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Going Back in Time and “Home” 
 

By Julia Hiltscher and Tobias M. Scholz 
 

 
Most of the time, we start the eSports Year-
book by mentioning that it was a turbulent 
time, and last time we said that it feels like 
Groundhog Day, but this edition feels differ-
ent. We are during a pandemic and many of 
you experienced some form of a lockdown. 
For us, the first time we realized what is hap-
pening was in eSports. It was when ESL was 
forced to prohibit an audience at their event 
in Katowice. An event that was built around 
the vibrant eSports community was suddenly 
empty. In the light of this event, we chose a 
cover picture that grasps this emptiness of an 
eSports event in times of a pandemic. 

Though, eSports was capable of dealing with 
the pandemic better than most communities 
and industries. This was primarily because of 
the inherently digital nature of eSports and 
you could say eSports did eSports like a dec-
ade or two decades ago without fans and 
from home. Playing from home became the 
new normal for an extended period of time 
and only slowly eSports is opening up to an 
audience. 

One of the first events in sports was the 
League of Legends World Championship in 
China, becoming a best practice for creating 
a bubble that was later seen in the NBA and 
others. The time showed that eSports was 
more resilient than any other community, but 
eSports was not a winner but lost the least. 

The pandemic dampened the general hype; 
furthermore, it led to a reevaluation of  
eSports in all its facets. Topics like mental 
health became more important as well as the 
issues concerning the business model with 
many eSports companies. On top of that, 
stakeholders in eSports realize that they im-
pact the ecology as well. Thus, the topic of 
sustainability emerges amid the pandemic. 
Although eSports has to address economic 
and social sustainability, ecological sustaina-
bility may be postponed. Still, we do believe 
that we will see some contributions in the 
next eSports Yearbook on that topic.  

In this year, we see contributions to eco-
nomic sustainability. Lisa Völkel addresses 
the dynamic capabilities of professional  
eSports teams and how they are adapting to 
new developments. The team surrounding 
Bruno Duarte Abreu Freitas tackles the 
power of the video game publishers as a 
threat to potential sponsors. Tobias M. 
Scholz discusses the topic of intercultural 
teams in eSports and how they impact the 
success rate. Finally, Kaitlin Armstrong in-
troduces Pokémon eSports and how it uses 
gratification to create a community for this 
franchise. 

In terms of social sustainability, we see the 
discussion about the social niche of eSports 
and how it addresses the mass or grassroots 
audience. Timo Schöber looks at Germany 
on that. The topic of Olympic and eSports are 
debated from a moral perspective by 
Neslihan Filiz. Gaylor Rabu gives some in-
sights into French law and the need – or not 
– for state recognition. Finally, Memduh Ko-
cadağ focuses on the challenges of being an 
eSports athlete. 

Finally, Jadeite Jackson discusses the risks in 
eSports and highlights the necessity for 
stakeholder responsibility in eSports, thereby 
linking towards sustainability. 

Yours, 

 

Julia Hiltscher (Christophers) & 

Tobias M. Scholz 

 

... keep on gaming! 

P.S. Although there is seemingly a consensus 
to write esports and not eSports, we will stay 
with the path we chose a decade ago with the 
first eSports Yearbook. More importantly, 
Julia’s and Tobias’s first project together in 
2004 was also writing eSports, so for us, it is 
tradition. 



Julia Hiltscher was born in 1983 in Westerstede, Germany. She established eMAG – an online 
eSports magazine – with Tobias Scholz in 2004. She has been a working student at the Electronic 
Sports League since Feb. 2006, achieved her Master of Arts degree in International Comparative 
Literature and Media, English and German at Bonn University in June 2009 and has been working 
at ESL since. As Head of Sustainability she manages the sustainability projects of the ESL and is 
eager to make the ESL carbon-neutral. She can be contacted at: julia.hiltscher@googlemail.com 

Tobias M. Scholz is currently holding a position as a Post-Doctoral Researcher at the University 
of Siegen. After graduating from universities in Germany and the U.S., he has worked as a research 
and teaching assistant. His field of research is human resource management and organizational 
behavior. In 2018 he initiated the University of Siegen eSports team Siegen Bisons. He published 
the book “eSports is Business – Management in the World of Competitive Gaming”. He is also the 
founding chairperson of the Esports Research Network. 
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Dynamic Capabilities in  
Professional eSports Teams 

 
By Lisa Völkel 

 
 
The phenomenon of eSports has its roots in 
the 1970s and 1980s and has experienced 
massive growth since the first tournament in 
1972 (Hiltscher, 2015). Intensified by the ac-
quisition of Twitch by Amazon in 2014,  
eSports has gained attention not only by en-
demic but also by non-endemic companies, 
such as BMW or Coca-Cola. As a result, 
many new stakeholders have found their way 
into the eSports ecosystem. Influenced by 
this growing number, the eSports ecosystem 
changes continuously (Scholz, 2019). Inves-
tors now come from a wide range of back-
grounds. For example, famous musicians and 
athletes like Imagine Dragons and Rudy Go-
bert are investors in ReKTGlobal, the parent 
company of Rogue, a professional eSports 
team (ReKTGlobal, 2020). 

With an increasing number of non-endemic 
actors came an increasing number of invest-
ments in the overall industry. This increase 
has been beneficial for the professional 
teams, as this enabled them to focus on pro-
fessionalization. In defiance of the overall 
professionalization, the flood of money 
caused many professional teams to lose the 
focus on long-term profitability and a viable 
business model. Accompanied by the volatil-
ity of the eSports ecosystem, this culminates 
in the death of professional teams (Scholz, 
2019). In late 2019, for instance, the profes-
sional team Echo Fox dissolved. After con-
troversies, Echo Fox was forced by game de-
veloper Riot to sell their League of Legends 
(LoL) roster. As a result, the whole organiza-
tion dissolved (Asuncion, 2019). While not 
all professional teams face death like Echo 
Fox, many still struggle with profitability. 
Stakeholders like the game developers cur-
rently secure most of the revenue. The pro-
fessional teams, in contrast, often do not cap-
ture enough value because they insufficiently 

monetize the audience (Cocke, 2018). Addi-
tionally, the field of eSports is still evolving, 
and the right business model is yet to be 
found (Adomnica, 2017). 

Mark Cuban, the owner of the Dallas Maver-
icks, expressed his doubts in professional 
teams and their survivability in an interview. 
On Fair Game, he stated that, especially in 
the United States, “owning a team is an awful 
business” (Fair Game, 2019). To him, there 
are too many changes in a short time, and the 
viewership numbers, for instance, on Twitch, 
are insufficient compared to markets like Ko-
rea (Fair Game, 2019). 

The problems and uncertainties the profes-
sional teams face were highlighted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic that struck the world in 
the early months of 2020. Everything, where 
possible, was moved to an online format. The 
professional teams, active in an inherently 
digital industry, are well prepared to deal 
with online formats. But still, some profes-
sional teams were rapidly facing problems in 
securing their liquidity. For example, the par-
ent company to the teams Toronto Ultra 
(CoD League) and Toronto Defiant (Over-
watch League), OverActive Media, was one 
of the first organizations forced to make 
layoffs (Hitt, 2020). As of the end of 2020, 
the COVID-19 pandemic is still current and 
changing everyday life and impacting the 
professional eSports teams. 

Despite many doubts and struggling teams, 
there are successful team organizations. For 
example, Ninjas in Pyjamas (NiP) is a Swe-
dish organization that exists since 2000. 
Since then, NiP grew to an organization that 
competes at top levels in different games and 
owns the gaming peripheral company Xtrfy 
(Ninjas in Pyjamas, n.d.a). This team is only 
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one example on a list of organizations that 
survive in the volatile eSports market. 

However, research on eSports is still scarce 
and there is no literature specifically on the 
management of professional teams (Reitman, 
2020). Therefore, the question at hand is: 
what characterizes the management of teams 
that survive in the eSports market? One pos-
sible answer lies in the strategic management 
approach of dynamic capabilities. This paper 
outlines how dynamic capabilities interact to 
enable the development of a viable business 
model, a topic that management literature has 
only briefly discussed. 

 

Objective of the Paper 

The aim of this paper is to identify dynamic 
capabilities as the mechanisms by which pro-
fessional eSports teams develop and maintain 
viable business models and gain competitive 
advantage. As professional teams are part of 
the eSports ecosystem, they are under the in-
fluence of the other stakeholders. Therefore, 
the focus lies on the influence of the ecosys-
tem and how the team organizations deal 
with it internally. A possible answer lies in 
strategic management and business models; 
the aim is to gain a better understanding of 
these aspects of professional teams. 

Different types of business models are de-
scribed by examining successful professional 
teams. Through their business models, organ-
izations can influence the eSports ecosystem 
themselves and shape it, to some degree, in 
their favor. By developing a viable business 
model and shaping the ecosystem, profes-
sional teams are more likely to survive in the 
dynamic eSports world. 

Also, this paper intends to give insight on 
which capabilities professional teams need to 
prevail in the eSports ecosystem. Thus, im-
plications for professional teams are made, to 
sensitize them on how to become and main-
tain a viable team organization. 

Theoretical Framework 

A Brief Introduction to the Topic of eSports 

The LANXESS Arena in July 2019, a Ger-
man multi-purpose arena in Cologne, is filled 
with more than 14.000 cheering people. 

What sounds like a description of an ice 
hockey game, which regularly takes place in 
the arena, is something different. It is one of 
the most famous Counter-Strike: Global Of-
fensive (CS:GO) tournaments in the world, 
organized by the Electronic Sports League 
(ESL). The winning team, Team Liquid, took 
home $1.000.000 in prize money (ESL, n.d.). 

The struggles and 
doubts the eSports 
scene faced more 
than a decade ago 
seem unjustified 

eSports brought all these people together. 
Electronic sports (or short eSports) is an um-
brella term for various competition formats 
organized around different video game gen-
res. The genres range from multiplayer 
online battle arena (e. g. LoL), first-person 
shooters (e. g. CS:GO), to real-time strategy 
(e. g. StarCraft II). Professional players, em-
ployed by professional teams, play these 
games competitively (Hamari & Sjöblom, 
2017). The competitions take place both on- 
and offline. Most commonly, the two entities 
game developers or specialized tournament 
organizers organize the different leagues, 
championships, or tournaments (Besombes, 
2018). Wagner early defined eSports as “an 
area of sport activities in which people de-
velop and train mental or physical abilities in 
the use of information and communication 
technologies.” (Wagner, 2006) 

Competitive gaming has almost always been 
part of computer gaming, as competition be-
tween players is an integral part of gaming 
culture. Since the first tournament in 1972, 
eSports has grown remarkably due to ad-
vances in technology. However, for many 
years it remained unclear if eSports would 
stay a niche phenomenon, or if a global phe-
nomenon was arising. Particularly in the 
wake of the financial crisis in 2008, the 
emerging eSports industry took a significant 
blow. Professional teams, like Meet Your 
Makers, dissolved. Leagues like the Champi-
onship Gaming Series (CGS) collapsed, and 
many others lost their jobs. Notwithstanding 
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that, some trends kept emerging and fostering 
the scene (Taylor, 2012). Three things mostly 
contributed to the growth of eSports. Firstly, 
the game developer Riot released League of 
Legends in 2009. Secondly, the announce-
ment of StarCraft II in 2010. As a third com-
ponent, the founding of the streaming service 
Twitch in 2011 (Scholz, 2019). 

Nowadays, the struggles and doubts the  
eSports scene faced more than a decade ago 
seem unjustified. In 2019 the eSports econ-
omy generated revenues of $950.6 million. 
This number is expected to grow further to 
$1.1 billion in 2020. Not only is the revenue 
expected to grow, but also the viewership 
numbers. Newzoo estimates 495 million peo-
ple to watch eSports in 2020 (Newzoo, 
2020). It seems that eSports nowadays is ra-
ther a global phenomenon than a mere niche 
phenomenon. 

 

Stakeholders in the eSports Ecosystem 

The eSports ecosystem consists of different 
endemic and non-endemic stakeholders. 
Some of them, for instance, professional 
teams, professional players, game develop-
ers, and tournament organizers have been 
mentioned previously. However, to develop 
a better understanding of the whole ecosys-
tem, further analysis is necessary. 

 

Figure 1: eSports Ecosystem (own illustra-
tion, adapted from Scholz, 2019) 

 

As described by Scholz (2019), the eSports 
ecosystem (depicted in figure 1) consists of 
various entities, categorized as primary and 
secondary stakeholders. An inevitable inter-
dependence characterizes all stakeholders. 
For instance, the tournament organizers de-
pend on professional teams and video games 
to be able to organize tournaments (Scholz, 
2019). How well the stakeholders utilize the 
interdependencies ultimately determines the 
success of the entire ecosystem (Jalonen, 
2019). 

The primary stakeholders are the ones that 
“directly contribute to the value chain and in-
teract directly with the audience” (McCauley 
et al., 2020, p. 33). As indicated by this defi-
nition, the audience is the key stakeholder 
everyone else is centered around. Especially 
the group of primary stakeholders (profes-
sional teams, professional players, tourna-
ment organizers, and game developers) tries 
to monetize the audience that actively partic-
ipates in the ecosystem (Scholz, 2019). The 
audience creates revenue for the stakeholders 
through different channels, mainly by buying 
merchandise, attending offline tournaments, 
or donating in streams (Besombes, 2019). 

The professional teams enable first-class 
competition and they are in a constant battle 
with their competitors to get the best players. 
To attract and keep the best talents, teams 
provide training facilities, coaches, and sala-
ries (Scholz, 2019). There are commonly 
three revenue streams available to team or-
ganizations: selling merchandise to the audi-
ence, sponsorships, and winning prize money 
(Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019). 

As introduced previously, professional play-
ers are a vital resource in the eSports ecosys-
tem. They emerge directly from the audience 
(Taylor, 2012). Professional players have dif-
ferent sources of income. First, the profes-
sional teams pay them salaries, and addition-
ally, prize money may be shared. Second, the 
professional players may have sponsors on 
their own and can be streamers, therefore 
generating revenue through content creation 
(Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019). 

The next primary stakeholder, the tourna-
ment organizers, has fostered the eSports 
scene for a long time. Tournament organizers 
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are flexible with their choice of games and 
competition formats. By actively searching 
for the next big title and organizing profes-
sional on and offline events, tournament or-
ganizers diversify the competitive eSports 
scene (Scholz, 2019). 

The game developers are the primary stake-
holder that develops and owns the eSports ti-
tles, which means they hold intellectual prop-
erty rights and thus possess an inherent 
power. Still, games have a finite lifecycle and 
do not guarantee long-term appearance in a 
competitive scene (Jalonen, 2019). 

The primary stakeholders interact in a highly 
interwoven business model network. Within 
this network, they influence the sustainability 
of the ecosystem (Scholz, 2020). The triple 
bottom line represents the sustainable aspect 
of the eSports ecosystem. According to 
Elkington (1997), a simultaneous focus on 
economic, social, and environmental aspects 
is the basis for sustainable development. 

In opposition to the direct influence of the 
primary stakeholders, the secondary stake-
holders only indirectly influence the eSports 
ecosystem, as they do not contribute directly 
to the value chain. Media, investors, provid-
ers, suppliers, sponsors, and shareholders in-
fluence through investments, opinions, or 
pressure (Scholz, 2019). 

The sponsors are going to be considered 
briefly. They currently provide the most sig-
nificant revenue stream, expected to generate 
57,9% of revenues in 2020 (Newzoo, 2020). 
This large percentage illustrates that many 
stakeholders are highly dependent on spon-
sorships (Ströh, 2017). 

As a last component, a legal framework lim-
its the eSports ecosystem. It is set by govern-
ments, as they create regulations and legisla-
tions to deal with eSports (Scholz, 2020). 

 

Dynamic Capabilities 

David J. Teece and co-authors shaped the dy-
namic capabilities framework, which per-
tains to the field of strategic management and 
originates in the 1990s (Teece, 2018b). Teece 
et al. (1997) introduced dynamic capabilities 
as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and 

reconfigure internal and external compe-
tences to address rapidly changing environ-
ments” (Teece et al., 1997, p. 516). The 
framework seeks to illuminate how organiza-
tions in dynamic business environments can 
achieve competitive advantage (Teece et al., 
1997). 

Still, games have a 
finite lifecycle and 

not guarantee long-
term appearance in 
a competitive scene 

While there is a large amount of scientific lit-
erature on dynamic capabilities, there is no 
consistent understanding (Buchheit, 2013). 
Zahra et al. (2006) note that the literature is 
inconsistent and that definitions are overlap-
ping or even opposing. In response to the ex-
isting heterogeneity, Schreyögg and Kliesch-
Eberl (2007) identify three different theoreti-
cal streams in the dynamic capabilities’ liter-
ature. As a first approach, radical dynamiza-
tion, second an innovation routine approach, 
and third an integrative dynamization ap-
proach. These three approaches all differ in 
their understanding of dynamic capabilities. 
In this paper, however, the emphasis lies on 
dynamic capabilities as introduced by Teece 
et al. (1997). Therefore, the next section out-
lines this approach briefly. 

With their integrative approach, Teece et al. 
(1997) highlight that competitive advantage 
occurs in organizations that respond timely to 
market changes, are flexible in product inno-
vation, and demonstrate effective coordina-
tion of internal and external competences. 
There are two fundamental aspects of the 
framework. An organization achieves a 
match with the changing business environ-
ment by the capacity to renew competencies, 
which the term ‘dynamic’ reflects. The term 
‘capabilities’ highlights the aspect of strate-
gic management. Changing environments 
call for adaption, integration, and reconfigu-
ration of internal and external organizational 
resources, skills, and competences. Teece et 
al. (1997) identify resources as difficult-to-
imitate organizational assets. When these 
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specific assets assimilate into routines, or-
ganizational assets allow performing distinc-
tive activities, called competences. Compe-
tences that are fundamental to an organiza-
tion’s business are core competences (Teece 
et al. 1997). 

The framework of Teece et al. (1997) classi-
fies competences and capabilities as posi-
tions, paths, and processes. The rationale is 
that the organizational processes are under 
the influence of the asset positions and paths 
the organization has chosen, thus explain the 
competitive advantage. Positions refer to 
specific assets that determine the strategic 
posture and the competitive advantage of the 
organization. Specific assets are, for exam-
ple, financial, complementary, reputational, 
and structural assets. The specific assets re-
flect the current position, but history and 
paths traveled shape any organization. 
Hence, the class of ‘paths’ acknowledges that 
organizations succumb path dependencies. 
Processes refer to the routines of organiza-
tions, with the roles of integration, learning, 
and reconfiguration. The integration of dif-
ferent activities is an integral function of 
management. Learning entails the improve-
ment of existing tasks and the identification 
of new opportunities. This is linked to the 
role of reconfiguration, as organizations must 
develop the ability to carry out necessary ad-
justments. Schreyögg and Kliesch-Eberl 
(2007) point out that the processes are two-
fold, consisting of a static and a dynamic 
component. In this regard, the integration 
represents the static component, whereas 
learning and reconfiguration are dynamic. If 
these two components interact in firms, a dy-
namic capability emerges. 

Teece (2007) enhanced the dynamic capabil-
ities framework. For analytical purposes, 
Teece (2007) disaggregates dynamic capabil-
ities into the three clusters of sensing oppor-
tunities and threats, seizing opportunities, 
and reconfiguring tangible and intangible as-
sets. By mastering these three clusters, or-
ganizations realize long-term competitive ad-
vantages as they respond to emerging market 
changes sooner and take more favorable po-
sitions (Schoemaker et al., 2018). 

Not only markets rapidly change, so do the 
consumer needs, the overall environment, 

technology, and competitors. Therefore, op-
portunities not only for incumbent organiza-
tions but also for aspiring ones emerge. Sim-
ultaneously, profits are at risk. The dynamic 
capability of sensing ensures that opportuni-
ties are detected. Most of all, the manage-
ment needs to engage in scanning and search-
ing activities in different internal and exter-
nal fields, such as customers, science, and 
technologies. From these fields, innovations 
(and, therefore, opportunities) emerge. Once 
an opportunity is successfully detected, the 
objective of the dynamic capability ‘seizing’ 
is to address the present opportunity (Teece, 
2007). Hence, seizing comprises decisions 
regarding investment in future potentials 
(Hutterer, 2013). This incorporates the im-
plementation of the choice of business 
model, too (Teece, 2018b). Seizing implies 
managerial and entrepreneurial decision 
making under uncertainty, without being hin-
dered by biases, indecision, or inaction 
(Teece, 2009). If the organization success-
fully deploys the dynamic capabilities of 
sensing and seizing growth is likely. With or-
ganizational growth comes an increased 
number of resources and assets. Thus, on the 
one hand, path dependencies evolve (Teece, 
2007). On the other hand, more and more 
rules are set, thereby limiting the activity 
range of an organization (Teece, 2009). To 
escape these limitations, any organization 
needs to transform and recombine resources 
and organizational assets, which is the dy-
namic capability of reconfiguring (Am-
brosini et al., 2009). This capability not only 
deals with recombination and transfor-
mation, but it is also responsible for the re-
lease of resources (Eisenhardt & Martin, 
2000). Only by reconfiguring assets, organi-
zations maintain evolutionary fitness and es-
cape unfavorable path dependencies (Teece, 
2009). 

Managers play an essential role in the frame-
work. Teece (2014) elucidates that individual 
managers and the top management team are 
the source of dynamic capabilities. Salvato 
and Vassolo (2018) go as far as denoting dy-
namic capabilities as “social accomplish-
ments” (Salvato & Vassolo, 2018, p. 1745), 
which highlights the emphasis put on the in-
dividuals. Managers are the ones who per-
form key tasks. They are, therefore, a central 
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element in the dynamic capabilities’ frame-
work (Augier & Teece, 2009). 

Eventually, dynamic capabilities try to ex-
plain how firms achieve long-term competi-
tive advantage in dynamic markets with rapid 
change. Astute managers that master the 
three clusters of sensing, seizing, and recon-
figuring are the firm’s source of success. 

 

Business Models 

An organization’s business model has several 
functions. According to Chesbrough and 
Rosenbloom (2002), business models articu-
late value propositions, identify market seg-
ments, define the process of value creation, 
estimate the cost structure and the profit po-
tential, define the firm’s position in the value 
network, and the competitive strategy. 
Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) pro-
vide a simple definition that depicts the basic 
logic of the business model concept. Accord-
ing to the authors, “business model refers to 
the logic of the firm, the way it operates and 
how it creates value for its stakeholders” 
(Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010, p. 
196).  

As suggested above, the business model de-
scribes how firms operate and create value. 
While there are ambiguous definitions, au-
thors often explain the concept by describing 
different business model components. There 
are nearly as many different components, as 
there are different definitions. However, 
most scholars agree on three main compo-
nents: value proposition, value creation, and 
value capture (Voigt et al., 2017). 

The value proposition determines who the 
targeted customer, or groups of customers, 
will be. Value is brought to the customers by 
material/immaterial products or services, or a 
combination of both (Bieger & Reinhold, 
2011). Various types of ‘customers’ may be 
addressed. The customers can range from 
consumers to suppliers, competitors, or spon-
sors (Demil & Lecocq, 2010). The value 
proposition satisfies a unique customer need. 
Hence, the proposition is the reason for cus-
tomers turning to a particular organization 
(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). 

Value creation is the element of business 
models that defines how the value proposi-
tion is delivered. It comprises the combina-
tion of internal and external resources, which 
takes place in the value network (Bieger & 
Reinhold, 2011). The network consists of 
stakeholders that influence how a company 
captures value. On both the demand and the 
supply side, alignment with the value net-
work can lead to positive effects, such as an 
increased supply of complementary goods. If 
the network lacks alignment, value dissipa-
tion is possible. Therefore, value creation is 
essential but insufficient. Closely linked is 
value capture, as the organization needs to 
secure the created value (Chesbrough & Ros-
enbloom, 2002). 

Value capture represents the financial aspects 
of a business model. The element is divided 
into the categories costs and revenues. Reve-
nue streams arise for the organization be-
cause the customer translates the priorly cre-
ated value into money. There are different 
revenue streams possible, for instance, sub-
scription fees, sponsoring revenues, or sell-
ing a product. The cost category includes all 
costs that arise in the value creation and value 
delivery process. All activities, resources, 
and assets are measured. Only if the differ-
ence between the revenues and the costs is 
positive, the company is profitable (Dubos-
son-Torbay et al., 2002). Value capture fur-
ther includes the mechanisms of how the or-
ganization splits the revenues among the rel-
evant stakeholders (Chesbrough & Rosen-
bloom, 2002). Bieger and Reinhold (2011) 
call this value dissemination, as an organiza-
tion only achieves sustainable financing if it 
disseminates the value. 

If an organizes mixes the three business 
model components properly, they reinforce 
one another and thus enable growth and com-
petitive advantage (Schallmo, 2013). The 
business model further depends on the inher-
ent characteristics of an organization. There-
fore, every organization shapes its unique 
business model based on a generic one (Voigt 
et al., 2017). However, organizations are, ex-
posed to environmental changes. The world 
is more globalized, markets are more vola-
tile, and the consumers cannot be segmented 
as easy as 20 years ago. For that reason, it has 
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Figure 2: Mental Model: Dynamic Capabilities in Professional eSports Teams 
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become imperative to examine the business 
model regularly. In this way, companies can 
adapt to the changing conditions reactively or 
proactively. The proactive way is seen as es-
pecially important, as companies anticipate 
change and may innovate their business 
model (Bieger & Krys, 2011). Thus, the busi-
ness model concept enables companies to 
meet the challenges of a changing world. 

