of each participant were discussed during the interview.

4  Results and Discussion

The in-depth qualitative interviews produced four distinctly unique selective codes 
generated from 94 open codes. The main themes uncovered through the inter-
views that show how streamers are perceived by gamers, Streamer as an Enter-
tainer (Sect. 4.1), Streamer as Inspiration to Play (Sect. 4.2), Streamer as Endorser 
(Sect. 4.3). Each selective code or theme consists of 3-4 axial codes or sub-themes 
that are discussed in this chapter.

4.1  Streamer as an Entertainer

Streamers are mainly perceived as a source of entertainment by gamers, and this 
is the main reason why they decide to watch their videos and follow their chan-
nel. Within this theme, we found three different motivations for gamers to consume 
streamer’s content that are linked to different ways in which this content is perceived 
as entertaining. These correspond to the three axial codes: consume content for 
fun, consume content for relaxation and consume content as an engaging learning 
experience.

Fun in the form of entertaining content is seen to be a key motivator in attract-
ing viewers to a stream and also necessary to develop a positive relationship with 
viewers. Fun is usually linked by gamers to the personality of the streamer and their 
gameplay, something that was also shown by previous research (Nascimento et al. 
2014b; Sjöblom and Hamari 2017). Humor is one way of creating fun through the 
streamer’s own personality or the content they show on their channel. Max (24), for 
example, stated that he primarily watches the streamer Nickmerc’s videos because 
“It’s just got a lot of jokes […] and when he invites other streamers and he’s play-
ing together with is also like making jokes with them and he just seems like a nice 
guy”. Conversely participants noted that when they did not agree with a streamers’ 
personality or style of presenting content they were less inclined to consume their 
videos and did not seek their advice to improve gameplay. Rodri (24), stated “If I 
don’t really like them and I don’t like what they’re saying, then I’d rather not watch 
them”. These gamers illustrate how personality is an important factor in creating 
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entertaining content, which was also stated to match gameplay in terms of impor-
tance for perceiving a video as entertaining.

Aside from just consuming content for fun, some participants also stated that they 
watched a streamer’s YouTube video for relaxation, most often after work or during 
meals. Max (24) said “That’s what I mean by unwind, to come home after a long day 
and not think about the day anymore”. In this case watching streamers’ videos is a 
form of escapism.

A majority of participants were also motivated to consume content as an engag-
ing learning experience with streamers and used their YouTube videos to improve 
their own gameplay. In this case the learning process itself is perceived as entertain-
ing. For example, Rodri (24) stated “I do like the guy, and I’ve kinda grown with 
him since I started. But in general, he is a really good builder, as a player is really 
good, strategically speaking and how he builds, how he edits and all this. So I really 
enjoy seeing that part. And actually learning from him, he does also a lot of educa-
tional videos which is also one of the reasons that I got really into this guy’s stream 
because he actually taught you how to do what he was trying, what he was doing”. 
This quote shows how the learning process itself is seen as entertainment and how 
this encourages the gamer to consume more of the streamer’s content in order to 
improve their gameplay. By packing the information in an entertaining format, gam-
ers are able to consume their content for self-improvement as well as entertainment 
and may become closer to the streamer.

4.2  Streamer as an Inspiration to Play

While the first theme shows that gamers mainly approach streamers because they 
perceived their content as entertaining, this second themes shows that watching their 
content becomes an inspiration for them to play in different ways. Within this theme 
we identified four different axial codes, that show that streamers inspire competition, 
inspire collaboration, inspire curiosity and inspire commitment in gamers; and this 
shapes their experience of the game and thus their perception.

