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Abstract. In today’s highly competitive gaming industry, traditional advertising channels are rapidly
losing influence, especially among Generation Z players who prioritize authenticity, creativity, and
interactive experiences. This paper explores the success of Nintendo’s Splatoon franchise as a
model for community-driven marketing, focusing on how user-generated content (UGC) such as fan
art, memes, grassroots tournaments, and live-streamed events enhances brand loyalty and
engagement. Based on a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative case studies, a survey of
500 active players, and social media analytics, the findings reveal that UGC boosted brand
engagement by 42% compared to traditional campaigns and extended player retention by an
average of six months. Furthermore, platform-specific strategies, consistent brand identity, and
culturally tailored content emerged as critical moderators of marketing effectiveness. The research
also examines challenges such as content saturation and community management, offering strategic
recommendations for sustainable engagement. Ultimately, this study underscores the potential of
integrating community creativity into formal marketing strategies as a scalable, long-term approach
for sustaining brand growth in the digital era.
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1. Introduction

The global gaming industry has undergone a profound transformation over the past decade,
evolving into a cultural and economic powerhouse valued at over $200 billion, with projections
indicating an annual growth rate of 9% through 2027 [1]. This rapid expansion is driven not only by
technological innovation but also by shifts in consumer behavior and expectations. Today’s players—
especially those belonging to Generation Z—are digital natives who engage with media differently
from previous generations. They value interactivity, personalization, and peer validation, often
seeking entertainment that allows them to participate actively rather than consume passively [2].

Traditional marketing methods, including television commercials, banner ads, and print campaigns,
once dominated the industry’s promotional landscape. However, these approaches have diminished
in effectiveness as audiences increasingly turn to social media platforms, live-streaming services, and
online communities for recommendations and entertainment. The rise of real-time content sharing
means that a single gameplay clip, fan illustration, or meme can reach millions of viewers within
hours-often at a fraction of the cost of a traditional ad campaign. Moreover, trust in peer-generated
content far surpasses that in corporate messaging, making UGC a crucial tool for influencing
purchasing decisions.

Nintendo’s Splatoon franchise serves as a compelling case study for this shift toward community-
driven marketing. Launched without decades of legacy branding like Mario or Zelda, Splatoon
nevertheless carved out a unique identity built on vibrant aesthetics, innovative gameplay, and an
inclusive community culture. From customizable avatars and weapon loadouts to in-game events like
Splatfest, every design choice encourages creativity and self-expression. This has catalyzed an
ecosystem where fans produce a constant stream of UGC—ranging from high-quality fan art and
competitive match analyses to cosplay, music remixes, and grassroots tournaments.

Social media platforms, particularly TikTok, YouTube, and Twitter (now X), have amplified the
reach and impact of this content. For instance, the hashtag #Splatoon3 has garnered over 1.2 billion
views on TikTok alone, showcasing a mix of gameplay highlights, comedic skits, and creative

105



challenges. On YouTube, long-form tutorials and competitive breakdowns attract millions of views,
fostering a deeper understanding of the game and enhancing player skill levels. These interactions
create a self-sustaining engagement loop: players are inspired by the content of others, which in turn
motivates them to create and share their own.

Importantly, the community around Splatoon is not just a passive audience but an active co-creator
of the brand’s identity. Grassroots initiatives, such as fan-organized tournaments and collaborative
art projects, strengthen the emotional bonds between players and the game. Research shows that
players who actively participate in creating or sharing content are 35% more likely to purchase related
merchandise and 28% more likely to invest in downloadable content. This aligns with social proof
theory, which suggests that individuals are more likely to adopt behaviors or products endorsed by
their peers.

Another critical factor in Splatoon’s marketing success is its adaptability to different cultural
contexts. In Japan, intricate fan art and character backstory expansions resonate deeply, while in
Western markets, humor, competitive gameplay content, and meme culture dominate. Nintendo’s
ability to maintain a consistent visual and thematic brand identity across these varied expressions
ensures that even unofficial fan creations reinforce rather than dilute the brand.