 

Research Framework 

Mental Model 

The mental model above provides the basis 
for this paper, as it portrays a simplified rep-
resentation of the professional teams within 
the eSports ecosystem. Johnson-Laird (1983) 
describes mental models as a tool for human 
beings to understand complex issues. Ac-
cording to the author, mental models are in-
complete images of reality and “simpler than 
the entities they represent.” (Johnson-Laird, 
1983, p. 10). Therefore, they are useful in ex-
plaining how certain aspects work without 
diving deep into fundamental principles 
(Johnson-Laird, 1983). This mental model 
connects the theoretical framework and func-
tions as a guideline for the analytical imple-
mentation that will follow. It further divides 
the paper into different sections. 

Professional teams are not only part of the 
eSports ecosystem, but they are also one of 
the four primary stakeholders. As such, they 
take a significant influence on the ecosystem 
themselves but are also highly influenced by 
the other stakeholders. A strong dependence 
on each other characterizes the four primary 
stakeholders, as they are vital to one another. 
Additionally, the secondary stakeholders, 
such as investors, media, and sponsors, influ-
ence the professional teams. As they are the 
main subject of this paper, they are further-
more analyzed on a more detailed level, 
which is depicted in the bottom box. 

However, there are additional influences, or 
situational barriers, that the professional 
teams are facing (left box). These situational 
barriers are from particular importance, as 
they not only arise from within but also to 
some degree from the eSports ecosystem as a 
whole. Therefore, historical amnesia, lock-

in, and lack of resources will be analyzed in 
detail. 

Although professional teams face multiple 
situational barriers, they can take action and 
overcome these barriers. The bottom box de-
picts the capabilities professional teams need 
to build to do so and to, upon reversion, in-
fluence the eSports ecosystem. The dynamic 
capabilities framework is divided into three 
main capabilities: sensing, seizing, and re-
configuring. To successfully gain competi-
tive advantage through dynamic capabilities, 
the eSports teams need to manage these ca-
pabilities. The capability of sensing is about 
identifying opportunities. In the eSports eco-
system, such opportunities mainly come 
from two sources: professional teams find in-
novation in games, new talents in profes-
sional players, or the audience. The capabil-
ity of seizing means that the teams have var-
ious options on how to focus their business 
models, ranging on a continuum from  
‘eSports’ to ‘Entertainment’. The general 
business model of professional teams in the 
eSports ecosystem will be examined. This 
paper illustrates the different possible 
choices of business model focus currently 
observable through examples of six profes-
sional teams. Choosing a focus for the busi-
ness model leads to the third type of dynamic 
capabilities, reconfiguring. The professional 
teams need to align their assets with the 
choices they previously made. 

As professional teams change throughout the 
process, it is necessary to articulate some per-
formance indicators, as these ensure proper 
performance. The mental model pictures the 
performance indicators in the right box. The 
social media impact of a team, the sponsors, 
and the return on investment give valuable 
insight into how a team performs. Addition-
ally, the teams can use these indicators to in-
fluence the ecosystem further. 

 

Methodology 

For this paper, a sole literature review is in-
sufficient. eSports is not an entirely new phe-
nomenon, as it is around for more than 
twenty years. Nevertheless, the scientific lit-
erature on this topic is still scarce, so that the 
existing literature cannot provide the answers 
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to the questions at hand. Additionally, even 
while writing this paper, developments in the 
eSports ecosystem, like investments and 
sponsorships, shape it continuously. There-
fore, this paper will focus on abductive rea-
soning. 

The best explanation of abductive reasoning 
is reached by explaining the terms inductive 
and deductive reasoning first. Behfar and 
Okhuysen (2018) state, that all three forms of 
reasoning are standard modes in organization 
science, distinguished by two elements: first, 
how precise the knowledge claimed is. Sec-
ond, the degree of generalization that the ex-
planation proposes. In this sense, inductive 
reasoning infers a theory, or general explana-
tion, from observations. Conversely, deduc-
tive reasoning infers the observation as a 
consequence of a general explanation or the-
ory. Therefore, both induction and deduction 
are concerned with general applicability. In 
contrast, abductive reasoning is about ob-
serving phenomena and deriving probable 
explanations from these particular observa-
tions, leading to a tentative claim of certainty 
(Shani et al., 2020). Mantere and Ketoviki 
(2013) summarize: “we predict, confirm, and 
disconfirm through deduction, generalize 
through induction, and theorize through ab-
duction” (Mantere & Ketoviki, 2013). 

The eSports industry 
repeatedly displays 
historical amnesia 

This paper uses abductive reasoning to dis-
cover probable explanations for observations 
at hand. The professional teams are investi-
gated by gathering evidence from different 
sources. On the one hand, the sources com-
prise mainly online magazines, such as The 
Esports Observer, that reflect the current oc-
currences in the eSports ecosystem. On the 
other hand, scientific literature contributes to 
gathering further information on the eSports 
ecosystem, dynamic capabilities, and busi-
ness models. This paper will use strategic 
management approaches to explain the com-
petitive advantage and survivability of pro-
fessional teams in the dynamic eSports mar-
ket. 

Analytical Implementation 

Situational Barriers 

Historical Amnesia 

eSports is a unique environment with many 
stakeholders. However, the eSports industry 
does not have one unified governing body 
and is decentralized. Nonetheless, the stake-
holders connect shared values and underly-
ing assumptions. This issue becomes evident 
from repeated patterns, categorized in gov-
erning principles by Scholz (2019). Espe-
cially relevant in this paper is the principle of 
the shifting metagame and how it impacts the 
eSports environment. 

The governing principle of the shifting met-
agame originates in game design. Nowadays, 
the game titles are ever-changing, as they are 
updated and continuously patched. While 
playing, every person adopts an individual 
style and interacts with the game uniquely. 
This individual interaction is called the met-
agame. As the game shifts, so does the meta-
game. The continuous devaluation of the past 
is the consequence since strategies become 
less relevant and replaced by more innova-
tive ones. Scholz (2019) terms this oblivion 
of the past “historical amnesia” (Scholz, 
2019, p. 107). The eSports industry repeat-
edly displays historical amnesia, particularly 
apparent by two examples. The first is the 
discussion of whether eSports should be 
Olympic or not. The second example is the 
ongoing geolocated franchising of leagues 
(Scholz, 2019). 

Should eSports be part of the Olympics or not 
is a ubiquitous discussion. In 2018 represent-
atives of both eSports and traditional sports 
came together to discuss the future for  
eSports at the Olympics. This conference is 
seen as progressive, as it juxtaposed eSports 
to traditional sports. Moreover, the increas-
ing importance of eSports in pop and enter-
tainment culture was acknowledged (Gries, 
2019). Hallman and Giel (2018) consider this 
increased acceptance as the reason why  
eSports will be officially accepted and be-
come an Olympic discipline. However, so the 
authors, this will only be possible if eSports 
establishes one unified governing body and 
other necessary organizational structures. 
This ongoing discussion neglects one crucial 
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case: the World Cyber Games (WCG). The 
WCG, a famous international tournament, 
started in 2000. In a range of games, contest-
ants from different nations fought for gold, 
silver, and bronze medals. Therefore, the 
WCG are considered the Olympics of  
eSports (Taylor, 2012). In 2014, however, 
the WCG were suddenly canceled after 13 
years, as it faced severe financial problems. 
Only recently the WCG were revived, as the 
Korean company Smilegate acquired the 
right to do so (Mitchell, 2020). It remains to 
be seen how successful this revival will be. 
Still, there is a discussion if eSports should 
be Olympic or not. It seems that those re-
sponsible neglect the negative experience 
that was made previously with an Olympic-
style tournament. Thus, they showcase his-
torical amnesia. 

The second example of historical amnesia is 
the franchising of leagues. Major game de-
velopers Riot and Activision Blizzard have 
adopted a franchising system, heating the 
discussions around the system in eSports. 
While proponents of franchising believe that 
it adds investment, stability, enterprise value, 
and expertise to eSports, opponents question 
the size of the investments and the geolo-
cated structure. Even well-established teams 
drop out of leagues because they moved to a 
franchising system. The team 100 Thieves, 
for instance, did not want to adopt a geolo-
cated model and therefore did not join the 
Call of Duty (CoD) League (Stern, 2019). 
While the franchising of leagues currently is 
a controversial issue, there is already an ex-
ample of a franchised league that ultimately 
failed. The CGS, launched in 2006 by Di-
rectTV with the Championship Gaming Invi-
tational tournament, was a well-funded 
league with high production values. This 
league had contracted players, paid regular 
salaries to team managers and other staff, 
mainstream media coverage, and 18 geolo-
cated teams in total (Taylor, 2012). Many 
people placed their hope in the CGS, but ul-
timately these hopes were not met. The CGS 
copied an acquainted concept and enforced it 
on the eSports ecosystem without respecting 
the uniqueness of eSports (Scholz, 2020). 
This led to the demise of the CGS in 2008. 
With this, many structures in the North 

American eSports scene collapsed and 
needed years to recover (Taylor, 2018). 

Eventually, the stakeholders in the eSports 
ecosystem all have different opinions and 
ideas on how the scene should evolve. How-
ever, while doing so, many forget events of 
the past. These events can be, above all, 
learning experiences that can be valuable for 
future actions. Therefore, historical amnesia 
may hinder professional team organizations. 

 

Lock-in 

The eSports industry grew on its own, with-
out interference from exogenous entities. On 
the one hand, this resulted in historical am-
nesia. On the other hand, the professional 
teams are in some terms in a state of lock-in. 

The first case of lock-in is the cultural simi-
larity in the eSports ecosystem. As stated 
above, in the early days of the eSports indus-
try, organizations evolved on their own. No 
exogenous organizations did disrupt the evo-
lution. For most traditional businesses,  
eSports is challenging to grasp. Therefore, 
especially in the early days, investors and 
sponsors shied away. Many stakeholders 
struggled with this lack of investors and 
sponsors. However, as a result, only a spe-
cific kind of organization evolved, consisting 
of eSports enthusiasts, and created a distinct 
cultural understanding of the eSports ecosys-
tem. As the eSports ecosystem evolved glob-
ally, so did the cultural understanding. There-
fore, the eSports industry is in a lock-in. The 
stakeholders that evolved from within share 
a cultural understanding, which is difficult 
for outsiders to understand and makes the en-
trance to eSports challenging (Scholz, 2019). 

The professional teams are also in a lock-in 
in the franchised league format (Scholz, 
2019). Within this format, professional teams 
pay enormous fees to grab a permanent spot 
in a league. For instance, a spot in the CoD 
League costs over $20 million. In exchange, 
the teams are locked into a specific league. 
This lock-in is neither good nor bad, as not 
only advantages but also disadvantages arise. 
On the one hand, franchising promises stabil-
ity. It is said to provide more legitimacy, in-
creased commitment from sponsors, a better 
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viewership experience, and minimum sala-
ries for players. It offers the possibility of 
providing more and fixed content for the 
viewers for many years. Therefore, the value 
of sponsorship inventory rises, too. On the 
other hand, only some teams can afford to 
pay such enormous fees. Thus, the only 
teams that compete in a franchised league are 
the ones with enough financial backing. 
Other teams are locked out (Weiner, 2019). 
Additionally, the fixed set of teams that com-
petes in the league reduces the competition 
(Scholz, 2019). 

In conclusion, the teams are firstly in a state 
of lock-in as they are culturally set. Sec-
ondly, the franchised model locks profes-
sional teams in, too. The franchising system 
is heavily discussed in eSports, showing to 
sides. On the one hand, franchising provides 
stability for the professional teams. On the 
other hand, this system reduces competition 
by locking teams out. 

 

Lack of Resources 

In eSports, there is a small basis of profes-
sional teams that compete for a finite set of 
resources (Taylor, 2012). Furthermore, re-
source allocation is bottom-up. Therefore, 
the lack of resources may hamper becoming 
successful but does not avert it. In eSports, 
everybody can be successful (Scholz & 
Stein, 2017). The professional teams do face 
the problem of lacking resources, too. Now-
adays, there are deficiencies in three areas: 
talents, financial, and data. What character-
izes these three areas is going to subject of 
the following. 

In the first area, lack of talents, the profes-
sional teams face the pipeline problem. Be-
coming a professional player requires much 
training, which is extremely time-consum-
ing. Additionally, only a tiny portion of gam-
ers become stars. These few ones becoming 
stars is only made possible by a massive base 
of players training to become a professional. 
Especially the group of aspiring professional 
gamers lacks (monetary) support. In contrast 
to professional sports, there is no explicit 
path to pro. The different game developers 
utilize their power over the game in different 
ways, creating different approaches for talent 

development, such as the semi-professional 
leagues of the ESL or the Overwatch Con-
tenders. However, these solutions to the pipe-
line problem are insufficient. There might be 
no long-term solution for the problem at all 
in eSports due to the finite live spans of every 
game. For the professional teams, this lack of 
talents and talent development becomes a se-
vere problem. There is insufficient produc-
tion of new stars. Thus, the succession of 
players is a critical point (Partin, 2020). 

In the second area, the professional teams 
face a lack of financial resources. As men-
tioned above, the professional teams’ pri-
mary sources of income are sponsorships, 
prize money, and the sale of merchandise 
(Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terron, 2019). 
While there is a high amount of revenue in 
the overall eSports industry, many teams are 
still not profitable because they inadequately 
monetize the audience (Cocke, 2018). There-
fore, professional teams lack financial re-
sources. 

Third, team organizations lack resources in 
the field of data. In eSports, there is plenty of 
data that is useful to different stakeholders. 
For instance, professional teams can use data 
to enhance their performance, agencies use it 
to discover new talents, and the audience can 
use data to enhance their performance. More-
over, fan engagement can be enhanced (Ash-
ton, 2019c). The enhancement of perfor-
mance is especially interesting for profes-
sional teams. There are already examples of 
teams collaborating with traditional enter-
prises. In 2018, for instance, Team Liquid 
collaborated with software company SAP as 
an innovation partner. This partnership cre-
ated a tool for enhancing the drafting phase. 
Despite eSports being digital and, thus, data 
inherently available, data use is still poorly 
developed (Ashton, 2019a). Mainly lack of 
data collection and lack of platforms to col-
lect these data is criticized (Korotin et al., 
2019). If these necessary infrastructures are 
missing or underdeveloped, the professional 
teams are not able to use any data to enhance 
their performance. 

Overall, professional teams face resource al-
location problems in three areas: talent, fi-
nancially, and in the use of data. These lack-
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ing resources lead to the problem that profes-
sional teams are not able to find new talents, 
are often not profitable, and cannot enhance 
their team performance based on data. 

 

Professional Teams 

Sensing Opportunities 

Chapter two discovered that in a continually 
changing world, organizations need the dy-
namic capability to sense upcoming changes 
inside and outside of the organization to gain 
competitive advantage. This chapter exam-
ines whether professional teams possess the 
dynamic capability of sensing. 

In general, the dynamic capability of sensing 
is about scanning and interpreting the envi-
ronment. In order to detect opportunities and 
threats, any organization must access endog-
enous and exogenous information. The ac-
cessibility of information depends on the re-
spective organization (Teece, 2007). Any op-
portunity or threat arises from the organiza-
tions’ ecosystem, and the actions of any 
stakeholder shape these opportunities. There-
fore, organizations must evaluate every op-
portunity within the respective ecosystem 
(Teece, 2009). As professional teams’ func-
tion like traditional companies, this is rele-
vant to them, too (Taylor, 2012). The team 
organizations are part of the eSports ecosys-
tem and as implied by the dynamic capabili-
ties, need to evaluate their actions according 
to the other stakeholders, such as the game 
developers, tournament organizers, and the 
professional players. With all the different 
stakeholders, the eSports ecosystem is not 
only complex but also highly volatile 
(Scholz, 2019). To manage such conditions, 
leaders need to be entrepreneurial (Schoe-
maker et al., 2018). Therefore, the volatile 
eSports ecosystem calls for entrepreneurial 
leaders who the professional teams often can 
find in the team owners or top management 
(Taylor, 2012). Professional teams appear to 
be facing a situation that calls for the capa-
bility of sensing opportunities and threats. 
While opportunities arise from all stakehold-
ers, especially two areas are vital for the pro-
fessional teams. One area concerns the 
games, as innovation often arises in the form 

of new games, new genres, or new markets. 
The other area is related to detecting talents. 

Sensing is, in general, about detecting oppor-
tunities. However, these opportunities are not 
visible at first sight. Especially in volatile en-
vironments, there are often only weak signals 
indicating a significant change. It is precisely 
the weak signals that need to be detected and 
further probed to understand the arising op-
portunities and threats (Schoemaker et al., 
2018). In the case of eSports, several indica-
tors can serve as signals for changes in the 
games. Before investing in a league, the 
teams’ management should ask how relevant 
a game currently is, how competitive the 
game is, and what the number of offline 
events is (Murray & Seck, 2019). Dealing 
with these questions is essential because they 
provide clarity about how broad a specific 
player base is, thus, how attractive the spe-
cific scene is to sponsors. Therefore, the 
questions serve as indicators for team organ-
izations deciding on investing or disinvesting 
in leagues. 

After only two years, 
the game developer 
canceled the league. 
For many team or-

ganizations, the can-
cellation came unex-

pectedly 

Two examples further examine how opportu-
nities and threats arise through games: first, 
the market entry of Fnatic into the Indian 
market and second, the strategy of Cloud9 re-
garding the competitive scene of Heroes of 
the Storm. 

In October 2019, the team organization 
Fnatic made its entrance to the Indian market 
by acquiring a squad for the battle royale title 
Playerunknown’s Battleground Mobile 
(PUBG Mobile). The organization intention-
ally entered this market after evaluating and 
waiting for the right opportunity (Hayward, 
2019a). At the time Fnatic entered the mar-
ket, this was an exceptional decision. Now, 
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in 2020, it appears that the organization was 
right with its decision. At this point, the rise 
of mobile gaming in the very markets of In-
dia, Southeast Asia, and Brazil is one of the 
most current trends to watch (Newzoo, 
2020). Fnatic intentionally entered a new 
market well before its competitors. There-
fore, Fnatic displayed the dynamic capability 
of sensing. 

The second example is the competitive scene 
of Heroes of the Storm. In 2016 Blizzard 
started the Heroes of the Storm Global 
Championship (HGC). After only two years, 
the game developer canceled the league. For 
many team organizations, the cancellation 
came unexpectedly. Above all, many players 
and professional teams complained about a 
lack of communication by Blizzard 
(Schreier, 2018). The American organization 
Cloud9, in contrast, left the HGC early 
(Cloud9, 2016). While there is no statement 
to be found regarding the reasons for the dis-
solution of the Cloud9 roster, the organiza-
tion’s behavior still implies somewhat of the 
sensing capability. Before the rivals did, the 
organization sensed the threat of a failing 
league and therefore left the scene. 

The second area, in which professional teams 
need the capability to sense opportunities is 
in case of talents. As discovered previously, 
the team organizations face the pipeline 
problem. Due to this problem, they face a 
lack of talents, which is why they have to 
look for new talents at all times. The team or-
ganizations can find these new talents in the 
group of professional players or directly in 
the audience, as the professional players 
emerge from the audience (Taylor, 2012). A 
recent example of this is the evolving Valor-
ant scene. Riot will publish this first-person 
shooter, that is currently playable as a closed 
beta version, in the upcoming months. De-
spite this early stage, many professional 
teams are already looking for rosters to com-
pete in potential tournaments. NiP, for in-
stance, signed their former Paladins roster as 
an initial roster. With this, they are one of the 
first to sign a complete team. Thus, NiP is an 
early adopter (Ashton, 2020b). The team or-
ganization located new talents in the group of 
professional players. However, Valorant is in 
an extremely early stage, and it remains to be 

seen how the scene develops. This also 
means that there is no fully developed pool 
of talents, from which professional teams can 
choose talents. Thus, it may be promising to 
look for new players in the audience, too. 
This example illustrates that professional 
teams sense opportunities, in terms of talent, 
not only in the group of professional players 
but also the audience. 

Finally, the observation becomes clear that 
professional teams in the ecosystem are, due 
to the volatile environment, in need of ‘sens-
ing’ as a dynamic capability. By inherently 
entrepreneurial leaders, the professional 
teams are well equipped to master the chal-
lenge of sensing changes before their com-
petitors do. Teams like Fnatic and Cloud 9 
have shown the capability of sensing oppor-
tunities and threats in the past. 

 

Seizing Business Models 

The second cluster of dynamic capabilities to 
be mastered in order to gain a competitive ad-
vantage are the seizing capabilities. Like the 
sensing capability enables the exploration of 
opportunities and threats, so shows seizing it-
self as the capability to craft a competitive 
business model. This capability is especially 
relevant in highly volatile environments, 
such as eSports (Schoemaker et al., 2018). 
Because organizations with strong dynamic 
capabilities can implement and shift their 
business model (Teece, 2018a). A business 
model, as discovered at the beginning of this 
paper, is a simplified representation of an or-
ganization and aids in securing competitive 
advantage. The competitive advantage, how-
ever, can only be sustainable if the business 
model changes over time (Achtenhagen et 
al., 2013). This is particularly true for fast-
changing environments. If any organization 
facing such conditions fails at adapting the 
business model, the survival is at risk (Wirtz 
et al., 2010). To survive, shifting and adapt-
ing becomes inevitable. However, as de-
picted in the research question, especially 
many team organizations in the eSports eco-
system seemingly struggle to survive. There-
fore, the subject of this chapter is to explore, 
what the business model of the professional 
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teams is, and if there are professional teams 
that capable of shifting it. 

In dynamic environments, there are many un-
certainties. Facing such conditions, as the 
professional teams do in the eSports environ-
ment, experimentation is key to discovering 
a viable business model. While it is possible 
to sense changes (guided by dynamic capa-
bilities), it is not possible to predict what the 
‘right’ business model is ought to be. There-
fore, experimentation is vital (McGrath, 
2010). The professional teams are well 
equipped for experimentation, as trial and er-
ror is a familiar strategy. Often, they widen 
their engagement in different games but drop 
the games after some time. Thus, profes-
sional teams experiment (Scholz, 2019). As 
part of the eSports ecosystem, the profes-
sional teams are further inherently focused 
on the customer (the audience), which is an 
essential factor for business models in the 
light of digitization (Teece, 2010). However, 
professional teams are not only well-suited 
for acting upon sensed opportunities in terms 
of business model, but also regarding dy-
namic capabilities. Organizations that have 
strong dynamic capabilities often both coop-
erate and compete at the same time (Teece, 
2018). This concept of coopetition is a cru-
cial part of the eSports ecosystem, therefore 
influencing the professional teams as part of 
it (Scholz, 2019). Overall, the professional 
teams seem to possess characteristics that aid 
in seizing business models in a changing en-
vironment. 

It is not possible to 
predict what the 
‘right’ business 

model is ought to be. 
Therefore, experi-
mentation is vital 

While a business model aids at gaining com-
petitive advantage, and dynamic capabilities 
aid in crafting a viable business model, this 
is not enough to secure a competitive ad-
vantage. The components value proposition, 
value creation, and value capture often are 

transparent for competitors and hence be-
come imitated. Therefore, multiple competi-
tors often share the same business model 
(Teece, 2010). Not only the business model 
becomes shared, so do dynamic capabilities. 
Within these common features exist, but they 
differ across organizations. Nonetheless, or-
ganizations share key attributes of dynamic 
capabilities that evolved through different 
paths (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). 

Professional teams share key attributes re-
garding the business model, too. The value 
proposition, creation, and capture aspects are 
mostly the same for all of them. Simultane-
ously, differences between the professional 
teams are observable. This duality is in line 
with the dual purpose of business models. On 
the one hand, business models describe how 
an organization operates. On the other hand, 
the fact that business models become shared 
allows a classification of different business 
models (Baden-Fuller & Morgan, 2010). The 
classification of business models allows fur-
ther to differentiate them and arrange them 
on a spectrum conceptually (Ahrend, 2016). 
In the eSports ecosystem, the underlying 
business model is the same across all teams. 
However, the focus of the particular model 
differs. As depicted in figure three, the types 
are eSports focused, independence focused, 
and entertainment focused business models. 

 

Figure 3: Business Model Focus  
of the Organization 
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money, and merchandise sales (Settimi, 
2019). The two other teams, Astralis and 
NiP, are not to be found on the list, but they 
are nonetheless successful. For the first half 
of 2019, they rank among the top ten teams 
regarding total prize earnings (Hayward, 
2019b). These rankings provide indications 
to which the most popular and successful 
teams are, but they are not entirely valid. 
Many of the numbers mentioned in the rank-
ings are imprecise or inflated (Scholz, 2020). 
Therefore, the rankings are taken rather as 
guidance than absolute metrics. Still, the 
teams listed are among the top-performing 
teams globally and thus function as examples 
within the analysis. 

 

eSports Focused Organizations 

Both teams, Cloud9 and Astralis, are incred-
ibly successful. The American organization 
Cloud9 was founded in 2013. Nowadays, the 
organization fields teams in twelve different 
games. Among the teams are rosters in the 
Overwatch and the LoL franchise. The or-
ganization is active in different game genres, 
for instance, in Fortnite, CS:GO, PUBG Mo-
bile, World of Warcraft, and Rocket League. 
In 2019 alone, Cloud9 teams competed in 64 
competitions, winning twelve of these 
(Cloud 9, n.d.b). The organization has further 
some well-known partners, such as BMW, 
AT&T, Microsoft, and PUMA (Cloud9, 
n.d.a). Additionally, the team has its shop 
where it sells merchandise. 