Streamers inspire competition in gamers through their own high-level of game-
play. Gamers would watch this gameplay to use it to improve their own to achieve 
more wins and/or kills. Gamers noted that they would feel inspired to play after 
watching high-level gameplay to try and mimic the feelings they had while watch-
ing the streamer. For example Wisse (24) said: “you tend to get in like a, some sort 
of fugue state or at least get a really good focus in that kind of games [high-level] 
because you know that you can maybe possibly win or at least get a victory. And 
in those moments, you tend to really play at your best. And because he [Tfue] is 
my vision of what’s best and the way he plays, I might make different decisions on 
the basis of what I’ve seen in his videos”. As noted in existing literature, this sense 
of achievement then inspires their competitiveness amongst friends and in online 
matches (Boyle et al. 2012; Glas 2015).

Gamers who were less competitive, however, manifested that streamers inspired 
them to collaborate with friends. Many gamers noted that playing with friends or 
watching streamer videos with friends encouraged them to play more. For example, 
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Max (24), said: “I do feel like the idea of playing a game together, experiencing 
the same battles, may create some bonding moments or some team building in a 
way because we need to communicate in order to win. And when you’re not fight-
ing, you’re socializing”. In this case it was the distance separating friends as well as 
their combined interest in the streamer Nickmercs and SypherPK that encouraged 
the group to play more together and utilize what they learned from the streamer.

In other cases the streamer would showcase new game modes in Fortnite and see-
ing this would encourage gamers to try these new modes. The streamer, in this case, 
inspires curiosity in gamers by highlighting different in-game mechanics and modes 
that players can make use of. Recently Fortnite has expanded its game modes from 
the standard battle royale modes by adding a creative mode, where gamers can cre-
ate their own maps and game types to share online and with up to 16 friends. Kojo 
(24) stated that “Actually I watched Lazerbeam do it and I was like, let me see if I 
can get through this Deathrun. So, I also actually loaded it up for myself.” Here we 
see clearly how gamers are more willing to try out things based on streamers’ rec-
ommendations if there is a high level of trust, or perception of expertise.

Finally, streamers inspire commitment in gamers through their videos by con-
stantly keeping gamers in the loop with the latest game information. Streamers also 
package this information in their videos alongside humorous content that keeps 
players interested in the game. Streamers also promote the rewarding aspects of the 
game to players and show what benefits they can gain through commitment. Max 
(24) said, “I think it does a little bit. It adds to the incentive to keep playing” when 
referring to the rewards the streamer shows you and whether that keeps a gamer 
playing a game. Previous literature of influencer marketing (De Veirman et al. 2017; 
Greenheck et al. 2018) can be used to support the idea that gamers are inspired to 
commit to the game because they trust the streamer and are enticed by the rewards 
the game offers

4.3  Streamer as an Endorser

The previous two themes explained first, the reasons why gamers are motivated to 
follow streamers, and second, why they also become a source of inspiration on how 
to play. This third theme is focused on explaining how streamers’ endorsements of 
concrete virtual products or game mechanics in the game are perceived by gamers. 
This theme is formed from four axial codes being skins perceived as giving social 
status, battle pass perceived to provide rewards, highlighting skin choice in the play-
er’s game, promoting new game mechanics.

Skins are outfits for a player’s avatar that can be obtained from the Fortnite 
battle pass or purchased directly from the Epic Games store. As gamers consume 
streamer video content and become more invested in the game, they simultane-
ously also become more invested in the community skin subcultures surrounding 
the game. Wisse (24) mentioned that “some people tend to have like subcultures 
within the game, within the skins as then the soccer players are the best players, 
or the John Wick skin had some type of image around it. So, it does add to the 
game because a lot of people play it and certain people that have certain skins will 
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then get a certain image”. The interviews revealed that gamers perceived skins as a 
means of social status within the game, where certain skin choices are associated 
with concrete skills, such as the scuba skin, while others such as the default skin 
are associated with a lack of skill. Interviews also show that certain streamers like 
Tfue have changed this perception, by using the default skin and performing high-
level gameplay as mentioned by Dennis (24) “he [Tfue] would only have a default 
skin. So, you know, before he did that, whenever people saw someone with no skin, 
they were bots, you know, people would rush them because it was free kills. But 
after a while when the game was out because most people had a skin, whenever 
you saw a default skin, people would run away from it because those were usually 
the try-hards”. This notion of “try hard” was brought up by many participants and 
refers to when a gamer becomes serious and puts all the focus into trying to win the 
game. Streamers therefore encourage gamers to perceive skins as giving social sta-
tus by performing high-level gameplay in a certain skin. The streamer’s community 
then creates the status surrounding the skin and all who purchase that skin become 
associated with that status. Previous studies already showed that gamers who work 
up to a certain skin they had been looking forward to not feeling rewarded by their 
achievement (Guo and Barnes 2009) and expressed this was a key motivator for pur-
chasing the battle pass.