Estimated Impact of Different Content Types on Splatoon Brand Visibility

Official Ads

Community Events

YouTube Fan Content

Fan Art on Pixiv

TikTok Memes

Fig. 1 Estimated impact of different content types on Splatoon brand visibility

Figure 1 illustrates the comparative influence of various user-generated content types on
Splatoon’s brand visibility. Community events and YouTube fan content show the highest
engagement impact, exceeding that of official advertisements [1].

However, while community-driven marketing offers clear advantages, it is not without challenges.
Risks include content saturation—where excessive output reduces overall quality—and potential
brand misuse in unmoderated spaces. Splatoon’s example illustrates the importance of proactive
community management, clear content guidelines, and official support mechanisms to sustain a
positive, creative environment.

In summary, the Splatoon case demonstrates how strategic cultivation of UGC can drive
measurable marketing outcomes, such as increased player retention, higher engagement rates, and
greater revenue from ancillary products. By understanding the interplay between content creation,
platform algorithms, and cultural preferences, gaming companies can design marketing strategies that
are not only cost-effective but also deeply resonant with their target audiences. This study aims to
unpack these dynamics, offering insights and practical recommendations for leveraging community
creativity in a way that fosters both brand growth and long-term player loyalty.
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2. Moderating Factors

The effectiveness of UGC in promoting Splatoon’s brand visibility and player loyalty is not
uniform; it is shaped by a variety of moderating factors that either amplify or diminish its impact.
Recognizing and strategically managing these factors is essential for sustaining engagement over the
long term. Based on survey responses from 500 active players and an analysis of over 50,000 pieces
of UGC across TikTok, YouTube, and Twitter (X), six primary moderators emerged as particularly
influential: content quality and authenticity, platform choice and algorithmic bias, brand consistency,
cultural relevance, event integration, and community moderation.

2.1. Content Quality and Authenticity

High-quality, authentic content consistently outperforms low-effort or overtly promotional
material. Survey data indicate that 78% of Splatoon players actively prefer original fan creations that
display creativity, skill, or unique perspectives. Examples include intricate digital illustrations,
innovative gameplay strategies, and humorous skits that reinterpret in-game moments. These works
often achieve viral status, generating organic reach that surpasses official promotional campaigns.

Conversely, audiences are adept at detecting inauthenticity. UGC that appears to be “manufactured”
for marketing purposes, or content that simply repurposes official assets without added creative value,
tends to receive significantly less engagement. This aligns with existing marketing research showing
that perceived authenticity is a strong predictor of consumer trust and brand loyalty [3]. In practice,
this means that brands must empower rather than control creators, providing tools and inspiration
without dictating creative outcomes.

2.2. Platform Choice and Algorithmic Bias

The distribution platform profoundly shapes the reach and effectiveness of UGC. TikTok’s
algorithm, for example, rewards high frequency posting and early engagement spikes, making it ideal
for short, humorous clips or trending challenges. By contrast, YouTube’s algorithm prioritizes watch
time and audience retention, giving an advantage to in-depth gameplay tutorials, competitive match
analyses, and documentary-style fan projects.

Our data analysis found that Splatoon TikTok posts featuring quick, visually striking gameplay
moments achieved up to 3.5 times more views than comparable clips on YouTube. However,
YouTube videos that provided educational or competitive content generated higher long-term
engagement and subscriber loyalty. This suggests that platform strategies should be differentiated:
TikTok to maximize awareness and virality, YouTube to deepen engagement and community
expertise.

2.3. Brand Consistency

A distinctive visual and thematic identity is one of Splatoon’s strongest marketing assets. The
franchise’s bold color palette, playful character designs, and whimsical weapon aesthetics are
instantly recognizable, even in fan-created works. This brand coherence ensures that unofficial
creations still function as effective brand ambassadors, reinforcing rather than diluting brand
recognition.

Maintaining this consistency is not accidental. Nintendo’s subtle influence—such as releasing
official art packs and maintaining strict guidelines on the portrayal of characters—ensures that even
decentralized creative efforts contribute to a unified brand image. In marketing theory, this aligns
with the concept of “co-created brand meaning,” where brand owners and consumers collaboratively
build a shared narrative that strengthens emotional connections.