Astralis is a Danish CS:GO team that is part 
of the Astralis Group. This team achieved 
outstanding results in CS:GO. For instance, 
is Astralis the only team with four wins in 
Major tournaments. The organization formu-
lated its business model in detail. It consists 
of the three elements performance, brand 
building, and commercial platform. The per-
formance model includes elements that are 
necessary to attract and keep talents. Brand 
building ought to create a loyal fanbase. The 
commercial platform, the third element, en-
tails the revenue streams from sponsorships, 
merchandise, media rights, and league reve-
nue share. Astralis’ sponsors are renowned 
companies such as Audi and Logitech (As-
tralis Group, 2019). 

While there is extensive information on the 
business model of Astralis, there is not as 
much information on Cloud9. Still, both 
business models resemble one another. Both 
teams participate in tournaments or leagues, 
offer employment to professional players and 
staff, sell merchandise, and have sponsors. 
Those activities mirror not only the basic ac-
tivities of professional teams but also the 
three business model components (Scholz, 
2019). They offer salaries for the profes-
sional players, and different immaterial and 
material products for the audience (e. g. mer-
chandise, rosters participating in tourna-
ments/leagues). Through displaying spon-
sors’ logos in streams and other events, value 
is proposed for sponsors, too. The second as-
pect, the value creation, is closely linked. The 
different offers, such as merchandise, sala-
ries, and displaying a specific brand on team 
jerseys, are delivered to the different stake-
holders within the eSports ecosystem, the rel-
evant value network of the professional 
teams. The last component of business mod-
els is value capture. Team organizations gen-
erate revenue through prize money, sponsor-
ships, and the sale of merchandise. Costs 
arise from all these activities (e. g. produc-
tion costs, salaries). 

The professional teams Cloud9 and Astralis 
share a business model. They engage in the 
typical activities of professional teams and 
solely focus on competition. Therefore, their 
business model can be described as an  
eSports focused business model. 

 

Independence Focused Organizations 

Fnatic is a UK based professional team oper-
ating in four different continents with a di-
versified portfolio of games, such as LoL and 
PUBG Mobile. Founded in 2004, the organi-
zation has since had considerable success. In 
2017, they were the first non-Asia-pacific 
team to move to an office space (replacing 
the gaming house model) and to enter the 
World Championship Finals in LoL (Ashton, 
2020a). The organizations’ sponsors are re-
nowned companies such as BMW, OnePlus, 
and AMD (Fnatic, n.d.a). Fnatic’s founder, 
Sam Mathews, is an entrepreneur who started 
to diversify Fnatic’s offering by launching 
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Fnatic Gear in 2015, an in-house eSports 
hardware and equipment line (Moed, 2019). 
The organization sells merchandise addition-
ally and creates content for the audience 
through streaming. 

NiP is active in different games, too. The 
range currently encompasses CS:GO, FIFA, 
Defense of the Ancients 2, and Rainbow Six 
(Ninjas in Pyjamas, n.d.b). Sponsored most 
notably by betway, the organization not only 
engages in tournaments but also in designing 
gaming peripherals. As the first team organi-
zation, NiP launched the gaming peripheral 
company Xtrfy (Ninjas in Pyjamas, n.d.a). 
Like any of the teams mentioned above, NiP 
sells merchandise in a dedicated online shop. 

It is important to note that NiP faced criticism 
by former players and employees due to mis-
management in the years before 2016. How-
ever, NiP installed a new management in 
2016. A report by Ian Smith (Esports Integ-
rity Coalition) found that the current manage-
ment is not to blame for any of the expressed 
allegations (Ninjas in Pyjamas, 2019). Thus, 
despite the allegations, NiP can serve as an 
example in this paper. 

On a basic level, both Fnatic and NiP apply 
the eSports focused business model as de-
scribed above. They offer employment to 
professional players, have sponsors, and en-
gage in different tournaments and leagues. 
However, both teams added another layer to 
the business model by starting their own 
gaming peripheral companies. This addi-
tional layer complements the value proposi-
tion, value creation, and value capture. The 
value proposition still addresses the stake-
holders mentioned before, but the organiza-
tions put special emphasis on the audience by 
offering dedicated gaming products such as 
keyboards and headsets. By this extended 
product offering, the value creation expands, 
as the organizations need specialized internal 
and external resources for product develop-
ment. Closely linked is the value capture, as 
the organizations add a revenue stream. Both 
Fnatic and NiP have access to a revenue 
stream that comes from the audience and of-
fers enormous potential. Due to the addi-
tional production, the costs for the team or-
ganizations increase, too. 

Overall, Fnatic and NiP reduce their reliance 
on sponsors by launching gaming peripheral 
brands. Therefore, they shift the former focus 
of the business model on eSports towards in-
dependence. 

 

Entertainment Focused Organizations 

The organization FaZe Clan entered compet-
itive gaming in 2012 when it started a com-
petitive CoD team. Before playing competi-
tively, the members had a popular YouTube 
channel since 2010 (Lorenz, 2019). Nowa-
days, the organization has additional teams in 
multiple games, such as Fortnite, CS:GO, 
and Rainbow Six (FaZe Clan, n.d.). While 
FaZe Clan competes in tournaments and sells 
merchandise to fans, the organization puts 
particular emphasis on content creation. The 
organization describes itself as being divided 
into those two parts. Therefore, the team or-
ganization employs not only professional 
players, but also content creators that create 
content for Youtube, Instagram, Snapchat, 
and live streams on platforms like Twitch 
and Mixer (Marino, 2019). 

G2 Esports was founded in 2015 by former 
LoL professional player Carlos’ ocelote’ Ro-
driguez and entrepreneur Jens Hilgers. Cur-
rently, the organization has six teams in dif-
ferent games. A team in the LoL franchise, a 
team in Rainbow Six: Siege, and a team in 
CS:GO are part of it. In a dedicated online 
shop, merchandise is sold (G2 Esports, 
n.d.a). G2 Esports also has well-known en-
demic and non-endemic sponsors, such as 
Logitech, Mastercard, and SecretLab (G2  
Esports, n.d.b). While these activities are the 
more traditional ones for professional teams, 
G2 Esports additionally focuses on content 
creation. Therefore, the organization built a 
hub in Berlin in 2019, in which it plans not 
only events but also youth programs to take 
place. G2 Esports highlights its focus on con-
tent creation by producing shows, for in-
stance, a documentary-like Fortnite talent 
show (Perez, 2019). 

Again, on a fundamental level, both teams 
employ the business model typical for teams. 
The teams compete in tournaments, win prize 
money, sell merchandise to their fans, and 
have sponsors. What separates FaZe Clan 
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and G2 Esports from other teams, is their ex-
tensive focus on content creation, or enter-
tainment. Carlos Rodriguez highlighted how 
important he thinks entertainment is in eS-
ports by a comparison: “When thinking about 
esports teams in particular, I genuinely be-
lieve we’re closer to what Disney is than we 
are to what the LA Lakers are” (Rodriquez, 
cited in Perez, 2019). Putting so much em-
phasis on entertainment, FaZe Clan, and G2 
Esports shift the business model focus. Espe-
cially the components of value proposition 
and value creation broaden. By adding dedi-
cated content creators, the team organiza-
tions offer more entertainment. Thus, they 
offer the audience the possibility to connect 
with professional teams in a contemporary 
way. 

Teams acquire pro-
fessional players 

and staff to compete 
in a specific league 

or tournament 

Ultimately are both FaZe Clan and G2 Es-
ports professional teams that engage not only 
in eSports through competitive gaming, but 
also by creating a high level of content for the 
audience. Accordingly, the business model 
focus shifts from the more fundamental one 
to an entertainment focused business model. 

 

Reconfiguring Assets 

The third cluster of dynamic capabilities is 
reconfiguring assets, which becomes neces-
sary due to the previous sensing and seizing 
activities. First, the organizations sensed up-
coming opportunities. Then, they seized the 
business model components accordingly. As 
the last step, they need to implement these 
changes within the organization by changing 
the structures and routines (Wirtz et al., 
2010). It is reconfiguring where strong dy-
namic capabilities become apparent: not only 
the business model shifts but also does the 
organization. Especially when the new busi-
ness model is close to the previous one, an 
organization requires the skill to orchestrate 

assets. Only then the new structures can be 
effectively managed parallel to the old ones 
(Teece, 2018a). While professional eSports 
teams have, like any organization, a variety 
of assets, one asset is especially valuable to 
them: the professional players. At present, 
the players have much power over the team 
organizations, as the organizations depend-
ent on them and, thus, willing to pay enor-
mous salaries (E-Sport Business Talk, 2020). 
Therefore, the players are essential, but not 
the only important stakeholder. 

As outlined in the theoretical framework, by 
reconfiguring the evolutionary fitness of an 
organization can be secured and even path 
dependencies, if unfavorable, can be escaped 
(Teece, 2007). For professional teams, path 
dependencies in leagues are likely. Teams 
acquire professional players and staff to com-
pete in a specific league or tournament. 
Hence, they commit organizational resources 
to this specific endeavor. However, some 
leagues may not be favorable for professional 
teams, and exiting may be the best. Profes-
sional teams with strong dynamic capabili-
ties are apt at reconfiguring their assets in or-
der to respond to market changes (Teece, 
2018a). Cloud9 and the organization’s roster 
for the battle royale title Apex Legends are 
an example for reconfiguring. First, Cloud9 
committed resources and entered the scene. 
After only a few months, the organization re-
leased the roster and left the competitive 
scene (Mallow, 2019). It is quite common for 
professional teams to release a roster. How-
ever, at the time Cloud9 released the roster, 
the competitive scene was struggling, espe-
cially in comparison to competitor Fortnite 
(Robinson, 2019). Cloud9 sensed the threat 
of Fortnite being more relevant, seized their 
business model accordingly (competing in 
Fortnite, not Apex Legends), and finally 
aligned their assets with this decision (releas-
ing the professional players). Leaving Apex 
Legends seems to have been the ‘right’ deci-
sion, as currently, Fortnite is way more im-
portant than Apex Legends is (Seck, 2020b). 

Another example of suitable sensing and 
seizing capabilities, that ultimately lead to 
the reconfiguration of assets, is Fnatic. In 
early 2020 the organization unveiled its re-
branding. Since then, the organization lists 



 - 27 - 

streamers as an official team on the homep-
age (Fnatic, n.d.b). While Fnatic’s business 
model still focuses on independence, this re-
flects a shift towards entertainment. The or-
ganization sensed the opportunity of enter-
tainment, seized the opportunity by opening 
its business model towards entertainment, 
and finally aligned the organizational assets 
by employing dedicated streamers. It is the 
second shift in the business model that is ob-
servable in Fnatic, as they first changed from 
a more eSports focused business model to-
wards the independence focused business 
model. What is additionally striking is that 
Fnatic still sees itself as a start-up, even after 
operating for 16 years. Those responsible are 
aware of the dynamic eSports environment 
and eager to perform the necessary changes 
(Ashton, 2020a). It is precisely this start-up 
mentality that may make it easier for Fnatic 
to transform the business model, as start-ups 
are less restrained by resources and proce-
dures. The case of Fnatic further outlines that 
reconfiguring is an ongoing task. Organiza-
tions must transform and reposition them-
selves or aspects of the organization periodi-
cally to be able to respond to upcoming op-
portunities and threats (Teece, 2018a). Fnatic 
has proven that they can sense, seize, and re-
configure and therefore are a dynamically ca-
pable organization. 

The dynamic capability of reconfiguring is a 
continuous task that is responsible for align-
ing organizational assets that are affected by 
the previous sensing and seizing activities. 
Different professional teams have proven in 
the past that they are not only capable of re-
configuring assets as a stand-alone capabil-
ity, but also within the context of shifting 
one’s business model focus. 

 

Performance Indicators 

Social Media Impact 

Professional teams are often active in live 
streaming and have a broad social media 
presence. In this paper, the term “social me-
dia impact” summarizes these two activities. 
This measurement is especially relevant 
when negotiating with sponsors. Because the 
sponsors are primary interested in brand vis-
ibility, the potential social media outreach 

(and thus, the offered brand visibility) is a vi-
tal tool for decision-making (Korpimies, 
2019). Consequently, as professional teams 
rely heavily on sponsors, the social media 
impact is an essential indicator for them, too. 

The first activity under consideration is live 
streaming. By streaming, the team organiza-
tions build a brand, reach a global online au-
dience, and partly achieve income (Taylor, 
2018). For sponsors, particularly the integra-
tion of the brand into the broadcast is valua-
ble. Professional teams offer direct (e. g. 
brand appearing on the virtual playground) 
and indirect (e. g. branded player jerseys) 
branding possibilities (Ströh, 2017). The 
streamers are often, but not necessarily, pro-
fessional players of the team and enable the 
different types of branding. They further cre-
ate dedicated content for the audience on dif-
ferent platforms, such as Twitch or Mixer 
(Carrillo Vera & Aguado Terrón, 2019). 
Speaking in marketing-terms, these content 
creators are typically called ‘influencer’. 
However, in eSports, this term is connotated 
negatively, as the audience perceives influ-
encers as not authentic. Thus, the team or-
ganizations use the terms ‘content creator’ or 
‘streamer’. The content creators often not 
only engage in live streaming but also repre-
sent the team organization on other social 
media platforms (e. g. Twitter, Instagram). 
Thus, they enable significant revenue 
streams. Different indicators, for example, 
follower count or value of sponsorship, 
measure the brand value of a content creator. 
Especially for the professional teams, the risk 
increases that the content creator’s brand 
value may exceed its own (Ashton, 2019b). 
Nonetheless, content creators are essential 
for professional teams. The professional 
teams highlight the importance of content 
creators further by listing them among the 
competitive teams on the teams’ homepage, 
for instance, seen on G2 Esports’ homepage 
(G2 Esports, n.d.c). 

Another essential indicator that measures the 
impact of professional teams on the audience 
is the unit ‘hours watched’. This unit 
measures, for how many hours viewers 
watched specific content. The Esports Ob-
server, for instance, regularly publishes what 
the most-watched channels and games are on 
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Twitch in a given period (Murray, 2020). The 
higher the number of hours watched, the 
more the audience is reached, and the higher 
is the brand value of the organization. While 
such rankings, as provided by The Esports 
Observer, provide numbers for general cate-
gories such as games and channels, there are 
as well rankings that aim at comparing the 
professional teams. Such a ranking is, for ex-
ample, provided by Esports Charts. It lists the 
most-watched eSports team of 2019, giving 
guidance on who the most successful profes-
sional teams were in terms of engaging the 
audience through live streaming. This rank-
ing lists G2 Esports, Fnatic, Astralis, and NiP 
among the top ten (Yakimenko, 2020). These 
teams all have a different business model fo-
cus (as provided previously). Nonetheless, 
they all have an enormous social media im-
pact that they can use to attract sponsors. 

 

Sponsors 

The team organizations’ sponsors are mostly 
endemic. However, the number of non-en-
demic sponsors is increasing (Ströh, 2017). 
The increase in non-endemic sponsors, such 
as Adidas, Red Bull, and Coca-Cola, reflects 
the societal and economic meaningfulness of 
eSports (Kordyaka et al., 2020). These fac-
tors are relevant, as they influence the sus-
tainability of the overall eSports ecosystem. 
As part of the ecosystem, these factors influ-
ence the team organizations, too. 

Currently, the professional teams battle for 
the best sponsorships. Establishing one is dif-
ficult and requires negotiating. Most spon-
sors want to increase brand awareness by 
sponsoring in eSports. Exposing the brand to 
the audience achieves this goal. Professional 
teams can use the social media impact to un-
derline the potential outreach. While the so-
cial media outreach of a professional team is 
measurable, the effects of sponsorships are 
difficult to measure. Therefore, the duration 
of sponsorships can give insights on how 
successful sponsorship is. The more the pro-
fessional team exposes the sponsors’ brand to 
the audience, the higher is the chance that the 
audience will perceive the sponsor as posi-
tive (Korpimies, 2019). 

Given that the duration of sponsorship is an 
important performance indicator, it is to ex-
amine whether the dynamically capable 
teams identified previously are apt at estab-
lishing long-term sponsorships. To obtain re-
liable information regarding the sponsor-
ships, the author contacted the six teams un-
der consideration by e-mail. One organiza-
tion, Astralis, responded. According to the 
reply, Astralis established nine sponsorships. 
Out of these nine sponsorships, three are in-
deed long-term sponsorships. Taking infor-
mation from other sources, for instance, The 
Esports Observer, into account, it is observa-
ble that all six teams established long-term 
sponsorships over time. Fnatic, for instance, 
is sponsored by endemic organization AMD 
Ryzen Radeon since 2015 (Ashton, 2018). 

In conclusion, the duration of a professional 
team sponsorship can serve as a performance 
indicator. The more the team exposes the 
sponsors’ brand to the audience, the better for 
the sponsor. A long-term sponsorship not 
only indicates that a team increases the brand 
awareness of the sponsor but also that the 
professional team is worth sponsoring. 

 

Return on Investment 

In recent years many investors joined the  
eSports industry because they were hoping 
for a return on investment (Scholz, 2019). 
Above all, they see the possibility to reach a 
hard-to-access customer group that they can-
not reach through traditional media. The  
eSports ecosystem offers a variety of possi-
ble investments, but the possibility of invest-
ing in professional teams is unique (Deloitte, 
2019b). For investors, it is essential to 
acknowledge the traditional and non-tradi-
tional revenue streams. The traditional ones, 
such as sponsorships, and merchandise sales, 
can be found in other industries as well. Non-
traditional revenue streams are derived from 
streaming and winning competitions. The 
teams, often active in multiple titles, offer a 
range of investment alternatives with differ-
ing revenue generation potential and, thus, 
diversification. For the investors, this possi-
bly hedges the investment, as the overall or-
ganization may be profitable, despite poor 
performance in single areas (Knapp, 2017). 
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Professional teams thus are valuable invest-
ment opportunities. 

However, the revenue streams are incon-
sistent, and often the future brand value is 
taken into account. However, the revenues 
are not precisely predictable. Thus, the exact 
future value is difficult to determine 
(Deloitte, 2019a). Scholz (2019) outlined 
that, as more and more money floods into the 
eSports market, the investors will demand a 
return on investment, which may be trouble-
some for some team organizations. Since 
then, the problem does not seem to have got-
ten any better. In an interview, Marcel Feld-
kamp, former professional player, and cur-
rent player agent, stated that many organiza-
tions still raise money infinitely but oversee 
the return on investment (E-Sport Business 
Talk, 2020). 

On the one hand, professional teams offer an 
investment opportunity due to their unique-
ness. On the other hand, they have great dif-
ficulties in delivering a return on investment. 
Thus, investors are obliged to examine care-
fully, which organizations have proven good 
choices regarding the games (Deloitte, 
2019c). It is precisely these dynamically ca-
pable team organizations that can create 
long-term value for investors (Teece, 2007). 
Therefore, the return on investment of a pro-
fessional team can, in return, function as a 
performance indicator. 

 

Result 

Summary 

The professional eSports teams are part of an 
industry that is dynamic, volatile, continually 
changing, and still not mature. Teams that 
want to sustain competitive advantage and 
secure the organization’s survival rely on dy-
namic capabilities and a viable business 
model. 

The professional teams are a vital stake-
holder in the eSports ecosystem. As such, 
other stakeholders influence them. The game 
developers, professional players, tournament 
organizers, and the professional teams center 
around the audience as the key stakeholder. 
These four primary stakeholders rely heavily 

on each other. For without one of these stake-
holders, the eSports scene could not exist. 
Thus, the interdependency of the ecosystem 
influences the professional teams. The teams 
further face situational barriers. Most stake-
holders are somewhat ignorant of the past, 
which is called historical amnesia in this pa-
per. The stakeholders further evolved undis-
turbed over time. Especially in the beginning, 
only a particular type of organization joined 
the industry, leading to a cultural locked-in. 
Moreover, the professional teams are locked 
into specific leagues. The professional teams 
additionally face a lack of resources in terms 
of talents, financial resources, and data. 

The dynamic capabilities of sensing, seizing, 
and reconfiguring can help professional 
teams to sustain competitive advantage and 
build a viable business model. The first com-
ponent is sensing opportunities and threats. 
Professional teams that possess this capabil-
ity can identify the opportunities that arise 
from the ecosystem in the two main areas of 
talents and game innovation. Successful 
teams are further skilled in identifying 
threats, mainly to be found in games that are 
no longer favorable. 

They are not only 
ahead of the com-

petitors, but also se-
cured the organiza-
tion’s evolutionary 
fitness by changing 
the business model 

The second dynamic capability, seizing, is 
found in professional teams, too. The seizing 
capability allows the teams to build a viable 
business model and to shift it if necessary. 
The professional teams use the same under-
lying business model. They employ profes-
sional players, take part in competitions, sell 
merchandise, and have sponsors. This paper 
proposes that these organizations apply an 
eSports focused business model. However, 
some team organizations shifted their busi-
ness models over time while still applying 
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the underlying principles of an eSports fo-
cused business model. On the one hand, there 
are team organizations that focus on becom-
ing independent organizations. Therefore, 
they started gaming peripherals lines. On the 
other hand, there are team organizations that 
focus on the entertainment aspect of eSports. 
These organizations employ content creators 
and engage heavily in streaming. All three 
types apply the underlying business model 
that is typical for teams. Therefore, this paper 
proposes that the focus changes, but not the 
overall business model. Dynamically capable 
organizations are apt at changing the busi-
ness model focus and often experiment to 
find the most fitting one. 

The third dynamic capability, reconfiguring 
assets, is also found in professional teams. 
Successful teams continuously engage in 
new leagues and leave competitive scenes 
that unfavorable. Thus, professional players, 
staff, and other organizational assets contin-
uously need to be aligned with the changes. 
Professional teams that are not afraid of such 
changes and repeatedly engage in these ac-
tivities possess the dynamic capability of re-
configuring. 

It is not only essential to notice that some 
teams are dynamically capable, but it is also 
essential to articulate performance indica-
tors. Regarding the professional teams, three 
factors indicate the overall performance. 
First, dynamically capable organizations 
have an enormous social media impact. They 
offer brand visibility for sponsors through 
live streaming and their social media presen-
tation. Second, team organizations success-
fully establish long-term sponsorships. 
Third, professional teams create long-term 
value and thus offer a return on investment. 

In conclusion, this paper showed that the 
most successful teams are characterized by 
the dynamic capabilities of sensing, seizing, 
and reconfiguring. In a dynamic and volatile 
industry, where many other team organiza-
tions struggle, these teams prove that they are 
dynamically capable and thus gain competi-
tive advantage. Moreover, they are not only 
ahead of the competitors, but also secured the 
organization’s evolutionary fitness by chang-
ing the business model. At the same time, the 
successful professional teams continuously 

engage in the sensing, seizing, and reconfig-
uring activities, as an ongoing process. 

 

Limitations 

While this paper gives some insights on the 
strategic management of professional teams, 
it also has several limitations. First, a more 
detailed description of the secondary stake-
holders is missing. Only the sponsors were 
briefly discussed as they are currently the 
most relevant secondary stakeholder for the 
professional teams. For the objective of this 
paper, this is sufficient. Nonetheless, a closer 
look at all secondary stakeholders is essential 
to gain a deeper understanding. 

Second, to identify successful professional 
teams, different rankings were considered. 
While these rankings claim to have credible 
numbers, they are, in fact, often inflated or 
draw wrong conclusions about relationships 
(Scholz, 2020). Therefore, these rankings 
provide rather a guidance than concrete facts 
and must be considered with caution. Closely 
related is the fact that this paper considers 
only a limited number of teams. While within 
these teams, similarities can be observed, and 
thus cautious conclusions can be drawn, a ho-
listic consideration of a larger number of pro-
fessional teams is missing. 

Third, the overall research on eSports is still 
limited, and therefore, the scientific literature 
is scarce. Additionally, the information on 
the professional teams are often not transpar-
ent, scarce, and the sources are questionable. 
Therefore, as in-depth information is miss-
ing, only superficial observations about the 
professional teams and their management de-
cisions can be made. 

Fourth, given the abductive reasoning of this 
paper, the dynamic capabilities framework 
only provides one possible explanation for 
the success of some professional teams. The 
dynamic capabilities framework tries to ex-
plain how organizations navigate in a dy-
namic environment by constantly changing 
(Teece, 2018a). However, many professional 
teams are still young. Therefore, this paper 
cannot make a clear distinction, if the team 
organizations are engaging in an ongoing 
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process, or if they instead made an educated 
guess on how to manage the organization. 

 

Implications for Practitioners 

This paper aimed to identify how dynamic 
capabilities aid professional teams to survive 
in the dynamic eSports ecosystem. It has be-
come apparent that some of them seem to be 
dynamically capable. The team organizations 
sense opportunities, seize their business 
models, and reconfigure their assets. The dy-
namic capabilities framework highlights that 
dynamic environments call for entrepreneur-
ial leaders (Schoemaker et al., 2018) to mas-
ter the three clusters of dynamic capabilities. 
Therefore, the professional teams should not 
assume that every leader is equally prepared 
to manage the eSports environment. Instead, 
professional teams should seek entrepreneur-
ial managers, such as Sam Mathews or Car-
los ‘ocelote’ Rodrigeuz, that bring dynamic 
capabilities with them. 

Currently, the professional teams are some-
what just a pawn in the game of power 
among the primary stakeholders. Regarding 
revenues, they are left behind and struggle 
the most. By developing dynamic capabili-
ties, team organizations can shape the eco-
system in their favor (Teece, 2018a). There-
fore, the responsible managers should proac-
tively engage in dynamic capabilities to ad-
dress new opportunities before the rivals do. 
Especially in eSports, competitive titles 
come and go, and the lifecycle may be ex-
tremely short. All the more important it is to 
sense changes, seize business models, and re-
configure assets to be ahead of competitors 
and to be able to secure revenues. 