One of the roles of streamers as sources of information on the game is the show-
casing of the Fortnite battle pass on their channels. Streamers showcase items play-
ers can receive from the battle pass which has shaped the perception that gamers 
perceive the battle pass to provide rewards. The prospect of rewards was mentioned 
by many gamers as a motivator to play the game more and complete in-game chal-
lenges as mentioned by Kojo (24) “I realized that you can actually earn a whole 
bunch in the battle pass and you earn more than just skins in the battle pass so I’m 
like, okay cool, let me actually get the battle pass and work my way to get those 
skins”. The feeling of being rewarded was also associated with completing the in-
game challenges. Gamers noted that certain challenges available to battle pass own-
ers which unlocked specific reactive skins, skins which change appearance in-game, 
were other aspects that made the battle pass feel rewarding. Bartek (21) said “Now 
you have that reactive skins are the ones that you have challenges for. So, you know, 
you’ve got to work for, to extend your skin. So last season it was the pirate’s skin, 
I really enjoyed that one. You know, how as you progress, you know, it expanded, 
and it was even cooler”. This feeling of being rewarded and achieving rewards after 
consistent commitment to playing the game encourages gamers to play more to seek 
even more rewards (Guo and Barnes 2009), in some cases looking to streamers for 
information on how to progress.

The showcasing of in-game items by streamers not only serves as promotion for 
the battle pass but also provides information to gamers on skin choice in the player’s 
game. Most of the participants who were more committed to the game mentioned 
that they would watch a streamer’s showcase of new skins to visualize what it would 
look like in-games of their own. Going further than just aesthetics streamers such as 
SypherPK provide commentary on the skins’ playability, for instance if a skin has 
a glitch that allows it to be seen behind cover, or if it takes up too much space on 
the screen. Mati (24) mentioned, “I did catch myself wearing, you know, or buying 
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skins that I saw Sypher use and I thought they looked pretty cool on him and then I 
would to get it myself”.