107



2.4. Cultural Relevance

Cultural context plays a significant role in shaping UGC preferences. In Japan, Splatoon fans often
produce elaborate fan art, character backstory expansions, and thematic music remixes, reflecting
broader trends in Japanese fan culture (doujinshi, Vocaloid-style music collaborations). Meanwhile,
Western audiences gravitate toward competitive gameplay content, comedic skits, and meme culture,
which align with the region’s emphasis on humor and spectacle in online interactions.

Brands that fail to account for these differences risk misaligning their marketing strategies with
audience expectations. A culturally tailored approach, such as hosting art contests in Japan and
esports tournaments in North America and Europe, maximizes engagement by meeting communities
on their own terms.

2.5. Event Integration

Official in-game events like Splatfest act as powerful catalysts for UGC production. During these
periods, social media activity related to Splatoon doubles, and sales data shows corresponding spikes
in game purchases and downloadable content (DLC) adoption [4]. Fan-led events, such as charity
tournaments or theme-based livestream marathons, also generate significant attention while
reinforcing the communal aspect of the game.

Integrating official events with fan initiatives creates a synergistic loop: official content provides
the thematic backdrop, while fan contributions amplify its reach and emotional impact. This event-
driven engagement model can extend the lifespan of a game well beyond its initial release cycle.

2.6. Community Moderation

A healthy, inclusive community environment is essential for sustaining long-term engagement.
Unchecked toxicity, harassment, or divisive behavior can quickly erode trust and drive players away.
Nintendo’s moderation policies, including content reporting systems, clear community guidelines,
and active monitoring of official channels, play a critical role in preserving a welcoming atmosphere.

Survey data reveals that players who perceive the community as positive and inclusive are 52%
more likely to participate in UGC creation, indicating a direct link between moderation and creative
output. Effective moderation not only protects brand reputation but also fosters a virtuous cycle of
participation, creativity, and loyalty.

3. Core Pathways from Content to Loyalty

UGC contributes to brand loyalty through a progression of interconnected stages that move players
from casual awareness to deep emotional attachment and, ultimately, to active participation in the
brand’s ecosystem. This process aligns closely with the customer engagement cycle in marketing
theory, where touchpoints evolve from exposure to advocacy. In the case of Splatoon, three primary
stages—awareness, emotional engagement, and active participation—form the backbone of this.

3.1. Awareness

The first stage of loyalty formation begins when non-players are introduced to Splatoon through
highly shareable UGC. Viral content—whether a TikTok clip showcasing an epic in-game moment,
a humorous meme, or a visually stunning piece of fan art—acts as a low-barrier entry point for
audience exposure. The survey found that 41% of new Splatoon players first encountered the game
via fan-created content rather than official advertising.

Unlike traditional ads, which often carry overt promotional intent, viral UGC benefits from
perceived neutrality; it appears as organic community expression rather than corporate persuasion.
For example, a fan-made animation parodying a Splatfest event can achieve hundreds of thousands
of views without any direct call to action yet still ignite curiosity and lead to game trials. This stage
is heavily supported by social proof theory, which emphasizes the persuasive power of peer
endorsement over institutional messaging [5].
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3.2. Emotional Engagement: Building the Connection

Once awareness is established, the second stage deepens the relationship through shared
experiences and narratives. Emotional engagement emerges when players begin to associate Splatoon
not just with gameplay but with a sense of belonging to a vibrant, creative community. This is often
facilitated through recurring themes in UGC, such as in-jokes, fan theories, or milestone celebrations
like tournament victories.

Psychologically, this stage taps into self-determination theory, where relatedness—the need to feel
connected to others—drives sustained involvement [6]. For instance, during community-led charity
streams, players rally around a common cause while showcasing gameplay, merging altruism with
entertainment. Our data analysis showed that players who regularly interact with community content
(commenting, sharing, or remixing) are 2.8 times more likely to remain active in the game six months
after initial purchase compared to those who consume only official updates.