It is further essential to overcome historical 
amnesia. The dynamic capabilities highlight 
the fact that “history matters” (Teece et al., 
1997, p. 522). In the continuously and rapidly 
changing eSports environment, it is vital to 
understand the past. Only by understanding 
why individual leagues, such as the CGS, 
failed, professional teams can learn from 
mistakes and gain better insight into what 
might be a promising investment. The pro-
fessional teams are, therefore, advised to ex-
amine the past more precisely and to install 
mechanisms to learn from mistakes. 

Implications for Research 

To better understand the management of pro-
fessional teams, more insights are needed. 
Although the scientific literature on eSports 
is increasing, research is still in its nascency 
(Reitman, 2020). Much of the current litera-
ture refers to social, cultural, and legal topics. 
Moreover, there is an extensive ongoing dis-
cussion about whether or not eSports is 
sports. Literature focusing the professional 
teams, and their management is missing. 
While these organizations are, in some terms, 
just ‘normal’ organizations, they still 
evolved unhindered by environmental influ-
ences. Hence, they may have adopted a very 
own style of management. In order to en-
hance the understanding of the team organi-
zation’s management, it is thus advisable for 
future research to conduct further research on 
the management of professional teams. Inter-
views with the top management, in particu-
lar, could provide more detailed insights. 

Apart from this, another field of research 
could be the business models of professional 
teams. This paper proposes that the underly-
ing business model is the same for all teams, 
but that the focus of this particular model lies 
on a spectrum. While currently, every busi-
ness model focus can lead to success for the 
professional teams, it will be interesting to 
observe if this will be true in the future, too. 
Because the field of streaming, in particular, 
will continue to grow and is expected to be 
the fastest-growing revenue stream in 2020 
(Newzoo, 2020). Therefore, it will be intri-
guing to observe whether the majority of pro-
fessional teams will adapt to this develop-
ment. For research, this could imply that the 
different types of business model focus pro-
vided in this paper are not within a spectrum 
and that they rather represent different stages 
of development. However, to support such 
arguments, research is advised to examine a 
more significant number of teams in a more 
extended period. 

 

Outlook 

The eSports ecosystem is dynamic and ever-
changing. The professional teams will al-
ways have to deal with changes that rapidly 
arise. It is impossible to predict how the  
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eSports ecosystem will evolve precisely. 
Thus, this chapter provides rather educated 
guesses on how certain situations may evolve 
than definitive statements. 

For professional teams, innovation often 
arises when new games are published. They 
are, therefore, regularly concerned with the 
question of whether to invest in a specific ti-
tle or not. Currently, Riot is active in differ-
ent areas. First, they plan on extending their 
products and games to previously untapped 
markets, for instance, the Middle East and 
North Africa (Ashton, 2019d). This exten-
sion offers professional teams the oppor-
tunity to enter these markets. Riot will fur-
thermore publish Valorant in the upcoming 
months. Already now, professional players 
are looking into the competitive scene. Even 
though there is not yet a fully developed 
competitive scene, famous professional 
Overwatch players are switching to playing 
Valorant (Wolf & Erzberger, 2020). For pro-
fessional teams, two problems arise. On the 
one hand, they need to decide whether to in-
vest early in the development of a Valorant 
roster. On the other hand, if they have signed 

an Overwatch roster, they soon may lose tal-
ents to the competing title and to competing 
team organizations. 

As mentioned in the statement of the prob-
lem, the COVID-19 pandemic overshadowed 
2020. Almost all major eSports events 
moved to an online format. The altered con-
ditions had a diverse impact on the eSports 
industry. On the one hand, tournament organ-
izers like ESL and DreamHack reported a 
significant loss of profits. On the other hand, 
the interest in video games and eSports in-
creased, which lead to increased investments 
in the eSports industry. This investment trend 
is anticipated to grow further in the upcom-
ing months, eventually reaching pre-COVID 
levels. (Seck, 2020a). 

While there seems to be light at the end of the 
tunnel, everything is still mostly uncertain. 
No one can make a definitive statement on 
what will come next and how the overall 
market situation will evolve. The profes-
sional teams still have to deal with many un-
certainties, not only arising due to the pan-
demic but also due to the eSports industry's 
general volatility. It will be intriguing to ob-
serve which team organizations are best 
equipped to survive. 
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eSports: Mass Sport and  
Its Role in Germany 

 
By Timo Schöber 

 
 
If you look at the media coverage on televi-
sion, newspapers, magazines and the inter-
net, you might get the impression that  
eSports is primarily a monetarily driven pro-
fessional business. Sold-out arenas, prize 
money in the millions, highly paid profes-
sional athletes. 

What is often not portrayed in the major me-
dia outlets: the mass sport in eSports. 

But what exactly is mass sport? What role 
does it play in the economic system? Why is 
mass sport particularly important for Ger-
many? These and other questions are ad-
dressed below. 

 

Sport and its Importance for Society 

In order to understand eSports in a sporting 
context, it is important to look at traditional 
sport as a first step. For the most part, sport 
means more than the pure exercise aspects 
that probably come to mind first when many 
people think about sport. 

It is true that physical exercise is an im-
portant part of most traditional sports. But 
not for all of them. Chess is an example that 
is often used when talking about sport in re-
lation to eSports. But other sports are not 
necessarily defined primarily by movement 
aspects, such as darts, billiards, and sport 
shooting. 

It is also true, however, that sport should be 
seen as a phenomenon of society as a whole, 
one that not only extends into many fringe ar-
eas, but is far more than just movement. 
Think, for example, of fans of teams who see 
themselves as a community, united as a 
group behind their own team or club. Sport is 
about passion, intercultural understanding, 
identification and also many aspects of the 

artistic, such as fan chants or choreographies 
in the stadium. 

We also associate sport with a kind of sense 
of purpose. Sport is an end in itself, not an 
obligation. People usually do sport because 
they want to. Because sport is often self-suf-
ficient and not just a means to an end. At the 
same time, many people also pursue goals 
with their participation in sport, such as rec-
ords that are to be achieved. 

Sport clubs are also regional or even national 
anchor points. They serve youth work, cul-
ture and socialization in cities, neighbor-
hoods, and regions. In addition, large profes-
sional clubs are often “at home” all over the 
world when it comes to fan communities. 

But what exactly is 
mass sport - and 

what does it mean 
for eSports? 

Further, sport provides structure. Not only in 
terms of very obvious structures, such as as-
sociations, clubs and teams. But also in terms 
of rules, fair play and fixed procedures, such 
as training schedules. Through sport, people 
learn certain skills and they reinforce positive 
attributes. Sport reinforces social norms such 
as punctuality, reliability, honesty and help-
fulness. 

Since sport permeates the whole of society, 
knowledge of its role in the community of 
people is very important for understanding 
eSports. Especially mass sport in eSports 
forms a basis for the complete system of elec-
tronic sports. But what exactly is mass sport 
- and what does it mean for eSports? 



 - 39 - 

Definition of Mass Sport 

In the first step, mass sport means what the 
term already says, namely that sport is prac-
ticed in the breadth of society. This means 
that mass sport can be found in all social, cul-
tural, ethnic and religious strata and forms. 
Mass sport can be practiced by anyone. 

Therefore, mass sport is played by many peo-
ple in a country, no matter where they come 
from or what their social status is. 

Applied to eSports, this means that everyone 
can participate in it. eSports means the com-
petitive playing of computer and video 
games. Professionalism does not have to be a 
given. What is essential for eSports is that it 
is competition-oriented. This distinguishes 
eSports from simple gaming. 

A mass athlete in the field of eSports would 
therefore be a person who plays digital 
games competitively - without earning any 
money from it. Depending on the definition, 
however, professional sport could also be 
distinguished from mass sport in other ways 
than just by the money factor. You could also 
say that someone is not a professional until 
they earn their living from eSports. In this 
case, it would not be the money factor per se 
that would be decisive, but the amount of 
money earned. 

 

Mass Sport in the Economic System of 
eSports 

Professional eSports is built on a complex 
economic system with many interactions. 
This system includes eSports organizations, 
athletes, associations, competition organiz-
ers, media, game fairs, sponsors and inves-
tors. 

In contrast to traditional sport, there is an ad-
ditional player in eSports: the publishers, i.e. 
the manufacturers of computer and video 
games. These not only hold the rights to the 
games, but often also distribute them. In ad-
dition, they define the rules that apply in the 
games. They also make changes to the games 
through patches, which can have a significant 
impact on players, teams and competitions. 

The foundation of the entire system are the 
mass sport players. 

Mass sport athletes, on the one hand, are of-
ten fans of professional teams and players. 
This means they consume livestreams, attend 
offline events, subscribe to and fill social me-
dia channels with life, buy merchandise, run 
their own blogs, read scene websites and 
watch YouTube videos. So without mass 
sport athletes, there would be hardly anyone 
interested in eSports and positively fueling 
professional sport. 

On the other hand, mass sport athletes also 
consume the products of sponsors of profes-
sional eSports teams. These can be such 
things as gaming peripherals, consoles, gam-
ing computers, energy drinks, cars and gam-
ing chairs. Mass sport athletes are the main 
target group of eSports sponsors. Without 
this target group, no money would come into 
the economic system, because sponsors 
would lack the incentive to invest in eSports. 

 

Mass Sport and Politics in Germany 

In Germany, mass sport plays an even more 
important role than in many other countries. 
This is due to legislation. In Germany, the tax 
code (German: Abgabenordnung) defines 
what is considered non-profit and what is not. 
As a result, organizations recognized as non-
profit can count on tax, social and funding 
advantages. 

Recognition as a non-profit means, for exam-
ple, that organizations can issue donation re-
ceipts, access funding opportunities and par-
ticipate in certain networks. In addition, or-
ganizations recognized as non-profit have a 
different social status in Germany and a dif-
ferent perception among the population than 
organizations that do not have this status. 

Mass sport athletes and clubs work for  
eSports at the grassroots level of society. 
They make it perceptible to the population 
by, for example, creating club homes as so-
cialization points, holding information 
events, facilitating parents' evenings, and go-
ing to schools to talk to teachers and students 
about eSports. 

An important component here is that mass 
sport clubs demonstrate that excessive gam-
ing has nothing to do with eSports, as this is 
often erroneously assumed. With the help of 
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training plans and explanations, they make it 
clear that eSports is much more than just 
gaming, namely, for example, game analysis, 
compensatory sports and a healthy diet. 

 

The Autonomy of Sport 

In Germany, sport autonomy prevails. This 
means that there is no Ministry of Sport that 
decides what counts as sport. Rather, politics 
and sports are largely separated from each 
other. For eSports, this means that only the 
German Olympic Sports Confederation 
(German: Deutscher Olympischer Sport-
bund, DOSB) can decide whether eSports 
can be considered a sport or not. 

The problem is that scientific findings or re-
search often do not play a role here, but rather 
ideologically led debates. The DOSB rejects 
eSports as a sport - so far, regardless of 
whether studies and research come to a dif-
ferent conclusion. Germany is one of the few 
industrialized countries in which eSports is 
not recognized as a sport. 

eSports is defined by 
its competitive ori-

entation, not by 
what is shown on 
the screen, but by 

what takes place in 
front of and next to 

the screen.  
The DOSB divides eSports into different cat-
egories. Sport games are indirectly recog-
nized as virtual sport simulations, not com-
pletely, but at least more than other video 
games. The background is that the DOSB de-
fines that such video games depict real sports 
and would therefore fit to sports. All other 
video games, such as Counter-Strike and 
League of Legends, are described by the 
DOSB as eGaming. A term that only exists 
in Germany. 

Mass sport athletes and especially eSports 
clubs are working very extensively and sus-
tainably to change the attitude of the sports 
federation. The unity of eSports cannot and 
must not be broken. eSports is defined by its 
competitive orientation, not by what is 
shown on the screen, but by what takes place 
in front of and next to the screen. It's about 
training plans, analysis of opponents, the 
meta and competitions, balancing sports and 
the mindset, a healthy diet, aesthetics, com-
munity and cohesion, meaning and voluntar-
iness, and much more. 

Mass sport is essential in Germany to bring 
this to society and thus to become recognized 
as a sport, especially by increasing the pres-
sure on the DOSB.  

 

Club Landscape in Germany 

Germany now has a large number of mass 
eSports clubs. The models of such clubs can 
vary greatly. Many clubs operate as inde-
pendent organizations, while others have 
joined traditional sports clubs as a division. 

Such clubs are also important for the practice 
of eSports because they often have club 
homes, performance centers or other prem-
ises. In this way, eSports is made tangible 
and can be experienced because it can be 
physically visited and does not just take place 
digitally. This is a relevant building block on 
the way to the recognition of eSports. 

In addition, clubs and their premises serve as 
socialization points. They get club members 
out of their rooms and into the community of 
the club. This sharpens the sense of together-
ness and makes eSports more inclusive as a 
mass sport. 

Mass sport clubs exist throughout Germany, 
especially in almost every major city. Some 
clubs not only represent their own region but 
are responsible for federal states or supra-re-
gional areas. In general, eSports breaks down 
boundaries here as well, because even in 
mass sport you don't have to join a club from 
your own region but can use the digital char-
acter of eSports to be a member of a club of 
your choice. 
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Conclusion 

Mass sport is the foundation of eSports as a 
whole. A foundation that, in contrast to many 
other countries, is often not yet perceived as 
such in Germany. 

However, mass sport athletes and especially 
eSports clubs are constantly working to 
change this. By creating facilities, social per-
ception, competitions and a positive percep-
tion of eSports as a whole. 
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eSports – also commonly called electronic 
sports or competitive gaming – are sports-
like professionally orchestrated gaming com-
petitions where proficient gamers – usually 
called pro-players – participate (Shabir, 
2017) to win money, prizes, prestige, among 
other things (Mooney, 2018). Akin to water 
sports, competitive gaming is a collective de-
nomination comprised of various disciplines 
(in this case, videogames), with tournaments 
often including various different games 
(Ströh, 2017). These events are categorized 
according to their level of professionalism 
(Winnan, 2016), which include amateur (Ha-
mari & Sjöblom, 2017), semi-amateur, and 
professional (SuperData, 2017a). On the one 
hand, amateur events are mostly conducted 
in the virtual world with online viewers and 
participants (Stein & Scholz, 2016). On the 
other, professional events tend to happen in 
real-world places, like sports stadiums, 
where pro-players go to compete and fans ei-
ther go to these locales or watch them from 
home via live-streaming (Gifford, 2017). 

It is defended that the rise of eSports’ popu-
larity began in the early 2010s (Ströh, 2017). 
However, in less than a decade (Shabir, 
2017), they became a worldwide success 
(Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017). Countries like 
South Korea now classify eSports as an offi-
cial sport and many western countries are 
now starting to do the same (Hiltscher & 
Scholz, 2017). The reason why it took until 
the recent years for eSports’ popularity to 
catapult is because only now the information 
and communication technologies have 
evolved to a point where fast-internet has be-
come accessible to the general public and 
consumer-friendly streaming technologies 
have appeared (Carter & Gibbs, 2013). As of 
now, electronic sports are the fastest-grow-
ing sport to ever exist (Sylvester & Rennie, 

2017) and are among the world’s fastest-
growing markets (Winnan, 2016). Their ele-
vated popularity (CGC Europe, 2015) and 
significant worldwide reach (BI Intelligence 
& Elder, 2017) has turned this industry into 
an economic powerhouse (Shabir, 2017) and 
brought a plethora of consumer brands who 
now recognize its major strengths as a mar-
keting channel (CGC Europe, 2015). Proof of 
this happened in 2016 when more than 600 
eSports sponsorship contracts were formed 
(Shabir, 2017). Now, some of the most rec-
ognizable eSports sponsors include: Coca-
Cola, Vodafone (Ströh, 2017), Microsoft, 
Red Bull, Samsung, (Funk, Pizzo, & Baker, 
2018), Manchester City, Nissan, Audi, Paris 
Saint-German, Sony, and Google (Shabir, 
2017). 

Sponsoring eSports creates several opportu-
nities and benefits for brands (Freitas, Con-
treras-Espinosa, & Correia, 2020; Shabir, 
2017). One of the most desired ones is in-
creased brand awareness, which is made pos-
sible by eSports’ massive fan-base (Ströh, 
2017). It is estimated that, in 2020, the num-
ber of eSports fans reached 495 million and 
that, by 2023, this number will reach 646 mil-
lion (Newzoo, 2020; Statista, 2020). This 
means that, by 2023, the eSports fan-base is 
expected to exceed the number of NFL fans 
and be on par with the audiences of other 
popular sports (Shabir, 2017). Analysts cal-
culated that the amount of eSports fans is in-
creasing between 12.3% and 10.4% each 
year (Newzoo, 2020). Such a massive audi-
ence has resulted in large sports arenas and 
stadiums being completely sold out (Ströh, 
2017) and in eSports attracting more viewers 
than some of the world’s most important 
sporting events (Winnan, 2016). For exam-
ple, it is true that 1.7 million people watched 
the 2014 World Championship football 
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match between the USA and Germany on 
WatchESPN (CGC Europe, 2015) but, in 
comparison, the finals of the eSports tourna-
ment, Intel Extreme Masters Katowice, was 
watched by 46 million people on YouTube 
and Twitch (Statista, 2018). Similarly, spon-
soring eSports has shown to increase sales 
(Freitas et al., 2020; Winnan, 2016). This is 
because the general eSports fan possesses a 
higher than average income (Ströh, 2017), is 
an early adopter, a compulsive buyer (Win-
nan, 2016), and a relevant influencer of his 
social circles’ buying behaviour (Ströh, 
2017). In 2020, the economic prowess of eS-
ports fans led analysts to value this market at 
1.34 billion US dollars (Pannekeet, 2019) 
and conclude that this value has been grow-
ing 9.7% every year (SuperData, 2017b). It 
has also been found that eSports fans have a 
high acceptance of sponsorships in this field 
(Freitas et al., 2020; Ströh, 2017). Whenever 
a sponsorship is conducted in other markets, 
sponsors are often perceived as intrusive or 
unwanted, which can damage the brand and 
its image in some instances (Crompton, 
1994). However, in eSports, fans demon-
strate a down-to-earth awareness that the 
competitive gaming industry is not sustaina-
ble without sponsors (Ströh, 2017). Ergo, 
sponsorships tend to be met with overall pos-
itivism (Nielsen Esports, 2017). As a result 
of this dependency, two benefits arise 
(Freitas et al., 2020). Firstly, the costs of 
forming an eSports sponsorship are signifi-
cantly lower than those in most established 
sports (Winnan, 2016). And secondly, the 
brands that sponsor eSports are seen as sup-
porters of an underdeveloped market that is 
in need of monetary funds, which results in 
the sponsor acquiring an improved brand im-
age (Shabir, 2017). 

However, it is not just sponsors that are inter-
ested in this market (Winnan, 2016). Game 
developers and publishers also use eSports to 
maximize their reach, sales, and overall mon-
etization of their IPs (TEO, 2018). Until the 
recent years, developers and publishers 
showed little interest in competitive gaming 
(Shabir, 2017), but the million-dollar profits 
and large fan-base of eSports (Ströh, 2017), 
coupled with the millions of dollars needed 
to produce and market current videogames 
(CGC Europe, 2015), caused them to become 

interested in using the eSports scene to pro-
mote their competitive games (TEO, 2018). 
eSports have shown to be capable of effec-
tively catapulting a game’s exposure and pur-
chase of in-game content (Ströh, 2017; TEO, 
2018). Moreover, a game that is continuously 
featured in popular tournaments will have an 
increased lifespan (Ströh, 2017). Ergo, put-
ting a competitive videogame at the forefront 
of highly popular eSports tournaments brings 
a lot of benefits (Winnan, 2016). It is because 
of this that even large developers like Riot 
Games – producers of League of Legends – 
and Valve – producers of Defense of the An-
cients 2 – have invested so much into com-
petitive gaming and orchestrated popular 
tournaments around their IPs with tantalizing 
prize pools (CGC Europe, 2015). Now, some 
game developers already produce games 
with the intent of having them be played in 
eSports (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) and to 
become prominent figures of the scene 
(Ströh, 2017). For instance, since live-
streaming is essential to eSports, games like 
SMITE now include streaming as a feature 
from within their interface (SuperData, 
2015). 

However, in eSports, 
fans demonstrate a 

down-to-earth aware-
ness that the competitive 
gaming industry is not 

sustainable without 
sponsors 

Simply put, multiple publishers now use  
eSports as a marketing tool to promote 
awareness, player-base, and revenue of their 
IPs (Ströh, 2017). However, according to 
Shabir (2017), now it has become typical for 
publishers to impose conditions and re-
strictions on how third-party tournament or-
ganizers may use their IPs. Shabir notes that 
this mostly happens after the game has 
gained significant popularity in eSports and 
the general market. Because they own the 
IPs, publishers have the power to control 
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who, how, and when a tournament can fea-
ture their game (Shabir, 2017). They can opt 
to license their IPs to event organizers or to 
particular streaming channels (TEO, 2018) 
and can even prohibit their games from being 
streamed or from having some parts of the 
game shown (Ströh, 2017). According to 
Ströh (2017), this shows that videogame pub-
lishers are an element that is unique to  
eSports. In the competitive gaming market, 
in addition to developing games, they can 
also act as regulatory and governing bodies 
(Ströh, 2017). As such, this research aimed to 
determine the power videogame publishers 
have over eSports sponsors. Specifically, the 
research question was: Is the power that vid-
eogame publishers have over competitive 
gaming a risk for eSports sponsors? The rel-
evancy of this topic is justified by the fact 
that eSports are dependent on sponsor money 
to survive (Freitas et al., 2020; Shabir, 2017; 
Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), which means 
that is imperative to find if the power of pub-
lishers is negatively affecting the eSports 
sponsors’ marketing activities, restricting 
their advertisement freedom, or hindering 
their sponsorship ROIs. If it is found that the 
power of publishers is having a negative ef-
fect on eSports sponsors, this could lead a 
significant number of brands to stop sponsor-
ing eSports and put the sustainability of the 
eSports market at risk. 

 

Literature Review 

eSports is a complex organism comprised of 
a variety of acting elements (Freitas, Contre-
ras-Espinosa, & Correia, 2019). The most 
prominent ones include: the fans (i.e. con-
sumers), the professional players and teams, 
the commentators, the tournaments and its 
organizers, the associations, the media chan-
nels (Ströh, 2017), the videogames and the 
gaming platforms, and, of course, the video-
game publishers (Shabir, 2017) and the spon-
sors (Ströh, 2017). Regarding the sponsors, 
as is written in the International Chamber of 
Commerce (2011), sponsorships are com-
mercial partnerships of mutual benefit where 
entity one (i.e. the sponsor) grants some form 
of support or benefit (e.g. funding) to entity 
two (i.e. the sponsored) in exchange for the 
right of associating its brands, products, or 

overall image with entity two by performing 
promotional activations. Regarding the pub-
lishers, a distinction must be made between 
them and game developers. According to No-
vak and Levy (2008), while game developers 
only produce games, publishers can develop, 
distribute, and market their games. This is 
because developers often possess less finan-
cial strength, being forced to leave the re-
maining procedures (e.g. promotion and pub-
lishing) to the publishers (Novak & Levy, 
2008). Since publishers develop and com-
mercialize eSports’ most important compo-
nent (i.e. the videogames), they occupy the 
most important and dominant role of this in-
dustry (Shabir, 2017). 

Every IP is owned by a particular entity 
(Chao, 2017). For instance, Li (2016) notes 
that League of Legends is owned by Riot 
Games, who tightly controls the game’s cop-
yrights. Riot Games regulates all tourna-
ments that feature their IP, and all organizers 
must conform to these norms (Li, 2016). 
Some tournament organizers even have to 
buy a license from the publishers to have the 
right of using and streaming the IP (Taylor, 
2012). According to Winnan (2016), unlike 
the early 2000s, publishers now closely fol-
low and regulate who, how, where, and when 
their videogames are featured in competitive 
gaming. By regulating the tournaments and 
the broadcasts, as well as contributing to the 
salaries of select pro-games, publishers cre-
ate an ideal habitat to promote their IPs (Win-
nan, 2016). As evidenced, contrary to the 
governing entities of regular sports (who ap-
ply the rules to each particular sport), in com-
petitive gaming it is the publishers who es-
tablish the rules (Schaeperkoetter et al., 
2017). This makes it quite hard to apply the 
same governing and regulatory models of 
regular sports to competitive gaming (Brick-
ell, 2017). 

Moreover, since the publishers own the IPs, 
they have the authority to close all tourna-
ments and events that include any of their 
games (Li, 2016) and limit the streaming of 
the games (Winnan, 2016). As stated by 
Winnan (2016), they are allowed to use cop-
yright laws to prevent entities that do not 
conform with their vision from including 
their IPs in any sort of public event – this can 
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even include a small tournament at your local 
library. Winnan provides the example of 
Nintendo, who has closed multiple Super 
Smash Bros. leagues, and Capcom, who of-
ten requires royalties from all tournaments 
that feature Street Fighter. The author 
stresses that publishers have this power be-
cause videogames are perceived as audio-
visual works under the current archaic copy-
right laws. According to Winnan (2016), 
simply put, gaming has to abide by the same 
laws of the movie industry where a license is 
needed to publicly show a movie. Unfortu-
nately, this means that publishers can hand-
pick which tournaments are allowed to fea-
ture their IPs, and this law may be abused as 
it implies that even entire leagues that in-
clude a variety of games can be closed if a 
single publisher is against their game being 
included in the event (Winnan, 2016). 