Finally, gamers perceive streamers as endorsers in regards to new information 
on the game by promoting new game mechanics. The rising trend revealed in the 
interviews noted that streamers are increasingly creating unique in-game content 
and game modes and showcasing it on their YouTube channel. New game modes 
available in the Creative mode of Fortnite such as Deathruns, or end game simu-
lations are perceived as being entertaining and encourage gamers to try out these 
modes themselves. Andre (24) said, “I think they promote the game because you 
find new things, new, cool things that you can do in the game right. And um, yeah, 
they show off the games, full potential and the competitive side kind of, so that’s 
cool” whereas Kojo (24) even tried one of these new modes out himself after watch-
ing his favorite streamer LazerBeam fail to complete one. Streamers are therefore 
seen as promoting new game mechanics due to their reputation as opinion leaders 
in the industry, gamers who consume their content see these game modes and due 
to the association of the streamer being credible (Abidin and Ots 2015; De Veirman 
et al. 2017; Greenheck et al. 2018), they feel encouraged to try out these new modes 
themselves. Gamers also noted that they would look to streamers for information on 
the new “Meta” of the game. Meta refers to the most popular strategies and tech-
niques within a game; for example, when Fortnite was first released the “Meta” 
was for players to have two shotguns to avoid slow reload times. Fortnite releases 
updates bi-weekly and in these updates weapons, vehicles and items are removed 
or added which changes the Meta. Pete (23) would check Tfue’s channel to see “if 
there’s any buffed [made stronger] or nerfed [made weaker] weapons, things of that 
nature. Like what’s the new Meta really, like I’ll just see his load out and I’ll be like 
alright, I’ll see if that works with my gameplay”. Here again we can see that gamers 
are not idle recipients of messages but take the streamers advice into consideration 
alongside their own needs. If the streamer is not perceived as being expert enough 
to understand the current strategies in the game, then they are no longer seen as s 
source of information but rather a form of entertainment and thus lose the percep-
tion of expertise (Lin et al. 2018; Perry 2012; Wu 2016). However if the streamer is 
perceived as being an expert, such as Tfue, then they create the Meta, as Dennis (24) 
said, “if you watch Tfue and he’s using another gun and someone asks him, why are 
you using that gun? It’s bad, you know, and Tfue tells you it’s good and he shows 
you why it’s good, you know? That weapon becomes popular in no time just, you 
know streamers. They definitely create the meta” and so we see that the gamers own 
perception of a streamers expertise and level of trustworthiness shape the perception 
of the streamer as an endorser in relation to promoting new game mechanics.

5  Conclusion

This research set out to explore how gamers construct their perception regarding 
product endorsements in streamer’s YouTube videos. A qualitative study of twelve 
in-depth semi-structured was conducted revealing three distinct ways in which gam-
ers perceive streamers and their YouTube video content. The results show that, first, 
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gamers perceive streamers as entertainers and typically consume their video content 
because the high-level gameplay, and information provided by the streamers is con-
sidered fun, relaxing, and as an engaging learning experience. As such streamers 
are seen as the authority on in-game knowledge and their level of expertise draws in 
different types of gamers.

Second, gamers perceive streamers as an inspiration to play. Through high-
level gameplay streamers inspire gamers to be competitive and through commu-
nity engagement they inspire gamers to be collaborative, oftentimes playing with 
other famous streamers to highlight the excitement playing with friends can give. 
Being informative in their videos inspires curiosity, as gamers felt inclined to check 
streamer YouTube channels to learn new tactics and then apply this knowledge in 
games of their own. Finally, streamers inspire commitment in gamers by showing 
them the best the game has to offer and keeping their interest through humorous, 
high-level or unique content.

Third, gamers perceive streamers as endorsers as they create the environment 
where skins are perceived as giving social status by performing extraordinary feats 
while wearing a skin, gamers begin to associate that skin with skill and purchase it 
to mimic this skill in games of their own. Streamers also highlight skin choice in the 
player’s game by showcasing how the skin looks in games of their own, they allow 
gamers to visualize what they would look like in their own games and if the gam-
ers like how it looks they are encouraged to purchase it. Since streamers are seen as 
experts and in some cases ambassadors of the game they are also perceived as pro-
moting new game mechanics such as new game modes, new strategies and exploits 
for gamers to use.

Previous research on this topic focused primarily on how companies can use 
influencers to promote their brand (or on what motivated gamers to play and pur-
chase in-game items) while this research highlights a critical perspective on how 
gamers construct their perception of streamers by consuming their videos on You-
Tube. Gamers are drawn to the streamer’s YouTube as they are seeking entertain-
ment, the gamers then become inspired to play more due to the streamers’ content 
and finally they perceive elements in the streamers’ videos as endorsements which 
encourage them to try out new game modes or purchase the Fortnite battle pass or 
skins to recreate the streamers experience for themselves.