Emotional engagement is also reinforced by the game’s inherent customization features. The
ability to design unique avatars or experiment with weapon combinations creates personal investment,
which is further amplified when these customizations are showcased in UGC. Seeing one’s design
liked, shared, or incorporated into fan art fosters pride and strengthens the emotional bond to the
brand.

3.3. Active Participation: From Consumers to Co-Creators

The final stage occurs when players transition from passive engagement to active content creation.
This is the point where loyalty manifests in tangible actions such as producing gameplay videos,
organizing local tournaments, or designing fan merchandise. According to Nintendo Consumer
Insights, players who contribute UGC are 35% more likely to buy official merchandise and 28% more
likely to purchase DLC than non-creators.

Active participation not only benefits the brand through direct sales but also multiplies marketing
reach via peer-to-peer dissemination. A single fan’s Twitch stream can inspire dozens of viewers to
revisit the game, while collaborative projects—such as multi-artist zines or large-scale cosplay
meetups—serve as grassroots campaigns that extend far beyond the brand’s formal advertising efforts.

From a strategic perspective, fostering active participation means lowering barriers to creation.
This could involve providing easy access to official art assets, offering creator tutorials, or
recognizing top fan works on official channels. Recognition, in particular, plays a powerful role in
reinforcing loyalty; survey data revealed that 87% of content creators felt more connected to the game
after receiving acknowledgment from Nintendo or prominent community figures.

4. Strategic Recommendations

To maximize the benefits of community-driven marketing, Nintendo—and by extension, other
game developers—must implement structured, sustainable strategies that empower fans while
safeguarding brand integrity. The case of Splatoon demonstrates that when fan creativity is nurtured
rather than restricted, it becomes a long-term growth engine. Based on our findings, the following
recommendations offer a roadmap for amplifying the impact of UGC.

4.1. Launch a Comprehensive Creator Support Program

Nintendo could establish a dedicated “Splatoon Creator Hub” providing official assets, high-
resolution artwork, soundtrack segments, and character models for fan use. This initiative would
reduce the technical barriers to content creation, ensuring that even novice creators can produce high-
quality materials. Comparable programs in other gaming communities, such as Minecraft’s
Marketplace and Riot Games’ “League Partner Program,” have demonstrated measurable increases
in both content volume and brand-aligned visibility. Our survey data indicates that 72% of potential
creators are more likely to produce UGC if they have access to official resources, highlighting the
direct link between brand support and creative output.
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4.2. Host Seasonal Fan Contests with Tangible Rewards

Fan contests can serve as catalysts for large-scale community engagement. For example, Nintendo
could organize quarterly themed competitions—ranging from art and music creation to short
gameplay film festivals—aligned with in-game events such as Splatfest. Prizes could include
exclusive in-game cosmetics, signed merchandise, or VIP access to Nintendo-sponsored tournaments.
Importantly, these contests should feature multiple winner categories (e.g., “Most Creative,” “Best
Technical Execution,” “Funniest Concept”) to encourage diverse participation and recognize
different skill sets. Data from similar initiatives in the Overwatch and Fortnite communities shows
that contests can boost social media mentions by over 40% during active campaign periods.

4.3. Spotlight Top Fan Creations Across Official Channels

Visibility is a powerful motivator for creators. Featuring top fan content weekly on Nintendo’s
official Splatoon social media accounts and website not only incentivizes high-quality submissions
but also signals that the brand values its community’s contributions. Public acknowledgment fosters
emotional reciprocity; survey responses revealed that 87% of creators who received brand recognition
reported a stronger personal connection to the game. This practice also helps create a steady stream
of brand-consistent, high-quality content for official channels without significant production costs [7].

4.4. Collaborate with Influencers Across Casual and Competitive Segments

Splatoon’s player base spans casual fans who enjoy its playful aesthetics and competitive players
invested in high-skill gameplay. Partnering with influencers from both segments ensures broad
audience coverage. For example, collaborations with casual lifestyle streamers can introduce the
game to non-traditional gaming audiences, while competitive esports influencers can elevate its
reputation in the competitive gaming scene. Cross-promotion—such as influencer-hosted
tournaments or co-branded content challenges—can blend these segments, foster mutual appreciation
and reduce fragmentation within the community [8].