Winnan (2016) points out that, at the mo-
ment, most publishers have become aware 
that eSports is a very efficient advertising 
tool for their IPs and that tournaments pro-
mote the creation of communities focused on 
their games. Still, a number of publishers are 
against having their games publicly shown 
(Winnan, 2016). Winnan (2016) gives the ex-
ample of Sega. According to the author, in 
2012, Sega forced YouTube to delete every 
video that featured the Shining Force III IP. 
This was because Sega intended to launch a 
new title of that franchise and wanted to pre-
vent consumers from confusing the old title 
with the most recent one. This resulted in all 
walkthroughs, gameplay videos, and even 
mere videos of fans commenting on the game 
without footage of the IP being deleted under 
the claim of copyright violation. This raised 
a lot of backlash from the YouTube commu-
nity because it looked more like total censor-
ship than just copyright claim. This was seen 
as an act of corporate bullying and showed 
that both the gaming and eSports market 
need to reform their copyright laws (Winnan, 
2016). This connects with Ströh (2017), who 
defends the importance of a dialogue with 
publishers. 

Another issue has been the constant release 
of new videogames (Chao, 2017). Publishers 
are very interested in displaying their latest 
games in eSports to increase their coverage 

and reach (Zolides, 2015). As stated by 
O’Beirne (2011), although the competitive 
gaming industry is craving for stability, par-
ticularly so that tournament organizers, pro-
gamers, commentators, and fans become ac-
quainted with the intricate nuances of the 
games, the harsh reality is that publishers 
need to release new games to generate new 
revenue sources. The author notes that the 
general videogame market has become im-
mensely popular and new titles are continu-
ously being released, hence it is not good 
business practice to take several years to re-
lease a new iteration of a particular IP. Re-
leasing a new game brings multiple benefits, 
including giving new life to an IP that may 
have started to become stale or catapulting its 
player-base to the same or even higher fig-
ures than the game’s last iteration (O’Beirne, 
2011). For instance, when StarCraft II re-
leased in 2010, it was extremely well-re-
ceived (Christophers & Scholz, 2011) and 
went to sell record numbers and even appear 
on Korean television (Onofrio, 2011). The 
launch of this game changed the eSports 
scene by intensifying its relevance and com-
petitiveness (Christophers & Scholz, 2011). 
Some even regard it as the biggest thing to 
happen in competitive gaming’s history (On-
ofrio, 2011). Ströh (2017) indicates that this 
instability of IP popularity, promoted by the 
continuous launch of new games, is unique to 
competitive gaming. Even the popularity of 
each particular sport also fluctuates, this hap-
pens solely due to high and low seasons or 
due to the success or failure of specific coun-
tries, not by the constant appearance of new 
sports that replace the previous ones (Ströh, 
2017). The short lifespan of videogame titles 
can raise some issues (Shabir, 2017) particu-
larly for eSports sponsors (Ströh, 2017). The 
continuous launch of new games implies that 
the scene is constantly changing and the pop-
ular games of tomorrow will greatly differ 
from the ones of today (Shabir, 2017). Even 
eSports-defining games like League of Leg-
ends will eventually lose popularity as play-
ers move to other IPs or genres (Winnan, 
2016). Companies that, unaware of this vol-
atile environment, chose to sponsor in the 
long-term just one videogame or one pro-
gamer or team that plays only one title will 
be surprised to see a negative return-on-in-
vestment when that particular game begins to 
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lose popularity (Ströh, 2017). Most pro-play-
ers can only play one game at a professional 
level and when they change videogames their 
skills are not on the same level (Zolides, 
2015), therefore sponsors are put on a tight 
spot (Ströh, 2017). 

According to Taylor (2012), some publishers 
are now acting as sponsors. One of the main 
reasons for this is to have their games in-
cluded in the tournaments (Taylor, 2012). A 
number of them have even sponsored some 
of the world’s most popular eSports tourna-
ments (Lokhman, Karashchuk, & Kornilova, 
2018). For instance, in just two years, Riot 
Games invested over $10 million in prize 
pools (SuperData, 2015) and involved fans in 
crowdfunding campaigns to further increase 
these prizes (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). In a 
similar vein, according to Winnan (2016), 
some publishers are now financially support-
ing pro-gamers. Since pro-players are en-
tirely dependent on sponsor funds to be sus-
tainable, publishers like Riot Games now 
provide gaming houses and salaries to select 
players and teams that play their IP (i.e. 
League of Legends) so that they do not have 
to depend on sponsor money to survive 
(Winnan, 2016). 

As reported by Ströh (2017), there are now 
some tournaments that are entirely orga-
nized, sponsored, or have been bought by 
publishers. For example, MLG (Major 
League Gaming), the biggest western com-
petitive gaming tournament organizer, was 
acquired by Activision Blizzard for roughly 
$46 million (Ströh, 2017). Riot Games also 
organizes its own tournaments (Shabir, 
2017) and has often not allowed external 
sponsors in its events (Winnan, 2016). As 
stated by Winnan (2016), despite the poten-
tially large amounts of sponsor money Riot 
could receive, they prefer to use these events 
as promotional tools of their main sources of 
revenue (i.e. their videogames). The pub-
lisher Valve has done the same with Dota 2 
(Winnan, 2016). In light of these arguments, 
we posit that: 

H1: The power videogame publishers have 
over the esports market is a threat to esports 
sponsors. 

 

Method 

In order to effectively reach the aim of the 
study, an exploratory and qualitative method 
was used. The researchers’ stance towards 
the sample was overt, the data collection set-
ting was non-contrived, and time horizon 
was cross-sectional. The sample comprised 
of seven experts in eSports sponsorships. 
Particularly, one endemic eSports sponsor 
(EES), two non-endemic eSports sponsors 
(NEES), and four marketing agencies (MA) 
that have assisted brands in their eSports 
sponsorships. To diminish the introduction 
of bias, the sample included just one expert 
in eSports sponsorships per organization. 
The sampling tactic was non-probability pur-
posive expert heterogeneous. In particular, 
the intent was to deliberately select and con-
tact a varied collection of people with deep 
and significant experience, knowledge, and 
insight into the market and science of eSports 
sponsorships. To guarantee that only individ-
uals and corporations with relevant expertise 
were included in the sample, the sampling 
was limited to just companies and people that 
have been involved with eSports sponsor-
ships for a minimum of two years. Tables 1 
and 2 present the brief characteristics of the 
sample. Specifically, table 1 details the  
eSports sponsors and table 2 the marketing 
agencies. The members of the sample were 
approached by sending a message to the 
companies’ sponsorship or marketing depart-
ments or to its directors through the organi-
zations’ website contact page or by writing 
an email to their publicly available emails 
which are usually also found in their website 
contact pages. The unit of observation and 
unit of analysis was the organization.
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views with the experts (one at a time). The 

 

 

Table 1 
Characteristics of the esports sponsors 

ID Industry  
Interviewee 

position 

Year of 

foundation 

 No. of years 

sponsoring 

esports 

Total no. of esports sponsorships 

       
Players/ 

teams 

Commen-

tators 

Tourna-

ments/ 

leagues 

Video-

games 

Other 

esports 

entities 

EES1 Gaming computers and peripherals  Esports 
Specialist 

2000s  ≥10 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 

NEES1 Insurance  Marketing 
Director, 
Media, and 
Sponsorships 

1920s  2 1-2 0 3-4 5-6 0 

NEES2 Conglomerate (consumer 
electronics, medical equipment, 
computer hardware, ships, 
automotive, apparel, chemicals, 
etc.) 

 Head of Mobile 
Marketing 
Partnerships 
in America 

1930s  5 ≥11 1-2 3-4 3-4 1-2 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor. NEES1 operates at a national level, all others operate 
internationally. 

Table 2 
Characteristics of the marketing agencies 

ID Interviewee position Year of 

foundation 

No. of years connected 

to esports 

Provide marketing advice 

outside videogames 

Approximate no. of esports 

sponsors assisted 

MA1 Founder and Director 2000s 11 No 100 

MA2 Founder and Director 2010s 2 No 40 

MA3 Founder and Director 2010s 2 No 100 

MA4 Member of the Board of Directors 2010s 4 No 50 

Note. MA = Marketing agency. 
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interviews happened in dates and times set by 
the experts. In these interviews, besides ask-
ing general questions about the interviewee 
and the company where he was employed, 
the interviewee was asked to answer the 
open-ended item “Do you believe that the 
power videogame publishers have over com-
petitive gaming is a risk for eSports spon-
sors?” These interviews happened on the dig-
ital platforms Skype, Microsoft Teams, and 
Zoom, depending on the preference of the in-
terviewees. Since these were structured inter-
views, there was a questionnaire to guide the 
interview process. This questionnaire was 
pretested before beginning the data collec-
tion from 14 April 2019 to 21 May 2019 on 
nine academics from the areas of marketing, 
management, business, and social scientific 
research. Subsequently, the empirical data 
collection happened between 15 August 
2019 and 12 December 2019. The data anal-
ysis tool was NVivo 10. To ensure that the 
research abided by the ethic norms of confi-
dentiality in social research, every piece of 
sensitive data that could be used to identify 
the research participants was either deleted or 
modified (e.g. interviewee and company 
name and specific year of foundation). 

 

Results and Discussion 

The overall results confirmed H1 that the 
power videogame publishers have over the 
eSports market is a threat to eSports spon-
sors. The empirical data showed that all ex-
perts agreed that the power of publishers can 
potentially negatively affect those who spon-
sor eSports. Ergo, we considered that, based 
on their actions, some publishers may limit 
or hinder the ability of some brands effec-
tively and efficiently conducting eSports 
sponsorships as well as their return-on-in-
vestment. Also, since the entire sample 
agreed, there were no signs that this may be 
a greater or lesser risk to endemic or non-en-
demic sponsors. 

The sample provided very insightful com-
ments. Specifically, EES1 and NEES1 indi-
cated that publishers are in a position of 
power that allows them to request exponen-
tially high sponsorship fees for tournaments 
organized by these publishers. This creates 

very high entry barriers for brands and only 
allows the biggest companies in the world to 
sponsor. Some examples were given. EES1 
pointed out that Blizzard, and numerous 
other publishers, have requested sponsorship 
values of roughly $25 million and NEES1 
stressed that the amount of money Epic 
Games was requesting for brands to sponsor 
their Fortnite tournaments was “highway 
robbery and ridiculous”. NEES1 justified the 
behavior of these publishers by defending 
that, since their games are so popular and 
they earn such high amounts of money from 
their videogames, they are not in need of 
sponsors, so they randomly ask multimillion-
dollar high values. And if no one pays, they 
do not really care. 

[…] Fortnite tourna-
ment in which the pub-
lishers changed their 

plans at the very last mi-
nute, suddenly prohibit-
ing sponsors from being 

featured 
NEES2, MA2, and MA4 stated that publish-
ers hold the power to fully control and limit 
the sponsorships, along with anything that 
happens in eSports that is related to their IPs. 
As reported by NEES2, the higher the popu-
larity of the game, the higher the control the 
publisher will wish to have over anything re-
lated to its game in competitive gaming. It 
was again stated that large publishers are not 
interested in working with most sponsors be-
cause their returns-on-investment from game 
sales and downloadable content is already re-
ally high. MA2 reported that publishers are 
able to limit the types of sponsorship activa-
tions that are allowed and even what brands 
can sponsor their games. In this sense, they 
can decide that their games can only be spon-
sored by brands they believe are in line with 
their vision or would benefit them in some 
way. In the same vein, MA4 mentioned that 
publishers play what is arguably the most vi-
tal role in competitive gaming, especially 
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since their products and behaviors have a di-
rect influence over how this market works. 
MA4 provided the example of a Fortnite 
tournament in which the publishers changed 
their plans at the very last minute, suddenly 
prohibiting sponsors from being featured in 
the tournament. This meant that, among other 
things, every team was forced to hide any 
logo or connection to their sponsors whom 
they already had contractual obligations 
with. 

Lastly, MA1, MA2, and MA3 commented on 
the publishers’ power to either support or 
abandon their videogames. Particularly, 
MA1 noted that some videogames have the 
potential of being very popular eSports 
games, but they never reach those heights be-
cause the publishers did not support the vid-
eogame’s eSports scene. This may lead some 
brands to mistakenly invest significant 
amounts of money into eSports games that 
will have a very short lifespan in competitive 
gaming. Similarly, MA2 indicated that there 
are some current eSports games that are start-
ing to become less popular but could regain 
their relevance if the publishers supported the 
game’s eSports scene. However, MA2 
pointed out that, when a game starts losing 
popularity, publishers often just stop sup-
porting it. Also, MA3 added that a large num-
ber of games have a very short lifespan in 
competitive gaming because publishers usu-
ally mishandle the game’s eSports scene. 

Overall, the experts’ data suggested that vid-
eogame publishers possess three main pow-
ers over eSports. These are (1) the power to 
request extremely high sponsorship fees, (2) 
the power to control anything related to their 
IPs, and (3) the power to support or abandon 
their IPs. As figure 1 indicates, publishers ex-
ert these three main powers over eSports 
which, in turn, has a negative effect on the 
brands’ abilities to sponsor eSports. When a 
brand decides to sponsor eSports, it develops 
a sponsorship strategy. Here, apart from their 
own monetary and relevancy limitations, its 
ability to sponsor is not directly restricted by 
any third party. If the brand decides to spon-
sor an eSports videogame whose publisher 
does not control its IPs’ eSports scene, the 
brand will be able to sponsor eSports without 

added restrictions. However, if the brand de-
cides to sponsor an eSports videogame 
whose publisher controls its IPs’ eSports 
scene, the brand may find its ability to spon-
sor restricted by one or more of the afore-
mentioned publishers’ powers. 

Despite there being scant reliable literature 
and scientific research on how the power of 
videogame publishers can affect eSports and 
its sponsors, some connections were found 
between the empirical data and the literature. 
Particularly, EES1 and NEES1 were in sync 
with Taylor (2012), who stresses that event 
organizers usually must buy a license from 
publishers to be allowed to include and 
stream their videogames. Likewise, Winnan 
(2016) defends that publishers like Capcom 
often require tournament organizers to pay 
royalties. 

NEES2, MA2, and MA4 were in accordance 
with Li (2016) and Winnan (2016), who state 
that Riot Games, and other publishers, tightly 
control their videogames. These two authors 
report that publishers closely overview and 
regulate every tournament that includes their 
games and tournament organizers are obli-
gated to comply with all manner of rulesets. 
Winnan (2016) was also in line with NEES2, 
MA2, and MA4 when the author reported 
that publishers have the authority of shutting 
down all tournaments that include their vide-
ogames and that Nintendo has already done 
it. Winnan mentions that a multigame  
eSports tournament can be closed down if 
one single publisher decides that it does not 
allow its game to be featured in the event. 
The author notes that, since publishers own 
all the rights of their videogames, they can 
make use of copyright laws and exclusive 
right to forbid tournament organizers, broad-
casters, and streamers from featuring their 
videogames in public events. 

Lastly, MA1, MA2, and MA3 were in con-
formity with Zolides (2015), who indicates 
that publishers regularly stop supporting cer-
tain videogames so that their newest games 
acquire the most attention and awareness in 
competitive gaming. MA1, MA2, and MA3 
were also in sync with Wong (2012), who 
points out that a number of eSports games 
frequently struggle to gain or maintain rele-
vant popularity levels because publishers do 
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not support their games’ in the competitive 
gaming scene. 

 

Implications 

The empirical findings bring a number of rel-
evant implications for eSports sponsors. 
Since most brands are unaware of the nu-
ances of eSports, it is vital sponsors become 
aware of the authority and power publishers 
have over the eSports scene prior to engaging 
in any kind of partnership, especially because 
most brands might believe that eSports spon-
sorships function the same way as in regular 
sports. Concerning the publishers’ power in 
requiring exponential sponsorship fees, de-
spite eSports being in general much cheaper 
to sponsors than regular sports, sponsors 
must still thoroughly analyse if the publish-
ers’ high sponsorship fees justify the ex-
pected return-on-investment. Even if the 
sponsor is only partnered with one team or 
player, the publisher may require the sponsor 
to pay a fee if the sponsored player or team 
wishes to enter a tournament organized by 
the publisher. In a similar vein, publishers of 
popular eSports games that organize tourna-
ments can require sponsors to pay exponen-
tially higher fees when compared to non-pub-
lisher organized tournaments. Publishers of 
popular games have this power since leagues, 
tournaments, and events orchestrated by 
them feature their popular games and thus 
have greater audiences than tournaments or-
ganized by non-publishers. To effectively 
mitigate this problem sponsors should invest 
in developing positive long-term relations 
with publishers as this might lead them to re-
quest smaller fees. 

Regarding the publishers’ power to control 
anything that happens in eSports related to 
their games, brands that sponsor tournaments 
orchestrated by publishers must ensure that 
the sponsorship contracts they sign do not al-
low publishers to make changes that nega-
tively affect the sponsor while the contract is 
in effect. In the case of brands that sponsor 
entities that are not directly connected to 
publishers (e.g. most pro-players and tourna-
ments), they should investigate if the pub-
lisher of the games that will be played by 
their sponsored pro-gamers or featured in the 

tournaments they will sponsor have a track 
record of making decisions that negatively 
affect sponsors. Also, before signing any 
sponsorship deal, brands are advised to con-
tact the publisher of the videogames they will 
be associating with to know if the publisher 
approves that particular brand to sponsor an 
entity connected to their IP and if the planned 
activations do not conflict with the pub-
lisher’s vision. 

Since most brands are 
unaware of the nuances 

of eSports, it is vital 
sponsors become aware 

of the authority and 
power publishers 

In terms of the power to support or abandon 
IPs, to avoid this threat, the brands’ invest-
ments would be safer if they only sponsored 
entities associated with long-standing eS-
ports videogames that have shown to be 
mostly impervious to the test of time (e.g. 
Dota 2, CS:GO, League of Legends, and 
StarCraft II). An even safer route would be 
to only sponsor games that have been suc-
cessful for a long time without the support 
from publishers. These tactics will help miti-
gate the threats presented by the publishers’ 
powers and will prevent the sponsor from be-
ing too susceptible to the publishers’ actions. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

The present research was extremely limited 
by the scant number of quality literature and 
academic-level scientific research on the spe-
cific topic of eSports sponsorships, eSports 
business, eSports market and marketing, and 
on the behaviour of publishers in the compet-
itive gaming industry. Equally limiting were 
the difficulties in gathering a large enough 
sample of companies experienced in eSports 
sponsorships and obtaining their permission 
to interview the individuals responsible for 
these partnerships. This resulted in an uneven 
number of EESs, NEESs, and MAs, which 
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may have introduced some bias in the result-
ing empirical data in favour of MAs – which 
accounted for more than half of the sample. 

This research provided the foundations on 
which several future studies may be built 
upon. For instance, future research should 
analyse which publishers have a greater ten-
dency of making business decisions that neg-
atively eSports sponsors. An analysis of the 
number and percentage of sponsors that are 
being negatively affected by publisher deci-
sions is also needed. Lastly, the tactics that 

were suggested to mitigate the threat of the 
publishers’ power should be tested in real-
world settings. 
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Are ‘Olympic’ eSports  
Morally Justifiable? 

 
By Neslihan Filiz 

 
 
Watching or playing games and sports are al-
most inevitable part of our lives. In his book 
Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element 
in Culture, Huizinga says play is older than 
culture (Huizinga, 2013). He says, human be-
ings, as a cultural species, have not contrib-
uted to play because, before us, animals have 
already been playing. However, having a 
basic -animal- instinct to play, human beings, 
as a cultural species, generated sports and 
games. As Parry (2019) states: “Sport is a hu-
man enterprise” and so the games. Suits says 
“playing a game is the voluntary attempt to 
overcome unnecessary obstacles” (Suits, 
1978). In other words, human beings volun-
tarily created artificial obstacles to over-
come, because we love to play. It is worth to 
remember that “sports and games are differ-
ent from what may be seen as the reality of 
the utilitarian workaday world” (Holt, 2016). 
Yet, eSports actually transcend the everyday 
reality, even if such a gaming zone is a hu-
man construct, gaming experience goes be-
yond human capabilities in real sporting life. 
In fact, the eSports athletes do not play phys-
ically in a literal sense, but they control their 
virtual characters to play the game, in other 
words, they play as if they are the characters. 
Recent literature on eSports mostly have put 
an emphasis on whether eSports are sports or 
not. However, this study asks a little more 
different question: Are ‘Olympic’ eSports 
Morally Justifiable? 

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
have recently included sports such as sport 
climbing, skateboarding, surfing to the 
Olympic family of sports to attract young 
generations. As of 2024, eSports is supposed 
to be part of the Olympics. However, the sit-
uation is not clear now. Yet, Intel seems to 
host an Olympics-sanctioned eSports tourna-
ment in Tokyo. (Khalid, 2019, September 
11) On the other hand, if eSports would join 

in the Olympic Games, the IOC decided to 
include the virtual forms of the existing 
sports like football and basketball.  

In this paper, I am going to analyze whether 
eSports are morally justifiable as ‘Olympic’ 
sports with relation to various concepts such 
as ‘games’, ‘sports’, ‘Olympic values’ etc. as 
well as the Kantian Deontology (or, in other 
words, Kantian Ethics). I think this is not an 
inquiry of a categorical explanation, rather, it 
is an inquiry of an ethical one. 

 

Sports and Games vs. Olympic Sports 

As I earlier mentioned, Suits (1978) defines 
‘games’ by formulating his famous defini-
tion: “Playing a game is a voluntary attempt 
to overcome unnecessary obstacles”, 
whereas this is the short version of his main 
definition: “To play a game is to attempt to 
achieve a specific state of affairs (prelusory 
goal), using only means permitted by rules 
(lusory means), where the rules prohibit use 
of more efficient in favor of less efficient 
means (constitutive rules), and where the 
rules are accepted just because they make 
possible such activity (lusory attitude).” Yet, 
at the beginning Suits claims that all sports 
are games, but then he realizes that some 
sports like gymnastics or diving are not 
games (according to his formulation) based 
on the fact that it is almost difficult to specify 
their pre-lusory goals and their assessment 
ways are different (one needs a judge as-
sessing the athletic performance in accord-
ance with “the ideal” performance, other 
needs a referee assessing the athletic perfor-
mance in accordance with “the rules” (See 
his article Tricky Triad). In The Elements of 
Sport, Suits (2007) explains his previous def-
inition for sports by adding some more crite-
ria along with the four criteria of the games 
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(pre-lusory goal, lusory means, constitutive 
rules and lusory attitude): 

• Being a game of skill 

• Being a game of physical skill 

• Having wide following  

• (Followers) Having a certain level of 
stability in following  

McPherson et al. (1989 as cited in Loland, 
2002) describes sport as ‘a structured, goal-
oriented, competitive, contest-based, ludic 
physical activity’. On the other hand, regard-
ing the Olympic sport, Parry (2019) presents 
his definition as “an institutionalized, rule-
governed contest of human physical skill”. 
While he tries to separate so-called sports 
(like ‘blood sports’, ‘recreational sports’, 
‘mind sports’ etc.) from ‘Olympic’ sports, he 
“employs the technique of conceptual analy-
sis, which involves the search for ‘logically 
necessary conditions’ for the use of a word, 
and of course the word ‘sport’ ”. He points 
out that “as well as providing defining fea-
tures (characteristics) of sport, they also pro-
vide a ‘demarcation criterion’ (that is, they 
also tell you what sport is not). This is illus-
trated as follows: 

• Human (not animals) 

• Physical (not chess) 

• Skill (not jogging) 

• Contest (not mountaineering) 

• Rule-governed (not ‘field sports’) 

• Institutionalized (not hula-hopping)” 

Parry’s (2019) conclusion is as follows: 

“E-sports are not sports because they are in-
adequately ‘human’; they lack direct physi-
cality; they fail to employ decisive whole-
body control and whole-body skills, and can-
not contribute to the development of the 
whole human; and because their patterns of 
creation, production, ownership and promo-
tion place serious constraints on the emer-
gence of the kind of stable and persisting in-
stitutions characteristic of sports govern-
ance.” 

Kobiela (2018) also deals with the concep-
tual analysis and tries “to construct a concep-
tual map of sport (and especially Olympic 
sport)” which calls as The Olympic Sport Im-
age (OSI)” and he finalizes that “it encom-
passes the following fields: athletic games, 
judged sports, mind sports and art sports”. He 
presents “a conceptual map of activities not 
only actually present in the programme of the 
Olympic Games, but also two other catego-
ries: 1) removed in the past from this pro-
gramme and 2) suggested as its possible fu-
ture part”. 

 
Figure 1: Kobiela's mapping for the history of the Olympic Games in OSI’s 

 

Traced back to Ancient Greece, ‘Olympics’ 
has a long history. Yet, it is obvious that, con-
sidering the developments in the history of 
humanity, Modern Olympics of Coubertin 
has a lot of dissimilarities from its Ancient 
ancestors. By 1800s, the Olympic legacy of 
Ancient Greece has been revived by the 

works of the archeologists and inspired 
Coubertin to realize his project of Olympic 
Movement. Having rooted in Ancient Greek 
ideals, “Baron Pierre de Coubertin, the 
founder of modern Olympic games has pre-
sented Olympism as a ‘philosophy’ of life, an 
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ideal, and an idea, and projected to imple-
ment it through the Olympic movement and 
also Olympic games” (Filiz, 2020).  