This research has built upon existing research in the field of influencer marketing 
and online purchase behavior in the context of digital video game stores by pro-
viding a qualitative outlook on the motivations gamers have when interacting with 
in-game elements. This perspective suggests that video game streamers should be 
considered in the same way as influencers in other fields, as they operate in similar 
ways. Video game streamers gain popularity in similar ways to other influencers and 
are held to the same level of constant scrutiny, whereby followers can be gained and 
lost as a direct result of the streamers’ content or performance. However, the more 
relatable and actionable the content is, the more comfortable gamers become look-
ing to a streamer for entertainment and to learn in an entertaining way. Gamers then 
become inspired to play in order to replicate what they have learned in games of 
their own, when they succeed to replicating these techniques, they become closer to 
the streamer. Once the gamer is sufficiently close to the streamer and consumes their 
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content regularly, they then perceive them as an endorser and attribute value to the 
items the streamers use in their videos. Therefore existing theories on trustworthi-
ness (Chu and Kim 2011; Nascimento et  al. 2014a; Sjöblom et  al. 2017), attrac-
tiveness (De Veirman et  al. 2017; Greenheck et  al. 2018; Pornpitakpan 2004b) 
and expertise (Lin et al. 2018; Perry 2012; Wu 2016) all contribute to motivations 
to watch a streamer and believe in their content. Whereas the existing theories on 
achievement (Boyle et al. 2012; Guo and Barnes 2009), enjoyment (Hamari 2015; 
Hsiao and Chen 2016; Wu and Liu 2007) and online identity building (Guo and 
Barnes 2009; Marder et al. 2019; Park and Lee 2011) what factors may shape a gam-
er’s perception in regards to in-game items and mechanics. As such this research 
serves a bridge between game studies and influencer marketing studies as it sits in 
the intersection between determining how gamers construct the perception of their 
favorite streamer and how this perception shapes their behavior towards in-game 
elements.

Besides this, this research explains how gamers develop closeness to the streamer 
and how this encourages them to watch more of this streamers content that was also 
seen as a motivator to play more. If the inspiration to play is not managed, gamers 
can become very invested in the game and overtime become encouraged to purchase 
items from the in-game store as they strive to imitate their favorite streamer. Skins 
were perceived as improving play due to the association of the skin and streamer, 
where gamers noted that they felt they played better after purchasing skins with a 
certain in-game cultural connotation. Left unchecked this could encourage new gam-
ers to make more purchases within the online store to gain a sense of achievement 
and feel more confident while playing. However, this may create negative experi-
ences for gamers when their skill does not improve despite the purchase of new 
skins falsely perceived to improve play. Streamers are perceived as endorsers and 
so should be regulated and forced to disclosed advertising intent in the same way 
other brands do when producing content on YouTube. With more disclosure regard-
ing advertising, gamers can be informed that they don’t just watch the streamer for 
entertainment or learning but that they are simultaneously having items promoted to 
them while being entertained.

This research is also socially relevant to video game developers as it provides a 
thick description of how gamers perceive the game mechanics, video game store and 
virtual good design in ways that encourage play and purchase as well as the shar-
ing of user generated content with other gamers, such as the case with the Fortnite 
(2017) creative mode. Video game developers, specifically Epic Games could utilize 
insights in this research for developing more game modes that cater to the motiva-
tions of specific gamers, making the game more inclusive and possibly expanding 
the player base.

This research had several limitations. There was a limitation in regards to sam-
pling as only males were found for the interviews due to the sampling being done 
through the researcher’s personal network. As such the results highlight the spe-
cific experience of male Fortnite gamers who account for approximately 80% of the 
player base, leaving 20% undetermined. Therefore, if the research was to be con-
ducted again, specific attention should be given to ensuring female Fortnite gamers 
are included in the sample. The gamers interviewed were similar in age ranging from 
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21 to 25, which again represents 80% of the FortNite player base, however there is 
a substantial percentage of the population below this age and they most likely have 
a very different way of perceiving streamers, which presents another limitation and 
opportunity to further this research.