4.5. Tailor Campaigns to Regional and Cultural Contexts

As highlighted in Chapter 2, cultural preferences significantly influence content engagement.
Nintendo should design region-specific initiatives—for example, art and illustration contests in Japan,
meme challenges in North America, and cosplay events in Europe. This approach leverages existing
cultural trends, maximizing resonance and participation. Furthermore, localized campaigns can
integrate regionally relevant themes, holidays, or pop culture references, increasing the likelihood of
viral traction in specific markets.

4.6. Leverage Advanced Analytics for Strategic Adaptation

To refine UGC strategies over time, Nintendo should invest in advanced analytics capable of
tracking content performance across platforms. Key metrics could include engagement rate, share
velocity, sentiment analysis, and conversion rates from content views to game purchases or DLC
downloads. Data segmentation by platform, region, and content type would allow for targeted
adjustments—e.g., shifting focus from TikTok to YouTube for tutorial-heavy markets, or vice versa
for meme-driven audiences.

4.7. Implement Sustainable Community Moderation Practices

While creative freedom is essential, maintaining a safe and inclusive community environment is
equally important. Nintendo should expand its moderation capabilities by introducing community-
led volunteer moderation teams, providing clear escalation channels, and maintaining transparency
in enforcement actions. A healthy online atmosphere not only prevents brand damage but also
encourages continued participation; as observed in our survey, players active in well-moderated
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spaces are over 50% more likely to engage in content creation compared to those in toxic
environments [9,10].

5. Conclusion

This study examined Nintendo’s Splatoon franchise as a case of successful community-driven
marketing in the gaming industry, with a specific focus on the role of UGC in enhancing brand
engagement, player loyalty, and long-term retention. By combining qualitative case analysis, a survey
of 500 active players, this study identified clear patterns in how fan creativity can be harnessed as a
scalable marketing asset.

Our findings show that UGC-driven initiatives increased brand engagement by 42% compared to
traditional advertising, as measured by social media interactions, content shares, and community
event participation. Moreover, the presence of strong community activity extended average player
retention by approximately six months, a significant figure in an industry where many titles
experience rapid post-launch drop-off. Sales data from Nintendo’s 2024 annual report further
corroborates this effect, showing a measurable uptick in both base game purchases and DLC adoption
during periods of heightened fan activity, such as Splatfest events or major community contests.

From a behavioral perspective, the progression from awareness to emotional engagement and
ultimately to active participation was found to be central to building sustainable loyalty. Several
moderating factors were identified as critical to the success of this model, including content quality
and authenticity, platform-specific algorithmic advantages, cultural relevance, brand consistency,
event integration, and robust community moderation. Together, these elements create an ecosystem
in which fan contributions align with and reinforce the brand’s identity, while also offering a high
level of creative freedom.

However, this research also highlights potential risks. Content saturation can lead to diminishing
returns if the volume of UGC outpaces its quality, while unmanaged toxicity in community spaces
can deter participation. These risks can be mitigated through structured support programs, proactive
moderation policies, and data-driven campaign adjustments.

This study contributes to the growing body of literature on co-creation and participatory marketing
by providing a detailed, platform-specific analysis of how fan-led initiatives can outperform
traditional advertising in certain contexts. The mixed-methods approach offers both empirical
validation and practical recommendations for integrating UGC into official marketing strategies.

Limitations include the focus on a single franchise, which may limit generalizability to other
genres or markets. Future research could expand the sample to include multiple game franchises,
investigate cross-platform engagement dynamics in greater depth, or explore the long-term effects of
UGC integration on brand resilience in competitive markets.

Splatoon’s success demonstrates that in the era of social media and interactive entertainment,
players are not merely consumers but active stakeholders in a brand’s cultural footprint. By embracing
this shift and providing the infrastructure, recognition, and community framework for creativity to
thrive, companies can cultivate an engaged, loyal audience that doubles as a self-sustaining marketing
engine. For Nintendo, this strategy has not only reinforced Splatoon’s market position but also set a
precedent for how community-driven engagement can shape the future of game marketing.
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