Now, knowing that “sports” in the Olympic 
sports are changing in time, I wonder ‘What 
motivates the IOC to include a sport to the 
Olympic family of sports?’, ‘Is there a moral 
process before the final decision?’. There are 
more to ask, but I am going to limit myself 
here to focus on my real concern. Here, I am 
not into the question of “Are eSports Olym-
pic sports?”, but “Are ‘Olympic’ eSports 
morally justifiable?” 

 

eSports and Morality in ‘Olympic’ 
eSports 

From our daily lives, we know that morality 
and ethics are used interchangeably. The sit-
uation is the same in some academic litera-
tures as well. On the other hand, Gert & Gert 
(2020) clarify the two usages of the term 
“morality” by saying that the term can be 
used either: 

1. descriptively to refer to certain codes of 
conduct put forward by a society or a 
group (such as a religion), or accepted 
by an individual for her own behavior, or 

2. normatively to refer to a code of conduct 
that, given specified conditions, would 
be put forward by all rational people. 

I want to start by drawing a basic line be-
tween morality and ethics. I understand that 
ethics is more about principles and morality 
is more about applying the principles into 
real life situations. Regarding the Olympic 
sports and eSports, my research questions 
are: “What are the main criteria to add a sport 
to Olympic Games?”, “Is it really a moral or 
an ethical process to deliberate about & de-
cide on ‘prospective’ Olympic sports?”. 
However, my questions are not limited to 
them. Regarding the IOC’s concern about 
preserving the Olympic values and princi-
ples, I wonder how eSports can harm to these 
principles or cause them to be lost. I know 
that the IOC is against the ‘killer (shooter)’ 
games of eSports but seems a bit more posi-
tive about ‘sports’ games of eSports. How-
ever, the games in eSports are diverse. 

On the other hand, Hemphill (2014) prefers 
the term ‘cypersport’ and defines it (against 
to ‘conventional sports (sometimes they are 
called as ‘traditional’)’ – the term that has 
emerged after the era of eSports and is used 
to refer the sports which we have been calling 
them as ‘modern sports’): 

“Conventional sports are increasingly being 
digitalized, that is, converted into computer-
generated replicas, sometimes for use as 
training simulators, but more often for arcade 
and home entertainment. By virtue of their 
status as simulations, these computerized 
versions of sport are often considered to be 
virtual (i.e. unreal), disembodied or merely 
‘games’. However, the term ‘cybersport’ has 
been coined in the sport philosophy literature 
to mean electronically extended human ac-
tions in computer-mediated or -generated 
sporting worlds.” 

I am neither a moral theorist nor a scholar 
who studies moral philosophies, but I believe 
that a philosopher of sport should inquire into 
ethical and moral questions of sports in a 
way, because I think even a basic metaphys-
ical question of “what is sport?” (and, ques-
tions such as ‘what is eSport?’ or ‘what is cy-
bersport?’ etc.) is an ethical question as well. 
Although Suits and other formalists present 
‘merely’ formulas to define games and 
sports, it is not always possible to explain and 
understand a socially-constructed concept 
without applying its humanly applications.   

Now, let’s look at another basic concept: 
Olympism. As I mentioned above, it is an 
ideal, ‘philosophy’ of life and idea which has 
been generated and presented by Coubertin. 
As stated in the Olympic Charter (IOC, July 
17, 2020): 

“1. Olympism is a philosophy of life, exalt-
ing and combining in a balanced whole the 
qualities of body, will and mind. Blending 
sport with culture and education, Olympism 
seeks to create a way of life based on the joy 
of effort, the educational value of good ex-
ample, social responsibility and respect for 
universal fundamental ethical principles.  

2.The goal of Olympism is to place sport at 
the service of the harmonious development 
of man, with a view to promoting a peaceful 
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society concerned with the preservation of 
human dignity.” 

Reid thinks that embedded in the first princi-
ple are “metaphysical and ethical claims 
about the nature of human beings and the 
kinds of lives they ought to live, as well as an 
assertion that there are universal ethical prin-
ciples of some sort” whereas the second prin-
ciple “lays out Olimpism’s political vision” 
(Reid, 2015). She claims that “even though 
Olympism does not define or even discuss 
the metaphysical nature of sport per se, its so-
cial goals dictate to certain extent what sport 
should be” (ibid). Then, the issue is not about 
investigating metaphysically whether eS-
ports are types of sports or not but deciding 
whether it is morally justifiable to call eS-
ports as Olympic ones. I believe there are 
some kinds of ethical criteria to comply with, 
before the initiation. The most fundamental 
criteria would be to evaluate whether a type 
of sport can adopt the Olympic values and 
transfer them to the future generations. 
Therefore, education through sport is crucial 
for the Olympic culture to be inherited from 
generation to generation. Having the ideals 
of Ancient Greek culture, Olympism is the 
key to understand what it means by the state-
ment “the most important thing in the Olym-
pic Games is not to win but to take part” and 
live accordingly as an athlete.    

The IOC expresses three Olympic values as 
‘excellence’, ‘friendship’ and ‘respect’. Cel-
ebration of the Olympic Games is just the 
flashy part of Olympic Movement, though as 
an ideal, ‘philosophy’ of life and idea, Olym-
pism is the soul of the Olympic Games. Yet, 
it seems that the main mission is “the harmo-
nious development of man, with a view to 
promoting a peaceful society concerned with 
the preservation of human dignity” and this 
mission is accomplished via the Olympic 
Movement and the celebration of the Olym-
pic Games. For “the harmonious develop-
ment of man”, Olympic Movement blends 
sport with culture and education and Olym-
pism serves to this mission as well. The 
Olympic values do not represent the values 
of an athlete but a human being (“man” as 
called by the IOC). So the most prominent 
problem would be “Can eSports serve this 
mission?”.  

In order to analyze the issues at hand, it is 
worth to remember that eSports is now an 
emerging business field. Because eSports 
world have a great economic potential, it is 
no secret that it will generate its own virtues 
and vices. Nevertheless, I am not going to an-
alyze any moral questions regarding the busi-
ness aspect of eSports and its related govern-
ance. Yet, I am going to specify the issues re-
lated to ‘integrity’ mentioned in the Compe-
tition Regulations book of International ES-
ports Federation (IESF): 1. Naming and ma-
ture content, 2. Team exclusivity, 3. Cheat-
ing, 4. Disconnects, 5. Bug abuse, 6. Betting, 
7. Match-fixing, 8. Alcohol/drugs, 9. Doping 
(IESF, September 15, 2020). It is clearly seen 
that, other than some eSports-specific issues 
given in the numbers of 1, 2, 4 and 5 eSports 
competitions have the same moral con-
cerns/issues as the other sports competitions.  

Here I want to approach the problem from a 
different perspective, so I am going to appeal 
to Kantian Deontology to see whether eS-
ports are morally justifiable as ‘Olympic’ 
sports or not. First, I think I need to summa-
rize the grounds of Kant’s moral theory. 
Then, I am going to apply his views to ana-
lyze the issue at hand as risky as an undertak-
ing this might be. 

Kantian Deontology, mostly based on Im-
manuel Kant’s works on ethics, namely, The 
Critique of Practical Reason, The Metaphys-
ics of Morals and Groundwork of the Meta-
physics of Morals, is a moral philosophy 
which links morality not to the consequences 
of our actions but to their intentions. Accord-
ing to Kant, “good intention (or good will)” 
is crucial for our actions. “In Kant’s terms, a 
good will is a will whose decisions are 
wholly determined by moral demands or, as 
he often refers to this, by the Moral Law…. 
A human will in which the Moral Law is de-
cisive is motivated by the thought of duty” 
(Johnson & Cureton, 2021). Needless to say, 
‘good will’ and ‘duty’ are two fundamental 
concepts of Kantian Deontology. 

As a philosopher lived in the Age of Enlight-
enment, Kant said ‘Sapere Aude!’(this 
phrase is originally belonged to Latin poet 
Horace), in other words, ‘Have the courage 
to use your own reason!’, so he guided us to 
act because of our reason not because of our 
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emotion. “In his Critique of Practical Rea-
son, Kant claimed that humans are free when 
their actions are governed by reason. Reason 
(what he sometimes called the ‘noumenal 
self’) is in some sense independent of the rest 
of the agent, allowing him to choose mor-
ally” (Singer & Eddon, 2018). Yet, to test our 
intention (will) to act based on our reason, he 
gave us formulas to abide by: Categorical 
Imperatives. “Imperatives are only formulas 
to express the relation of objective laws of all 
volition to subjective imperfection of the will 
of a rational being (e.g. human will)” (Kant, 
2008). Kant expressed the formulas of cate-
gorical imperatives (CI) as the principles of 
morality: 

First  
formulation 

C1 … act only according to 
that maxim through which 
you can at the same time 
will that it become a uni-
versal law. 

Second  
Formulation 

C2 … act that you use hu-
manity, in your own per-
son as well as in the per-
son of any other, always at 
the same time as an end, 
never merely as a means. 

Third  
Formulation 

C3 …every rational being 
must so act as if he were 
through his maxim always 
a lawmaking member in 
the universal kingdom of 
ends. 

Table 1: Kant’s categorial imperative (Kant, 
2008 as cited in Dimmock & Fisher, 2020) 

On the other hand, Kant distinguished the 
‘categorical’ imperatives’ from the ‘hypo-
thetical’ ones. For him, “A hypothetical im-
perative merely says that the action is good 
for some purpose that one could have or that 
one actually does have” (Kant, 2008). There-
fore, “Hypothetical imperatives have nothing 
to do with morality. However, a categorical 
imperative does not depend upon my desires 
or wants” (Willburn, 2020). For example, if I 
want to achieve something, I need to do my 
best to fulfill the requirements of achieving 
that particular thing.  

Likewise, as seen in the formulas above, the 
concept of ‘maxim’ plays a significant role in 

Kantian Deontology too. The dictionary def-
inition of maxim is “a phrase or saying that 
includes a rule or moral principle about how 
you should behave” (mcmillandiction-
ary.com, n.d.). According to Kant (2008), “A 
maxim is a subjective principle of volition. 
The objective principle is the practical law it-
self; it would also be the subjective principle 
for all rational beings if reason fully con-
trolled the formation of preferences”. 

Now, it is important to remember that Kant 
emphasized two different kinds of moral act 
relevant to duty: ‘acting in accordance with 
duty and ‘acting for the sake of duty’.  The 
former means ‘doing the right thing based on 
our emotions or interests etc.’, the latter 
means ‘doing the right thing because it is 
right to do so (it is my duty to do so)’. Kant 
believes that the latter has genuine ‘moral 
worth’. Based upon a moral law which can 
be universalized, a rational being is able to 
choose what is right and if s/he does it out of 
duty, then the act has moral worth. In short, 
‘universalizing’ implies that it is right ‘not 
just for me (or us)’ but ‘for everyone’, be-
cause ‘I want to live in a world that everyone 
acts in that way’. In other words, it is like the 
victory of reason over emotion: No matter 
how you feel (at the end), do the right thing! 
By saying that I know I need to be careful, 
but, in short, it means that my moral act does 
not have to with how I feel, on the contrary, 
it is about how I think and will. As Dimmock 
and Fisher (2020) warn us: “Kant is not tell-
ing us to become emotionally barren robots! 
He is not saying that before we can act mor-
ally we need to get rid of sympathy, empathy, 
desires, love, and inclinations. This would 
make Kant’s moral philosophy an absurd 
non-starter.” 

Now, let’s look at how the IOC thinks and 
will. Regarding the maxims of the IOC to ac-
cept a sport to the Olympic family of sports, 
I have raised some questions herein above. I 
claim that the IOC is the supreme authority 
for the universal approval of a new type of 
sports. By initiating a specific type of sports, 
the IOC gives the world a message: It is a 
sport which is capable of being universal. I 
think we need to visualize what if the IOC 
accepts eSports (in total) to the Olympic fam-
ily of sports. First, I believe that this decision 
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is like saying: “It’s ok to play eSports if and 
only if you comply with the Olympic values 
and principles.” That means, a new version 
of sport is welcomed by the IOC (‘universal 
approval’ of a specific sport). Hence, it may 
prove the universality of eSports and their 
possible conformity with Olympism. On the 
other hand, as Breivik (2000) states: “Kant-
ian ethics say that we should be able to want 
to make our norms and rules universal (uni-
versalizing). I think this should be true also 
in sports and for sports. One should try to re-
alize the same goods, rights, and obligations 
in sports as in other parts of civil society. 
Elite sport should not be an island ruled by 
the IOC, with its own traditions and rules.” 
Unlike Breivik, I believe that there is still 
hope in the Olympic Movement to preserve 
the ethos of sports and games. Yet, it is vital 
to promote the Olympic values and principles 
by blending sport with culture and education 
more. 

Remaining true to its 
missions, it seems that it 
is a moral obligation for 

the IOC to accept  
eSports to Olympic fam-

ily of sports 
As I have mentioned earlier, according to 
Kant, for our actions to be moral, their max-
ims must be in conformity with the highest 
moral law, the categorical imperative. In the 
case of the IOC’s decision, we need to figure 
out what their maxim is and assess whether it 
is universal or not, that is, whether it is in 
conformity with the categorical imperative. I 
believe the IOC has a duty which is to spread 
and promote the Olympic values and princi-
ples via the Olympic Movement. The IOC’s 
mission is described as “The mission of the 
IOC is to promote Olympism throughout the 
world and to lead the Olympic Movement” 
(IOC, July 2020). Therefore, if the IOC adds 
eSports to the Olympic family of sports, then 
the Olympic values and principles should be 
spread and promoted within the eSports com-
munity as well. As it is mentioned above, 
“The goal of Olympism is to place sport at 

the service of the harmonious development 
of humankind, with a view to promoting a 
peaceful society concerned with the preser-
vation of human dignity” (IOC, July 2020). I 
think, the right place to search for the max-
ims of the IOC is the fundamental principles 
of Olympism. If so, I believe that the phrase 
of “the preservation of human dignity” com-
plies with C2 formula. And, again, I believe 
that the phrase of “respect for universal fun-
damental ethical principles” in “Blending 
sport with culture and education, Olympism 
seeks to create a way of life based on the joy 
of effort, the educational value of good ex-
ample, social responsibility and respect for 
universal fundamental ethical principles” 
(ibid) complies with C1 formula. Now, if we 
look at the C3 formula which is “…every ra-
tional being must so act as if he were through 
his maxim always a lawmaking member in 
the universal kingdom of ends”, we can say 
that as the supreme authority, the IOC should 
act in accordance to that formula. “The IOC 
is at the very heart of world sport, supporting 
every Olympic Movement stakeholder, pro-
moting Olympism worldwide, and oversee-
ing the regular celebration of the Olympic 
Games” (IOC, n.d.). Consequently, the IOC 
can have such maxims: ‘Preserve the sports 
(or the ethos of sports) in the world!’ and 
‘Make sure that it is played in accordance 
with the Olympic values and principles!’. 
Moreover, remaining true to its missions, it 
seems that it is a moral obligation for the IOC 
to accept eSports to Olympic family of 
sports, because it is also a way to promote 
good governance (via the Olympic Move-
ment in conformity with Olympism) under 
the supreme authority of the IOC. Neverthe-
less, it is very hard to control every organiza-
tion in every country despite the efforts of 
National Olympic Committees and National 
Federations. Some of them will work fairly 
and some of them will not. Nevertheless, if 
eSports is an inevitable trend that will last for 
decades, then it is morally justifiable to add 
eSports to the Olympic family of sports, be-
cause it can be regulated according to the 
Olympic Movement. To add eSports to the 
Olympic Games is a way to spread Olympic 
values to the young people and regarding the 
number of gamers/players and followers, we 
can say that it is nonexpendable. 
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Conclusion 

In this study, I tried to analyze moral justifi-
ability of ‘Olympic’ eSports, first by explain-
ing the definitions of ‘games’, ‘sports’ and 
‘eSports’ and second by applying the Kantian 
Deontology. Besides, I have looked into the 
mission of ‘Olympism’ which is realized by 
the Olympic Movement and the celebration 
of the Olympic Games to find a background 
for my analysis. I have claimed that if eS-
ports is not added to Olympic family of 

sports, then eSports would have its own vir-
tues and vices. Therefore, even if the ‘auton-
omy’ of eSports community would be 
handed over to the IOC, in a way; I believe 
that the universalization of eSports would 
regulate such a rapidly emerging field. Be-
cause most of the eSports players/gamers are 
youngsters, I think it is a great opportunity 
for the IOC to spread and promote Olympic 
values and principles by blending sport with 
culture and education. 
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Does eSports Industry Need State 
Recognition? A Brief Analysis in the 

Light of French Law 
 

By Gaylor Rabu 
 

 
eSports is rather new even if it begins to be 
well established (Hiltscher, 2015). The first 
Lan-parties and other tournaments were cre-
ated by the players, then truly for the players 
and more recently by publishers both to 
strengthen their fanbase and to control the 
competitive use of their video games. Nowa-
days, every country is not at the same level 
of development although we can observe a 
widespread interest for this new show. Spe-
cifically, politics have well understood the 
extent of the phenomenon even if they do not 
master all the issues. Like big markets, youth 
population is a market to conquer: not of con-
sumers but of voters. Players, clubs, and or-
ganizers share a same purpose: the sustaina-
bility and growth of the sector. It would first 
help them to economically survive but it 
would offer new opportunities. This inevita-
ble professionalization of the sector does not 
have to be left to chance. It should be carried 
out in a smart way requiring a better a struc-
turation. This way implies the promotion of 
an appropriate legal framework and by con-
sequences the necessity to avoid the wrong 
inspiration sources.  

In this regard, a common query occupies peo-
ple’s mind: does eSports industry need State 
recognition? For example, the European  
Esports Federation was created with the de-
sire to bring together groups similar to na-
tional eSports federations. As there can only 
be one such association per country, criteria 
have been established to select the candi-
dates. One of the main criteria was precisely 
their recognition by the State of the location 
of their head office. Selecting the different 
files required to understand the meaning of 
the word “recognition”. For, in the above ex-
ample, it quickly appeared that it could take 
many shapes: from a simple declaration of a 

ministry to a whole control of the industry. 
The automatism of seeking State’s recogni-
tion deserves to be questioned as to its neces-
sity. 

Players, clubs, and or-
ganizers share a same 
purpose: the sustaina-
bility and growth of the 

sector. 
From this perspective, the French law pro-
vides a very special insight. On 9 December 
2015, at the end of a legislative process that 
was as original as it was unprecedented 
(Valette, 2017), the Bill for a Digital Repub-
lic was registered in the National Assembly. 
Within it, Article 42 provided for govern-
ment authorization to legislate by ordinance 
to make video game competitions an excep-
tion to the lottery’s prohibition referred in 
Articles L. 332-1 et seq. of the Internal Secu-
rity Code. Initially focused on this single is-
sue relating to the lottery regime, the project 
evolved, dealing in particular with the prac-
tice of competitive games by minors and the 
social status of players. This broadening of 
the law’s scope of intervention can be ex-
plained in part by the encouraging work car-
ried out by members of parliament. It re-
sulted in the submission of an interim report 
in March 2016 (Salles & Durain, 2016), with 
eleven proposals aimed at clarifying or even 
improving the legal and fiscal situation of 
players and organizers of eSports competi-
tions. As the text was enriched by the amend-
ments and the work of the parliamentarians, 
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its final version was adopted on 28th of Sep-
tember 2016, promulgated on 7th of October 
and published in the Official Journal the fol-
lowing day. 

The law is therefore organized around two 
articles: Article 101 governs the organization 
of video game competitions mainly with re-
gard to gaming and betting law and Article 
102 institutes a social status for professional 
video game players, each of which is subse-
quently supported by its implementing de-
cree. The absence of more provisions is ques-
tioning. Some might have hoped that the leg-
islator would have proposed a more devel-
oped legal regime. In reality, however, the 
existence of a few special rules does not 
mean that the law does not provide a secure 
framework: it merely refers to ordinary law. 
The French legislative solution illustrates 
how State recognition may be necessary in 
the short term (I), during professional  
eSports genesis, but be an obstacle to its 
longer-term development (II).  

 

A Necessity for its Creation 

As a recent activity, eSports has given rise to 
concern. Taking the French case, it’s true that 
the legislator didn’t know exactly what it was 
and especially if there were any social or eco-
nomic risks. After examination, it considered 
that two issues needed to be resolved: the 
compliance of the competitions to the gam-
bling law (Poracchia & Rabu, 2017) (A) and 
the need to protect players (B). It should be 
noted at the outset that this assessment was 
not erroneous even if the importance given to 
some problems rather than others and some 
of the solutions adopted are now proving to 
be imperfect. 

 

Ensuring Compliance to Gambling Law 

The main purpose of the first of these two ar-
ticles is to provide for the modalities of com-
pliance of video game competitions with the 
law on games of chance and lotteries. The le-
gal option reveals a high level of complexity, 
maybe useless. Incidentally, the French leg-
islator chose not to allow bets on these com-
petitions. 

Conditional Exclusion from the Application 
of Gaming and Lottery Law  

The French law prohibits lotteries of any 
kind. The concept covers “all operations of-
fered to the public, under any name whatso-
ever, in order to create the expectation of a 
win which would be due, even partially, to 
chance and for which a financial sacrifice is 
demanded by the operator from the partici-
pants” (ISC, art. L. 322-2). This definition is 
sufficiently welcoming to include video 
game competitions, whether they are orga-
nized in situ with an audience or online. 
Above all, these competitions most often 
nurture an expectation of winning either in 
cash (cash prizes) or in kind (goodies). As the 
notion of financial sacrifice cannot cover the 
competition entry fees alone, the risk of vio-
lation of this ban by the organizers was real. 
Could they hide behind the skills and know-
how of the players? The answer is negative 
insofar as Law No. 2014-344 of 17 March 
2014 on consumer affairs which added a new 
Article L. 322-2-1 to the Internal Security 
Code under the terms of which the prohibi-
tion in question “covers games whose opera-
tion relies on the player’s know-how”. If the 
legal risk existed, nevertheless we can be 
very surprised by this approach. This ques-
tion has never been asked, for example, for 
sports. This reveals a certain apprehension 
from the legislator vis-à-vis eSports, which is 
not conducive to a strong commitment to its 
development. 

In a formula of relative clarity, the new Arti-
cle L. 321-9 of the Internal Security Code 
provides that “video game competitions or-
ganized in the physical presence of the par-
ticipants, for which the total amount of the 
entry fees or other financial sacrifices made 
by the players does not exceed a fraction [...] 
of the total cost of organizing the event, in-
cluding the total amount of the prizes offered, 
are not covered by the prohibition of lotter-
ies”. An extensive conception of the notion 
of video game competition seems to make it 
possible to include any type of eSports event. 
However, the players must be physically pre-
sent, which raises questions about the legal-
ity of online competitions with a prize and 
those organized in one phase online and then 
a second in situ. Finally, the provision adds a 
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double economic filter that is mechanically 
included in the formalities imposed on the or-
ganizers. 

One thing is to define the basic conditions 
permitting the organization of eSports com-
petitions, another is to do so. However, the 
least that can be said is that the French State 
has succumbed to its administrative short-
comings. First, organizers must make a dec-
laration of the holding of their video game 
competition to the department of the Minis-
try of the Interior responsible for races and 
games (ISC, art. L. 321-9, al. 3, et R. 321-
40.). The content of this declaration is set out 
in Article R. 321-41 of the Internal Security 
Code. As it is only provisional, Article R. 
321-42 offers the possibility of a rectifying 
declaration. It should be noted that its exam-
ination is outside the remit of the National 
Gambling Authority (ANJ). Rightly so, since 
it is precisely a matter of regulating an activ-
ity which is not in itself a betting activity. 
Let’s add that identifying the debtor of this 
obligation is more complex than it appears. 
The text is incomplete, particularly with re-
gard to the notion of material and financial 
organizer. 

 

Unconditional Exclusion of the Right to Or-
ganize Bets  

Promoted as a random activity in its own 
right, video game competition is different 
from its medium and, therefore, raises ques-
tions about the possibility of eSports being, 
on the contrary, the object of bets. Under the 
terms of Article L. 321-8 paragraph 3 of the 
Code of Internal Security, which stems from 
the law for a digital Republic, “the organiza-
tion of video game competitions [...] does not 
include the organization of betting”. Liter-
ally, the text does not institute an authoriza-
tion to organize betting in this discipline, nor 
does it enshrine the prohibition. It merely re-
fers to the ordinary law of betting. 

With regard to permanent bets, the principle 
is that of prohibition. On the other hand, 
online betting has been opened to horse and 
sports betting. One might wonder whether a 
video game competition organized by a del-
egated sports federation, or its professional 

league would fall within the scope of its pub-
lic service delegation. By way of illustration, 
the Professional Football League created in 
2016 the “Orange e-Ligue 1”, a virtual foot-
ball tournament. According to us, the answer 
is negative because these events fall outside 
the scope of the public service delegation un-
derlying the sports betting authorization 
scheme. 

This prohibition can be analyzed as much as 
a bad as a good choice. First and on the one 
hand, it could be seen as bad news for the 
stakeholders in a sense that this deprives 
them of additional financial resources. More-
over, it could be a means to attract a certain 
audience as well. Then, this is not a point of 
view shared by every legislator which could 
lead to make the French eSports marketplace 
less attractive for organizers which fail to 
find their audience. On the other hand, we 
can understand this legislative option taking 
into account the different cases of eSports 
competition manipulations with players bet-
ting on their defeat directly or per intermedi-
ary. This is a plague for eSports integrity and 
by consequences for its growth (Rabu, 2020). 
This could prove to be a life-saving ban for a 
while. 