To ensure future validity further research should seek to quantify this influence 
on a larger scale and in different types of game. As this research focused on the 
specific case of Fortnite it would be interesting to explore if similar results would be 
found in gamers of pay-to-play games, as the free aspect served as a primary motiva-
tor to initially get gamers interested in the game.

Similarly, research could be conducted on what virtual goods appeal most to 
gamers and why in order to develop legislation on a safe means to allow children to 
play these games without fear of falling victim to subliminal advertising techniques. 
The video game industry has exploded in terms of its revenue and so must be com-
plemented by ethical checks to ensure it remains a safe form of entertainment.
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide

Informed Consent Intro

• What is your name?
• How old are you?
• Do you study or work at the moment?

• If study: What do you study?
• If work: What is your profession?

• How much would you say that you play FortNite?
• Why do you play?

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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• Do you watch streamers on YouTube or any other platform?
• Who?
• How often?
• Why?
• Have you bought a FortNite battle pass or items from the online store?

• If yes:

• How often?
• Which was the reason you bought (a certain item)?

Attractiveness

• What makes you want to watch your favorite streamer’s content?
• What about their personality? How important is it for you?
• Is the physical appearance of (streamer) something that you pay attention to?
• What would make a streamer unattractive to you?

• What wouldn’t you like them to do or say in their videos?

• Why would you not follow a certain streamer?

Trustworthiness

• Would you say that you trust (streamer)?

• If yes: How long would you say that you have trusted this streamer’s content?

• Do you consider him to be a reliable source of in-game strategy information on 
FortNite?

• How do you value the information that he provides on the use of in-game items, 
loot locations and challenges?

• Do you remember a specific example?

• What other type of information do you expect this streamer to provide you with?
• Is there a reason why you would not trust a streamer?
• Do you remember a concrete example in which you did not trust something that a 

streamer said?

Expertise

• Let’s look at a video of your favorite streamer. (Watch selected video with inter-
viewee)

• What do you think of this segment here? (Show video clip of high-level game-
play of favorite streamer)

• Do you think the streamer is knowledgeable about FortNite?
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• How does the streamer stand out from other streamers you watch in relation to 
their knowledge of the game?

• What actions should be taken for the streamer to be considered an expert?
• Would you say he is an expert?

• Why?

• Does the fact that he is an expert matter to you?

• Why?

• Have you tried to learn from the streamer?

• In what ways?

• How did that influence the way you felt about the streamer?

Achievement

• How does playing FortNite make you feel?
• Why do you do it?
• How do you feel when you complete a challenge in FortNite?

• Did this change when you have or didn’t have the battle pass?

• Were you able to complete challenges with advice from your favorite streamer?

• Do you remember a concrete example?
• How did this make you feel about the streamer?

• How does having access to battle pass content make you feel?

• Do you think it allows you to play better?
• Why?

Enjoyment

• Can you recall a moment where you were watching a streamer and you enjoyed 
his video?

• If yes: Can you describe what was happening and why you liked it?
• Have you ever recalled this experience when you were playing?

• How does the streamer use items such as vehicles and building objects in his vid-
eos that you enjoy watching?

• Why does this bring you joy?

Identity Building

• Do you like the outfits your streamer’s avatar wears?
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• How does your own avatar look?

• Can you please describe?
• How is this related to the way that you feel when you are playing the game?
• Do you like the way your avatar looks?

• Do you choose the way your avatar looks based on recommendations of the 
streamer or the way his avatar looks?

• Why?

• Did you notice a change in your feelings when you got new items for your ava-
tar?

• How did this change from feelings you had before?

• Tell me about your items and player set up in FortNite?

• Why did you choose these items?
• Do you think the streamer influence your decision at all?

• How important are in-game items from the store to you?

• Why?

• What makes an item stand out to you?

• Have you seen this item used by the streamer?

• Do you think an item is more valuable if you see your favorite streamer using it?

• Why?
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