Conditional authorization of video game 
competitions and exclusion of a right to place 
bets: the organisers’ legal situation seems to 
be clear-cut on this point. However, the con-
cept of betting is not uniform. The intrusion 
of cryptocurrency, fantasy games and other 
loot boxes is shifting the focus from prohibi-
tion to new practices that the regulatory au-
thorities are slow to fully grasp. 

 

Protecting Players 

eSports gathers two kinds of players: ama-
teurs and professionals. French State law in-
tents to draw the line between them and in-
troduces a legal framework to protect those 
who have less than eighteen years old. 

 

Rules for Minors 

Many of players are minors. The law allows 
their participation under conditions. On the 
one hand, the participation of children under 
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the age of twelve in video game competitions 
offering monetary rewards is prohibited. It is 
therefore allowed only for competitions 
without monetary rewards, which can be in-
terpreted as covering only competitions that 
do not award any rewards or, more broadly, 
also those that give rise to the awarding of 
rewards in kind. Whatever his or her age, the 
juvenile must be specially authorized in writ-
ing by his or her legal representative. He/she 
must be informed of the financial stakes of 
the competition and the games used to sup-
port it. If the authorization appears to be prior 
to participation, a doubt remains as to when 
the information will be given. 

When French legislators 
heard the term  

“eSports”, they made 
the link with sport. This 
reflex shared by anyone 
would be harmless if it 

did not entail special le-
gal consequences. 

This measure seems to make sense. The cat-
egory of players is more vulnerable than oth-
ers. They can be more sensitive to easy gains 
without assessing the financing risk because 
of their participation (registration) in this or 
that competition. However, the national stat-
ute of minors does not allow them to use 
money as they want. The ordinary law was 
quite able to manage this risk. In the same 
way, minors under the age of sixteen are sub-
ject to educational obligations which, in the-
ory, prevent parents and public authorities 
from abandoning their children's education. 

 

Statutes for Players 

Although rare in France, players are some-
times salaried. A professional player who is 
an employee of a competitive video game is 
defined as any person whose paid activity in-
volves participation in video game competi-
tions in a legal subordinate relationship with 

an association or company approved by the 
Minister in charge of digital technology. The 
semantics of Article L. 222-2, 1° of the Sport 
Code are repeated without being expunged 
from its editorial defects (Rabu, 2016). The 
definition is complex and not as useful as it 
should but deserves to exist. Concerned 
about the massive use of self-entrepreneur-
ship, sponsorship contracts and other "image 
contracts", the legislator has seen fit, in order 
to meet the more or less fixed needs of the 
sector, to propose a contractual solution to 
the social status of players outside the tradi-
tional employment contract figures. If the 
choice of this kind of contract is largely ar-
guable, the position of the French legislator 
gets the credit to remember to players and 
their team that they may be concern by labour 
law. Apart from the hypotheses of players 
playing solo - and though - team practice 
very often meets the criteria used to charac-
terize, in French law, an individual working 
relationship. Cross-border contractual ar-
rangements to evade the application of labor 
law, but above all both taxation and social se-
curity contributions, are proving fragile in 
practice. The first court decisions condemn-
ing practices that are sometimes described as 
fraudulent are reminding the stakeholders of 
the legal reality. 

 

A Risk for its Development 

When French legislators heard the term “eS-
ports”, they made the link with sport. This re-
flex shared by anyone would be harmless if 
it did not entail special legal consequences. 
For, in France, the transposition of sports law 
would require instituting a very closed super-
vision of eSports (A) or even unfortunate le-
gal consequences for its development (B). 

 

Risk of State Supervision: Influence of 
Sports Law 

The first possibility is to transpose all or part 
of the provisions governing sporting activi-
ties. Although most authors exclude the qual-
ification of sport from the competitive prac-
tice of video games (Boudot & Faure-Abbad, 
2017; Huet & Chomiac de Sas, 2017), others 
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are in favor of it (Perbost, 2016). If the obsta-
cles to assimilation are not insurmountable 
(Rabu, 2013), is the debate still going on? 
The question is more about the interest for 
the stakeholders of the sector to submit to 
such a regime. The complexity and the heav-
iness carried by the Sports Code invite to be 
reserved.  

Beforehand, that requires to find out an entity 
representing the stakeholders which should 
have been clearly identified: clubs, organiz-
ers, players, even publishers? In France, 
France Esports association has all these fea-
tures. It could thus act as a sports federation. 
Applying the Sports Code means requesting 
approval or even delegation from the Minis-
try in charge of Sports: in other words, de-
pending on a third ministry with real super-
vision. The “delegation” gives to a sports 
federation a legal monopoly in the organiza-
tion of its discipline. It is true that it then has 
the merit of strengthening the position of its 
holder and facilitating the structuring of the 
sector. Moreover, it protects the federation 
against actions based on antitrust law for 
abuse of a dominant position or illicit agree-
ment: participation in a public service mis-
sion is a justification for the restrictions on 
competition generated by the monopoly. 
However, can a grouping be seen as legiti-
mate when its monopoly is imposed by law 
and not the result of a collective approach? It 
also requires the possibility to define its dis-
cipline: is eSports a discipline in itself? Do 
we have to reason by categories (FPS, sports 
simulations, cards games, etc.) or subcatego-
ries (for car racing: car racing simulations, 
arcade, etc.)?  

The assimilation to a sports federation means 
subjecting its activity to the regime of admin-
istrative acts. This would greatly limit the as-
sociation's freedom of action, if only because 
of the obligation to insert standard clauses in 
the statutes and to adopt standard regulations. 
Such recognition has its advantages like to 
candidate to obtain public financing from the 
State – larger than those paid by municipali-
ties – or the free provision of public technical 
advisers. The counterpart of these resources 
is a greater dependence on the State, with its 
managerial biases and political purposes. 

Substantive French law would also call for 
much more restrictive treatment than is cur-
rently the case in the fight against doping. 
The truth is that the World Antidoping Code 
is not designed for eSports and this results in 
lists of doping products and doping practices 
that do not correspond to what is observed in 
the eSports. 

These are few of the legal consequences of 
the transposition of sports federation scheme 
as instituted in France. 

 

Risk of Inappropriate Legal Choices 

The recent Law for a digital Republic and the 
discussions during the adoption of directive 
(EU) 2019/790 of the European Parliament 
and of the Council of 17 April 2019 on cop-
yright and related rights in the Digital Single 
Market enlighten that State involvement 
could lead to wrong legal solutions and worth 
to harmful legal choices. 

 

From Wrong Legal Solutions 

In a hurried move, the French legislator 
transposed the specific fixed-term contract 
regime – created of professional sportspeople 
– on the basis of a rather light-hearted reflec-
tion. The approach is perhaps hasty because 
it is still necessary to be able to justify such a 
derogation from the use of fixed-term con-
tracts under ordinary law, which itself dero-
gates from the principle use of open-ended 
contracts. Moreover, the transposition is im-
perfect, as the legislator omits the social sit-
uation of trainers and the exclusion of pre-
sumption of employment for performers and 
models, which would have been all the more 
justified in this respect in view of the prac-
tices of the sector. 

In any case, any association or company that 
intends to hire a player under this contractual 
figure must be approved not by the Minister 
of Labor or Internal Security but by the Sec-
retary of State for Digital Technology. The 
approval is granted, subject to conditions, for 
a renewable period of three years and is with-
drawn in cases covered by decree. The re-
gime in place must be clearly understood: the 
lack of approval does not prohibit hiring, 
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only the use of a specific fixed-term contract. 
As a result, other esports groups will have to 
resort to more traditional types of employ-
ment contracts. 

The application of this regime seems cheer-
ful: at present, ten teams have been granted 
this approval. It’s hiding another reality. 
First, if the number of clubs resorting to this 
kind of contract is growing, it’s far less than 
it could be in practice, which asks the ques-
tion of nature of the legal relationship be-
tween the other clubs and their players. Then, 
even these licensed clubs admit that they 
don’t hire their players with this employment 
contract. They still use sponsorship contracts 
or other "image contracts" explaining that 
this type of contract is too complex, hard to 
set up, in short improper to the activity. All 
these arguments are only partially admissible 
because tempting to justify the necessity to 
exclude the labor law application in fact to 
avoid paying social charges. Nevertheless, 
they can be followed on one important point: 
why submitting eSports to a special labor re-
gime? What are the justifications? Why hav-
ing built a such complex process just to hire 
players? We do not think that the use of the 
same type of contract could be justified by 
the existence of transfer in eSports. We do 
not believe that the very short career of play-
ers would also be an explanation. On the con-
trary, it would easily be founded the conclu-
sion of ordinary fixed-term employment con-
tracts. 

 

To Very Bad Legal Choices  

The definition of a video game and the cor-
responding competition is addressed from 
the outset. A video game competition "con-
fronts, using a video game, at least two play-
ers or teams of players for a score or a vic-
tory" (Art. L.321-8 ISC). In order to understand 
this definition, it is necessary to know how 
the legislator wished to legally approach the 
notion of video game. Precisely, it supported 
the definition adopted for tax purposes, under 
the terms of which "a video game is any lei-
sure software made available to the public on 
a physical medium or online, incorporating 
elements of artistic and technological crea-
tion, offering one or more users a series of 

interactions based on a scripted storyline or 
simulated situations and resulting in the form 
of animated images, with or without sound" 
(Art. CGI, art. 220 terdecies II). This approach 
differs from that of French and European 

case law, which favors a distributive qualifi-
cation by designating it as a complex work. 
This discrepancy is very problematic: for, ac-
cording to the definition adopted, ownership 
of copyrights on the video game is not the 
same. However, it is up to the ownership of 
the copyright on the video game to authorize 
or not to authorize the organization of com-
petitions based on it. The French legislator 
missed opportunity for a convergence of 
points of view which will probably emerge 
during the litigation relating to the exploita-
tion of sports entertainment. 

From the ownership of the copyrights on the 
video game comes the ownership of the 
rights on the video game competition. The 
assimilation of sport with sport would justify 
a reflection on the application of the monop-
oly on the operation of competitions insti-
tuted at Article L. 333-1 of the Sport Code. 
As the law currently stands, its application is 
impossible. The first reason lies in the fact 
that there is no textual basis for this assimila-
tion. It should be noted that an amendment 
(N. 76) was adopted at the end of the debates 
in the European Parliament on the adoption 
of the new Copyright Directive. Article 12a 
on the protection of organizers of sporting 
events, which was to be inserted, provided 
that “Member States shall confer on the or-
ganizers of sporting events the rights pro-
vided for in Articles 2 and 3(2) of Directive 
2001/29/EC and in Article 7 of Directive 
2006/115/EC”. The text therefore provided 
for granting these operators a monopoly of 
rights on the reproduction, communication to 
the public and fixation of sports events. How-
ever, in the absence of any definition of the 
concepts of “organizer”, “event” and its 
“sporting” nature, it was possible to make an 
extensive reading of the text which could in-
clude eSports. This proposal was finally re-
jected during the trialogue. The second rea-
son relates to the provisions of Article L. 
333-1 of the Sport Code. The benefit of the 
operating monopoly enshrined therein is 
granted, as a matter of principle, only to del-
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egated sports federations and groupings au-
thorized by them as defined in Article L. 331-
5 of the said code and, exceptionally, to affil-
iated clubs. However, there is no grouping in 
France likely to claim such status. On the one 
hand, although the France Esports associa-
tion is recognized by the State, it does not 
currently hold any delegation issued by the 
Ministry of Sports under the conditions set 
out in Articles L. 131-14 et seq. and R. 131-
25 et seq. of the French Sport Code. This 
means that not only should the grouping ben-
efit from a public service delegation, but that 
it should also be issued by the Minister in 
charge of eSports. In addition, this issue falls 
within the framework of the above-men-
tioned articles. On the other hand, if certain 
delegated sports federations organize video 
game competitions in accordance with their 
corporate purpose, they do so outside the 
scope of their delegation. 

Submitting eSports to sports law would im-
ply in France the recognition to an exclusive 
right on the exploitation of the eSports show 
would contravene to copyrights of publishers 
on their video games. Likewise, dedicating a 
copyright on the video game competition 

would create the same difficulty. This could 
call into question the interest of publishers 
and their investors in spending so much on 
the creation of a work from which they would 
not be able to reap all the benefits. 

 

Conclusions: Do More with Less 

Just to briefly conclude, it is clear that we 
have reservations about the need for State in-
tervention. Of course, every country has its 
own legislation with its legal specificities, 
which helps to put the French example into 
perspective. In any case, State recognition 
should be limited to consolidate the legality 
of video game competitions without the need 
to impose unjustified constraints that are not, 
moreover, founded in comparable activities. 
Stakeholders could benefit from public sup-
port at the beginning of their development 
without engaging in a process as cumber-
some as that of the French model of sports. A 
good business plan and the powers of ordi-
nary law are enough to reach their purposes. 
This simply requires knowledge and skills on 
the part of the protagonists or, failing that, to 
call on people who have them. 
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Assembling Intercultural Teams in 
eSports – Implications from the 

League of Legends European  
Championship 

 
By Tobias M. Scholz 

 
 
In recent years, we can observe an emergent 
and global phenomenon. Competitive gam-
ing, the so-called eSports, moved from a 
niche industry with a small portion of pas-
sionate fans to a stadium-filling attraction. 
Superdata (2017) stated that the revenue in 
eSports grew in 2017 to 1.5 billion US-dollar 
per year. A variety of companies are eager to 
join the eSports industry, which can be seen 
at Amazon buying Twitch.tv, a streaming 
platform, for 970 million US-Dollar 
(Takahashi, 2015), and companies like Mer-
cedes-Benz or State Farm perform as spon-
sors. There are now over 430 “traditional” 
sports teams in eSports involved, and, espe-
cially in 2017, this number increased expo-
nentially. The majority of the professional 
sports teams at least discuss the opportunity 
to invest in eSports. It is observable, that  
eSports grew quite substantially in the last 
year, although, it is not that novel as the phe-
nomenon started to emerge at the beginning 
of the internet. In nearly 20 years, eSports 
flourished to an industry that nowadays can 
fill the Bird’s Nest in Beijing China with tens 
of thousands of spectators (Gu, 2017) as well 
as seen as an innovative and disruptive indus-
try (Scholz & Stein, 2017).  

From a business perspective, this is an excit-
ing development, but from an intercultural 
management perspective, another evolution 
is observable. For a long time, eSports 
shaped in relative solitude; the eSports 
sphere had to develop and grow on its own 
without influences from the outside. Many 
people did not understand eSports and, there-
fore, categorized it as a nerd-phenomenon 
(Hallman & Giel, 2017). Solutions were cre-
ated without interference from other sources. 

At the same time, eSports was predominately 
played on the internet, and this can be seen in 
the globalized approach in eSports that goes 
further than any globalization in other indus-
tries. There was no need to search for team 
members within proximity; people could 
play together from everywhere. It is a truly 
global and digital industry. Consequently, in-
tercultural teams are today a typical sight in 
professional eSports teams, but it is quite a 
challenge to deal with such a team (Stein & 
Scholz, 2016). 

We claim that eSports is more globalized and 
more digitized than many international vir-
tual teams in modern corporations (Freeman 
& Wohn, 2017). From an early age in their 
career, eSports players have faced a global-
ized and digital world. To compete, they 
have to collaborate with a variety of people 
and have to find solutions to work in inter-
cultural teams. eSports is not researched for 
a long time, and there is no substantial re-
search on intercultural management in  
eSports available; it seems interesting to an-
alyze the approach of eSports on intercultural 
management. The approach to intercultural 
management can contribute to the existing 
literature on international virtual teams.  

There is especially one question to solve, 
which seems to be a crucial question in inter-
cultural management nowadays: how to 
build effective intercultural teams (e.g., Ear-
ley & Peterson, 2004; Humes & Reilly, 2008; 
Lobel, 1980; Zakaria et al., 2004). It is 
widely accepted that a professional intercul-
tural team-building is essential for the suc-
cess of organizations (e.g., Davison, 1994; 
Matveev & Nelson, 2004; Stahl et al., 2010), 
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and this holds accurate as well for times of 
digitization and globalization where interna-
tional virtual team-building becomes a fur-
ther challenge (e.g., Gilson et al., 2015; 
Grosse, 2002; Lipnack & Stamps, 1999). 
Consequently, understanding the way of cre-
ating successful eSports teams may give in-
sights towards this question and help to get a 
different perspective. Keep in mind, eSports 
grew on their own and is an industry that de-
pends on the digitization as well as an under-
researched context (Bányai et al., 2019). 

There are many ways to compose teams con-
cerning the cultural background (e.g., Adler 
& Gundersen, 2007; Moosmüller et al., 2001; 
Scholz, 2012), but the picture of effective op-
timization techniques is still vague. In recent 
intercultural management research, substan-
tial progress on this question cannot be ob-
served. In particular, the question of an ade-
quate cultural difference among team mem-
bers is still unsolved (e.g., Nemetz & Chris-
tensen, 1996; Shachaf, 2008; van Knippen-
berg & Mell, 2016). The approaches on the 
cultural void (e.g., Blodgett et al., 2015; Lie-
bowitz, 2008) also do not specify cultural 
proximity versus distance among team mem-
bers in order to make their cooperation more 
effective. Therefore, it appears reasonable to 
analyze new contexts outside the traditional 
business world, such as eSports. 

In this paper, we will give a short introduc-
tion to eSports and present a research model 
for analyzing intercultural management in 
eSports. We will focus on the idea of the cul-
tural optimization of eSports teams. In order 
to test the proposed hypotheses, we analyzed 
each team participating in League of Legends 
in the season 2017 in the regions North 
America, Europe, Taiwan South Korea, and 
China as well as World Championship finals. 
Furthermore, for Europe as the core research 
object, we also analyzed all seasons from 
2014 until 2019. These results were used to 
develop a formula that describes the cultural 
synergy. This formula is tested for the season 
2019. These results will be used to discuss 
potential implications for intercultural man-
agement.  

 

 

eSports 

The phenomenon of eSports or competitive 
gaming is commonly referred to as a devel-
opment in recent years. The earliest docu-
mented eSports competition, however, took 
place at Stanford University in 1972 (Hilt-
scher, 2015; Scholz, 2019; Taylor, 2012). 
Still, exponential growth happened predomi-
nately in the past decade (Hamari & Sjöblom, 
2017). eSports has grown from a small niche 
industry into a respectable player in the mod-
ern business, media, and sports world. Fur-
thermore, this development was topped ex-
ponentially in 2017, and the predictions for 
the upcoming years will be exponential as 
well. 

In research, there is still no precise definition 
of what eSports means. In general, eSports is 
seen as an umbrella term. An extended defi-
nition for eSports originates from Wagner 
(2006, p. 3): “eSports is an area of sports ac-
tivities in which people develop and train 
mental or physical abilities in the use of in-
formation and communication technolo-
gies.” Arnaud complements Wagner’s defi-
nition: “Passion, training, reflex, intelli-
gence, and teamwork … if it is not sport, it 
really has its taste” (Arnaud, 2010, p. 11). 
This ongoing discourse was combined in the 
following description: 

“In summary, it can be stated that eSports is 
eSports and is a socio-cultural phenomenon 
rooted in sports, media, entertainment, and 
culture, but emerged in a digitized environ-
ment. Furthermore, eSports blurs the barriers 
to those fields. Thereby, eSports evolved be-
yond the constraints of traditional sports, me-
dia, entertainment, and culture” (Scholz, 
2020).  

At the moment, the tendency of linking  
eSports to sports is omnipresent (Adamus, 
2012; Hallmann & Giel, 2018; Hebbel-See-
ger, 2012; Jenny et al., 2017) and has sparked 
an intensive discussion about the appropri-
ateness of doing so (e.g., Franke, 2015; 
Hutchins, 2008; Jonasson & Thiborg, 2010; 
Taylor, 2012; Witkowski, 2010). Resistance 
is coming from sports officials like the Ger-
man Football Association, stating that  
eSports is not a sports activity, and the ambi-
tions of making eSports an Olympic category 
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are absurd (Reuters, 2018). At the same time, 
actors in the eSports scene are arguing 
against the sports label as well: “But to think 
that a new phenomenon like eSports can be 
described in terms of the old is to misunder-
stand it entirely” (Superdata, 2015, p. 3). 
However, more and more sports teams are 
heavily investing in eSports.  

This reasoning is essential for further analy-
sis in the context of intercultural manage-
ment. eSports do not copy existing structures 
to adapt to, for example, the traditional sports 
environment, the current sports environment; 
eSports do not aim to converge with tradi-
tional sports but strive to establish a unique 
setting. This environment may be more dy-
namic and decentralized, thus catering to the 
needs of this new industry. Consequently, the 
solutions of eSports regarding intercultural 
management could vary. It will be interesting 
to test existing literature if it is confirmed or 
rejected by eSports intercultural manage-
ment.  

The outstanding team of 
SK Gaming boasts the 

slogan: “Gaming is be-
lieving.” This precisely 
describes the inherent 

feeling of every actor in 
the industry. They be-

lieve in eSports and, on 
a meta-level, want to see 

eSports succeed and 
gain popularity. 

Besides their (potential) alignment with the 
world of sports, eSports is also aligned with 
gaming culture (Franke, 2015; Jonasson & 
Thiborg, 2010) or gamer culture (Shaw, 
2010). This illustrates the link between play-
ers and producers of video games: They 
share a “self-professed passion for video 
games” (Weststar, 2015, p. 1244). Conse-
quently, boundaries are translucent within 

eSports, be it between producer and con-
sumer, or amateur and professional (Taylor, 
2012). There are no distinct boundaries; all 
actors are part of the network and distinctly 
linked to each other. Beyond that, eSports 
people, as members of the eSports sphere, 
adopt a particular way of life (Chee, 2006). 
This integration process appears much more 
intense than observed in any other cultural or 
sports-related phenomenon. “Altogether, 
professional gamers, audience members, and 
commentators present a dynamic under-
standing of video games as a performative 
medium” (Randhawa, 2015, p. 16). This 
gamer culture could have an impact on the 
intercultural understanding of eSports. 

Furthermore, participating in eSports often 
entails a high degree of enthusiasm and spirit. 
“[T]hey devote hours to hours to mastering 
it, endlessly fascinated by the intricacies of 
the system, its characters, its weapons, its 
properties” (Taylor, 2012, p. 89). This is im-
portant when trying to understand the dy-
namics among entities within the eSports me-
dia sphere, as well as their potential of coop-
erating with other actors, even competitors. 
The outstanding team of SK Gaming boasts 
the slogan: “Gaming is believing.” This pre-
cisely describes the inherent feeling of every 
actor in the industry. They believe in eSports 
and, on a meta-level, want to see eSports suc-
ceed and gain popularity. 

 

Research Model 

Research Framework and Hypotheses 

The success of a culturally mixed team is ex-
pected to originate in the symbiotic combina-
tion of their specific cultural dimensions, not 
only among each other but also between the 
team members and their team leader. Refer-
ring to the literature of Hofstede (1980) and 
his cultural dimensions, it is possible to get a 
cultural understanding of culturally mixed 
teams, in particular by using the updated ver-
sion of Hofstede et al. (2010). The question 
that is relevant in this case is the impact of 
cultural synergy on the team. Is it essential 
that the team has a high cultural synergy or a 
low cultural synergy? As stated by Adler and 
Gundersen (2007), cultural diversity can 
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have a positive impact on teams, under the 
assumption that creativity is required. 

Consequently, cultural diversity can have a 
beneficial influence in certain situations 
(Scholz, 2012). Cultural diversity could be 
relevant for the composition in eSports 
teams, as creativity could lead to a competi-
tive advantage. However, training skills are a 
routine task and also essential for any suc-
cessful eSports team. On the spectrum of Ad-
ler and Gundersen, cultural diversity is 
highly effective for the creative aspects of 
eSports, but also highly ineffective for the 
routine training of skills in eSports. 

Focusing on synergy and focusing on diver-
sity can be useful in any way. However, it is 
essential to focus on one characteristic pre-
dominately (Adler & Gundersen, 2007). 
Consequently, the team composition should 
follow a distinct strategy. The environment 
in eSports is quite volatile and dynamic, 
therefore, dealing with complexity (Duncan, 
1975), and the differentiation (Blau & 
Schoenherr, 1971) of team skills is critical to 
success. The coach in those teams finally 
makes these decisions, and there is the neces-
sity to find the right fit for a team. 

The first hypothesis relates to the understand-
ing that the individual cultural dimension of 
every team member will influence the suc-
cess of the team. We assume that the cultural 
dimension of individualism and collectivism 
will have a substantial impact on the team 
composition, thereby stating that teams 
should consist of people with a high individ-
ualism or high collectivism. If the team is in-
dividualistic, the coach will look for hetero-
geneity in the team to increase the potential 
for creativity. However, a collectivist team 
should focus on homogeneity. Finally, the 
coach will focus on the similarity between 
himself/herself and the team member. For the 
collectivistic approach, the focus will be on 
increasing homogeneity, but for the individ-
ualistic approach, it would be to decrease 
similarity. Following the cultural diversity 
understanding, there should be two strong 
patterns: a collectivist, homogeneous team 
with high cultural similarity to the coach and 
an individualistic, heterogeneous team with 
low cultural similarity to the coach. 

Hypothesis 1: Coaches seeking a pattern of 
collectivism, homogeneity, and similarity in 
teams or a pattern of individualism, hetero-
geneity, and dissimilarity are more success-
ful. 

Although these patterns may be useful to se-
lect a winning team, it becomes evident that 
the leadership as well is relevant. The coach 
will require a certain way to lead the team, 
House et al. (2004) categorized this in the 
culturally endorsed leadership dimensions 
with a focus on charismatic, team-oriented, 
participative, humane-oriented, autonomous, 
and self-protective behavior. All of these 
seem reasonable in the context of leadership; 
however, in an eSports team, we face a 
unique context. In general, eSports games are 
fast, even faster than many other sports 
games. One single decision could lead to vic-
tory; this decision is made in less than a sec-
ond. 

Consequently, a coach is not able to influ-
ence the decisions, so he/she has to let the 
team members play their game. Here and 
there is it possible for the coach to impact the 
game, for example, using a time-out to 
change the flow of the game. At the same 
time, still, the players are highly autono-
mous. 

Dimensions like charismatic, team-oriented, 
participative, human-oriented, or self-protec-
tive will probably have less impact on the 
coach-team relationship. Being charismatic, 
human-oriented, and self-protective are 
maybe necessary dimensions, however, in 
the heat of the game, the players will not re-
act on that. This is also the case for the di-
mension team-oriented, they know they are a 
team, and only as a team, they will win. Con-
sequently, they need to participate. Humane-
oriented leadership will have an impact on 
the breaks and time-outs. Still, it is question-
able if these speeches have a sustainable ef-
fect. Even in sports, it is debated if the coach 
has an influence on the player within a game 
(Buning & Thompson, 2015). Therefore, the 
focus lies on autonomy. It is not the case that 
autonomous behavior is necessarily superior. 
Instead, it is more reasonable that there needs 
to be a fit between the understanding of au-
tonomous leadership and the autonomous be-
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havior of the players. A coach requires a sim-
ilar understanding of autonomy as the team 
to let them work on their own or give them 
constant feedback. Without this type of fit, 
there will be miscommunication and unmet 
expectations. Despite the value of autonomy, 
it seems essential to have a fit between coach 
and team on autonomy. 

Hypothesis 2: Coaches seeking for a fit in the 
autonomy of their players are more success-
ful. 

 

Research Setting 

Data were collected from the video games 
League of Legends (LoL). LoL is a so-called 
Multiplayer Online Battle Arena games or 
MOBA games, and it is currently one of the 
most popular ones. Each team consists of five 
players, and they fight against another team 
on a virtual battlefield. The goal is to defeat 
the enemy by, for example, destroy the en-
emy base. LoL can be seen as the most suc-
cessful as well as a prominent eSports title in 
the industry. For example, at the League of 
Legends World Championship, the number 
of viewers peaked at over 14.7 million 
(Lolesports Staff, 2016). In general, the typi-
cal team consists of five players and one 
coach on the “field.” Other people are sup-
porting the team that could be called the 
coach. However, there is only one person al-
lowed to interact with the players before the 
game. 

Furthermore, there is a substitute player 
available, but usually, the core players partic-
ipate in the majority of the games throughout 
the season. Regarding the data set, League of 
Legends is separated in regions, e.g., Europe 
or North America, teams are playing a spring 
season as well as a summer season, and the 
regions will send their best teams to the 
global finals to battle out the world champi-
onship. In 2017 that meant globally 56 teams 
participated with 280 different players and 56 
different coaches. For the European data set 
from 2014 until 2019, twelve seasons were 
played consisting of 10 teams (in 2014, only 
eight teams participated). 

 

Method 

To make a comparison possible, we will fo-
cus on the intercultural dimensions by Hof-
stede and the culturally endorsed leadership 
theory from the GLOBE study (House et al., 
2004), thereby using the values supplied by 
Hofstede and focusing on the rankings of the 
cultural endorsed leadership theories. As this 
is an explorative study, we are using these 
categorizations to get a better understanding 
of this novel context. However, an in-depth 
analysis will be necessary to validate the re-
sults. 

 

 

 
P=Power Distance; I=Individualism/Collectivism; M=Masculinity/Feminity;  

U=Uncertainty Avoidance; L=Long Term Orientation; I=Indulgence/Restraint 

Table 2: Exemplary Analysis for Hypothesis 1 of G2 Esports (Summer 2019) 

G2 Esports (Summer 2019) 
Coach Player 1 Player 2 Player 3 Player 4 Player 5 
Germany Denmark Poland Denmark Croatia Slovenia 
P I M U L R P I M U L R P I M U L R P I M U L R P I M U L R P I M U L R 
35 67 66 65 83 40 18 74 16 23 35 70 68 60 64 93 38 29 18 74 16 23 35 70 73 33 40 80 58 33 71 27 19 88 49 48 
Average Std. Dev. Team-Coach I (Team) Homogeneity Similarity 
P I M U L R P I M U L R P I M U L R 54 137 117 
50 54 31 61 43 50 29 22 21 35 10 20 15 13 35 4 40 10 individualistic heterogeneous unsimilar 

P=Power Distance; I=Individualism/Collectivism; M=Masculinity/Feminity; U=Uncertainty 
Avoidance; L=Long Term Orientation; I=Indulgence/Restraint 
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C=charismatic, T=team-oriented, P=participative, H=humane-oriented, A=autonomous, S=self-protective 

Table 2: Exemplary Analysis for Hypothesis 2 of G2 Esports (Summer 2019) 
 

 
teams with asterisks consist of members from one nation 

Table 3: Analysis of the Team Compositions in League of Legends in the World Championship in 2017 

Table 1 shows exemplary the raw data for 
one team (G2 Esports) that we used for the 
analysis of hypothesis 1. This analysis was 
done for all teams. Hypothesis 1 was ana-
lyzed by describing the individualistic value 
of the team; we took the average individual-
istic value of the team and cut 50 points on a 
100 scale. The homogeneity is evaluated by 
the sum of the standard abbreviation overall 
cultural dimensions in the team. Finally, the 

similarity is derived by the cultural differ-
ences between the coach and the team and 
adding them up in absolute numbers. Both of 
them are split at the 60 points barriers. 

Table 2 shows again the exemplary analysis 
of the raw data that was used for G2 Esports 
in order to evaluate hypothesis 2. For hypoth-
esis 2, we categorized the rankings of the 
CLT leadership dimensions (House et al., 
2004, p. 684) and codified them into 1=low 

G2 Esports (Summer 2019) 
Coach Player 1 Player 2 Player 3 Player 4 Player 5 
Germany Denmark Poland Denmark Croatia Slovenia 

C T P H A S C T P H A S C T P H A S C T P H A S C T P H A S C T P H A S 
3 1 3 2 3 1 3 2 3 1 2 1 2 2 1 2 3 3 3 2 3 1 2 1 2 2 1 2 3 3 2 2 1 2 3 3 
Average Std. Dev. Team-Coach A (Team) FIT 

C T P H A S C T P H A S C T P H A S 0,4 4,8 
2 2 1,8 1,6 2,6 2 0,5 0 1,1 1 0,5 1 0,6 1 1,2 0,4 0,4 1,2 Low fit with coach Medium fit with coach 
 

Team IND HOM SIM Pattern 
Samsung 
Galaxy* 

18 0 0 collectivistic homogeneous similar 

SK Telecom 
T1* 

18 0 0 collectivistic homogeneous similar 

Royal Never 
Give Up 

20 0 116 collectivistic homogeneous unsimilar 

Team WE 19 67 73 collectivistic heterogeneous unsimilar 
Longhzu 
Gaming* 

18 0 0 collectivistic homogeneous similar 

Misfits Gaming 67 124 231 individualistic heterogeneous unsimilar 
Fnatic 73 89 69 individualistic heterogeneous unsimilar 
Cloud9 71 136 203 individualistic heterogeneous unsimilar 
Gigabyte 
Marines 

20 0 0 collectivistic homogeneous similar 

G2 Esports 39 130 125 collectivistic heterogeneous unsimilar 
Team SoloMid 70 138 76 individualistic heterogeneous unsimilar 
ahq e-Sports 
Club* 

17 0 0 collectivistic homogeneous similar 

EDward 
Gaming 

20 55 98 collectivistic homogeneous unsimilar 

Immortals 36 147 108 collectivistic heterogeneous unsimilar 
Fenerbahce 29 58 42 collectivistic homogeneous unsimilar 
Flash Wolves* 17 0 0 collectivistic homogeneous similar 
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rank, 2=medium rank, 3=high rank. In the 
GLOBE study, the authors differed between 
absolute and relative scores. We used the rel-
ative score for our analysis, as it seems to be 

more precise. Analyzing the fit is done by 
comparing the values of the coach with the 
average values of the team.

 

 
teams with asterisks consist of members from one nation; C=charismatic, T=team-oriented, P=participative, 

H=humane-oriented, A=autonomous, S=self-protective 
Table 4: Analysis of the CLT Leadership Dimensions in League of Legends  

in the World Championship in 2017 

Results 

Testing the Hypotheses 

Taking a closer look at the data reveals a 
great variety of nationalities involved, some 
teams consist of people from six different 
countries, and some teams are from one 
country. Still, in some regions, there is a cer-
tain dominance observable. For example, 
South Korea has only South Korean players, 
and this development is explainable as South 
Korea is seen as the home-country of eSports 
and, therefore, based on the long history have 
a considerable player-base. 

Table 3 shows the final standing of the 
League of Legends World Championship in 
2017. In League of Legends, many teams 
from the top 8 follow one of the proposed 
patterns. Either they are collectivistic, homo-
geneous, and similar, or they are individual-
istic, heterogeneous, and unsimilar. The team 

of Royal Never Give Up states a lack of sim-
ilarity because the coach is from Taiwan, and 
the players are from China. Team WE are 
highly collectivistic due to the reason that the 
coach is from China, two players are from 
China, and three players are from South-Ko-
rea. However, there is a specific heterogene-
ity and lack of similarity observable. Still, 
both teams have particular cultural proximity 
that may counteract these discrepancies. All 
these teams focus on intense gameplay and 
are known for their high skill level. The indi-
vidualistic pattern highlights the cultural di-
versity and the potential for creative game-
play. Misfits Gaming has a coach from the 
United Arab Emirates and players from Great 
Britain, Germany, France, and South Korea.  

In the lower eight, there are also some teams 
following the pattern, like Gigabyte Marines, 
ahq e-Sports Club, and Flash Wolves are 
from one country, so it is evident that there 

Team C T P H A S Fit 
Samsung Galaxy* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SK Telecom T1* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Royal Never Give Up 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Team WE 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Longhzu Gaming* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Misfits Gaming 1,8 1 1,4 0,4 0 1,4 6 

Fnatic 0 0 0,2 2 0,2 0,2 2,6 

Cloud9 0,8 0,8 1,6 0,4 0 1,6 5,2 

Gigabyte Marines* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

G2 Esports 0,6 1,4 1,4 0 1 1,4 5,8 

Team SoloMid 0,2 0,2 0,4 0,8 0 0,4 2 

ahq e-Sports Club* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

EDward Gaming 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Immortals 0,4 0,2 0,4 0 0 0,4 1,4 

1907 Fenerbahce Esports 0,4 0,8 0 0,4 0 0 1,6 

Flash Wolves* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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are homogeneity and similarity. However, 
Team SoloMid is following the individualis-
tic pattern consisting of players from the 
U.S.A., Denmark, and China. It is not clear 
why this trend did not work. Besides that, 
every team varied from the hypothesized pat-
tern. It seems in League of Legends that hy-
pothesis 1 is not rejected. In summary, sev-
eral teams follow the collectivist or individu-
alistic pattern. Furthermore, there is a ten-
dency that this pattern is more successful 
than other compositions. 

Moving on to hypothesis 2 and the fit con-
cerning the autonomy, there is a pattern ob-
servable. Table 4 is focusing again on LoL 
and presents the results relevant for hypothe-
sis 2. In all of the teams, there is a fit towards 
autonomy observable, and the majority have 
a perfect fit. Only G2 Esports in the lower 
eight had a high value. The team consisting 
of a Dutch coach and players from South-Ko-
rea, Croatia, Denmark, and Spain seems to 
struggle with the autonomy fit. Still, the team 
lacked a fit between coach and players in all 
dimensions. Finally, autonomy fit appears to 
be a universal necessity for teams in League 
of Legends. Consequently, hypothesis 2 is 
not rejected. The coach should look towards 
a proper autonomy fit to be able to compete 
on this high level at all.  

 

Developing a Prediction Formula 

Based on the results of the analysis from the 
League of Legends World Championship in 
2017, it became evident that there are pat-
terns observable that may benefit the success 
of a team. Pattern one is based on an individ-
ualistic, heterogenic team composition with a 
low fitting between the team and the coach. 
Pattern two is based on a collectivistic, ho-
mogenous team composition with a high fit-
ting between the team and the coach. How-
ever, for the discourse of intercultural man-
agement, it seems that regions like China, 
Taiwan, and South Korea are less interesting 
due to the lack of cultural diversity in the 
teams. Therefore, North America and Europe 
seem more relevant to the research. How-
ever, to identify an equation that explains the 
cultural synergy within the team and the 
coach, it is essential to focus on the region 

that has a successful track record in the past. 
The League of Legends European Champi-
onship is not only more diverse but also more 
successful, especially in recent years. Europe 
reached the World Championship finals with 
Fnatic in 2018 and with G2 Esports in 2019. 
In 2019 no North American team even 
reached the Knockout Stage of the final eight 
teams.  

Furthermore, the European teams tend to-
wards pattern one; based on that, the individ-
ualism within the team is more relevant; the 
homogeneity should have a low value — 
these aspects co-align with the individualistic 
and heterogeneous pattern. Besides, the un-
derstanding of autonomy in the team should 
be similar, so everybody in the team has the 
same understanding of autonomy in the team. 
Therefore, the standard deviation of auton-
omy becomes relevant for the prediction of 
success. Another factor in the prediction 
based on the pattern, is the similarity of the 
coach, thereby comparing the cultural di-
mensions of the coach with the average cul-
tural dimension of the team. Although the 
pattern one reveals a tendency of unsimilar-
ity, it seems to exist a diminishing benefit of 
unsimilarity in this context. Teams with a 
high unsimilarity tend to perform worse than 
teams trending towards similarity. Therefore, 
we propose that a lower value in similar-
ity/unsimilarity is more beneficial than a 
higher, under the assumption that they can be 
categorized as unsimilar. As stated before, 
the fit between coach and team is also crucial 
for the success of the team, and again the 
value should move towards zero. The fit de-
scribes the cultural fit between coach and 
team across the CLT leadership dimensions. 
Also, we included another significant benefit 
concerning uncertainty avoidance. Here the 
uncertainty avoidance is compared to the 
coach and the team as this is crucial for the 
strategic position of the team overall. Are 
they more risk-taking, or are the less risk-tak-
ing? The general assumption is that conver-
gence towards the same mind-set is neces-
sary to be successful.  

The results from the season 2014 until 2018 
were used to create a formula that could pre-
dict the placement in the league based on the 
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team composition and the coach. This for-
mula is only based on the cultural dimen-
sions, and the categorization by Hofstede 
(1980) and the GLOBE Study (2014); other 
performance statistics was not considered in 
this exploratory research but may be added in 
the future. The goal was to predict the out-
come purely based on cultural dimensions. 
Consequently, eight seasons were the basis 
of this approximation. The season of 2013 
was not included as a coach was not yet man-
datory. The spring and summer season of 
2019 was used to test the predictions. Based 
on that, the following equation that is con-
formed to the argument about the pattern one 
emerged: 

Equation: Predicting the Cultural Syn-
ergy of a European Lol Team 

!"#$"%&#	()*+%,)
= ./01 + 345
∗ (71(9:7)<
+ ((/5 ∗ =/7)
+ (:9>?&>ℎ − :9$+&B) 

This equation explains in the first bracket, the 
individualism (IND) and homogeneity 
(HOM) as well as the standard deviation of 
autonomy (AUT) of the team consisting of 

the five players under the assumption that the 
team is following the overall heterogeneity 
pattern. The second bracket states the simi-
larity (SIM) and the fit (FIT) of the coach to-
wards the team, and the final bracket de-
scribes the fit concerning the uncertainty 
avoidance (UA) between coach and team as 
an efficiency factor in the equation. Overall 
the tendency should be lowering the value in 
this equation. The closer it gets to zero, the 
more synergy is observable.  

Based on the equation, we evaluated the pre-
dicted fit for the teams in the spring season 
2019, and the results are depicted in table 5. 
These results were compared to the actual 
placement of the teams. Only SK Gaming 
and Rogue deviated from the pattern one, and 
their fit was multiplied by 1,2 to highlight 
this deviation as both teams followed a more 
collectivistic team composition. Overall, the 
placement of the teams was relatively close 
to reality. Only Excel Esports deviated and is 
an extreme outlier, and after a bad start into 
the season, the team tested around with their 
academy players. Misfits Gaming and Rogue 
were correctly predicted, and G2 Esports and 
Fnatic were predicted to be in the Top 3 of 
the spring season. 

 

 

teams with asterisks are diverging from pattern one  
Table 5: Comparison of the Prediction of the LoL European Championship for the Spring Season 2019 

 

League of Legends European Championship Spring Season 2019 
 Team Predicted Fit Spring Place Difference 
1. Excel Esports 155 9. -8 
2. Fnatic 172 3. -1 
3. G2 Esports 179 1. +2 
4. FC Schalke 04 182 7. -3 
5. Splyce 203 4. +1 
6. Origen 229 2. +4 
7. SK Gaming* 241 6. -1 
8. Misfits Gaming 255 8. 0 
9. Team Vitality 269 5. -4 
10. Rogue* 289 10. 0 
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teams with asterisks are diverging from pattern one, teams with an s have the same roster as in the spring 
season and teams with a 1 had only one change in the roster 

Table 6: Comparison of the Prediction of the LoL European Championship for the Summer Season 2019 

In the transfer window between the spring 
and the summer season, several teams stayed 
with their existing roster. This development 
is quite recent as teams often only had short-
term contracts with the players and, there-
fore, transfers were quite common. Only a 
few players stayed in one team for more than 
a year. For example, Martin “Rekkles” Lars-
son is part of Fnatic uninterrupted since 
2015. With the current growth of eSports and 
the increase in professionalization (Scholz, 
2019), many organizations are interested in 
keeping the team for a more extended period. 
Not only for performance reasons but also 
marketing reasons. Therefore, we propose 
that keeping the team together or only chang-
ing one player may have a beneficial impact 
on the cultural synergy. Consequently, if the 
team stays the same, we predicted fit would 
be multiplied by 0,8, and with one substitu-
tion, it will be multiplied by 0,9.  

Based on these adjustments, teams like 
Fnatic and G2 Esports improved their fit as 
they stayed the same. The prediction of the 
Top 3 was near to the reality; only that G2 
Esports beat Fnatic. The other teams were 
quite close to their placement in the summer, 
and teams like Misfits Gaming or SK Gam-
ing only deviated one place, and Splyce was 
correctly predicted. Again, Excel Esports 
acts like an outlier, even though not so ex-
treme as in the spring season. Still, it seems 
that some hidden aspects need further inves-
tigation as to why this team is performing far 

worse than the cultural synergy equation pre-
dicted.  

The equation predicts the placement in the 
seasons of 2019 to a certain degree. But still, 
using these cultural dimensions is an experi-
mental approximation of the cultural context 
in these professional eSports teams. Many 
other variables may influence, but the predic-
tion also highlights that the fit between team 
and coach is also essential for the success of 
a team, and this can be interesting for future 
iterations of the equation. As the transfer 
window is still open, a prediction of the 
spring season in 2020 is not yet possible. 

 

Discussion and Implications 

This exploratory analysis shows some inter-
esting aspects to discuss and scrutinize. The 
focus on cultural diversity is highly relevant 
for cultural optimization. Teams need to be 
optimized around the team-building strategy. 
Selecting a team is not only dependent on the 
team members but also the coach or team 
leader will influence the intercultural diver-
sity in teams. Focusing on the different team 
composition patterns identified in the course 
of our research may be useful to find a 
needed harmony in the team. The team can 
work together, even if they are individualis-
tic, heterogeneous, and lack similarity to 
their coach. 

League of Legends European Championship Summer Season 2019 
 Team Predicted Fit Summer Place Difference 
1. Fnatics 137 2 -1 
2. G2 Esportss 143 1 +1 
3. Splyces 176 3 0 
4. Excel Esports 182 10 -6 
5. Origen 183 8 -3 
6. SK Gaming* 195 7 -1 
7. FC Schalke 041 201 4 +3 
8. Team Vitalitys 215 6 +2 
9. Rogue* 221 5 +4 
10. Misfits Gaming 283 9 -1 

 



 - 80 - 

Furthermore, it becomes evident that cultural 
diversity is useful only for achieving a crea-
tive outlet, as well as cultural synergy, which 
is useful for repetitive tasks. This may not be 
new knowledge, but the esports context 
shows quite clearly that the simultaneous fo-
cus on cultural diversity and cultural synergy 
can lead to a competitive advantage. Purely 
individualistic teams were successful as well 
as collectivistic teams. However, it is not ob-
servable that the concentration of individual-
istic versus collectivistic alone leads to a 
competitive advantage.  

Patterns are useful, but they are no guarantor 
of success. This can be an exciting implica-
tion for intercultural management as well; the 
best practices may sound helpful. However, 
they could not be adequate for their organi-
zation. Following the standard understanding 
of intercultural management may not lead to 
a competitive advantage. However, it may 
also not lead to a competitive disadvantage. 

The fit between coach and team members led 
to a further interesting implication. Although 
the hypothesis 2 on the coach’s preferences 
on autonomy sounded reasonable, the data 
showed that an autonomy fit between coach 
and team is a necessity. Every team should 
have a secure fit on the autonomy cultural 
leadership dimension. It is the foundation to 
work from. But it also highlights the aspect 
that the dimension of autonomy is seemingly 
irrelevant. There is a strong focus, not only 
autonomy, to generate a great fit between 
coach and team. 

The analysis was done descriptively and 
looked into past tournaments. The predictive 
formula can explain some of the results in the 
seasons 2019 but needs more testing and im-
provement. Especially the case of Excel  
Esports is difficult to explain, there are some 
hidden factors that lead to these discrepan-
cies. Furthermore, the recent years revealed 
another trend, that teams stay the same 
throughout the seasons, five teams kept the 
roster from the spring season in the summer 
season. This development might have an im-
pact and should be factored in, how much it 
affects is not yet predictable. At the moment, 
the formula has no calculation included for 
the performance statistic, and this will be 
added in a future version of the equation.  

Every team should have 
a secure fit on the au-

tonomy cultural leader-
ship dimension. It is the 

foundation to work 
from. 

Interestingly, many eSports teams, even 
though using digital tools and are globally re-
cruited, are in one location. In the case of the 
League of Legends European Championship, 
most of the teams are located in Berlin. These 
high-performance teams seem to only work 
in a face-to-face environment, even though 
the technology could enable them to be a vir-
tual team. In a global and digital environ-
ment, teams and organizations are opting out 
of the virtual world is an intriguing insight 
for research in intercultural administrators 
and highlights the importance of “analog” 
communication in teams. 

Intercultural management could learn from 
this research, as it is not contradicting exist-
ing research, but showing that there are inter-
esting patterns available. However, they do 
not describe all the effects on team composi-
tion in eSports. Looking into this phenome-
non in more depth could be interesting, as 
teams need to find the right team composi-
tion quickly. Many leagues have only small 
transfer windows, and so coaches are stuck 
with their players for months. Furthermore, 
many teams do not have substitutes and can-
not replace players easily. The team must fit. 
Although many companies could replace 
their team members in intercultural teams, it 
would be more cost-efficient to have the right 
team composition from the beginning. 
Thinking about the team composition from 
the intercultural management gains rele-
vance from understanding the eSports con-
text. 

 

Conclusion 

The paper highlights the potential of cultural 
optimization first and foremost in eSports. 
But, as eSports is highly volatile, it will be 
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interesting if those patterns will evolve in the 
related context of accelerating business as 
well. In a highly global, highly digitized 
business context, the cultural dimensions of 
people still have an impact on team compo-
sitions. And even in business, the “gamer 
culture” gains relevance, since gamification 
permeating it (e.g., Cardador et al., 2017; 
Oprescu et al., 2014).  

Consequently, intercultural management co-
vers both business and eSports and is re-
quired to be performed professionally. As fa-
miliar research context, intercultural man-
agement research leads to insights that might 
contribute to a mutual, novel understanding 
how to build culturally mixed teams effec-
tively, broadening the perspective from the 
concentration on isolated intercultural fits to 

the combination (or: “configuration”) of 
multiple intercultural fits to reach team suc-
cess. Therefore, a significant contribution of  
eSports is towards the Framing of research 
on cultural diversity in virtual teams (Han & 
Beyerlein, 2016). 

Furthermore, understanding international 
teams and how cultural distance or cultural 
void influences such teams in the digitiza-
tion, eSports is a valid research context. 
These eSports teams are born digital and un-
derstand the benefit of digitization; at the 
same time, they know that the best team can 
be recruited globally. In the end, the cultural 
fit requires the best players and, most im-
portantly, a fit with the coach and the vision 
of that coach. 
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Interactivity, Ethical Behaviors, And 
Transmediation in eSports:  

An Analysis of Pokémon Through 
Uses and Gratifications Theory 

 
By Kaitlin Armstrong 

 
 
Play brings together communities through 
traditional games or contemporary eSports. 
eSports, or electronic sports, are streamed 
competitions between skilled online video 
game players. eSports include a variety of 
competitive formats based on cooperative 
play or individual participation. In some in-
stances, eSports can lead to a career for play-
ers. eSports are becoming ubiquitous given 
their ability to occur almost anywhere, in-
cluding in individuals’ homes, at game 
stores, at town halls, and at large convention 
centers. eSports offer social interactivity via 
online live streaming platforms like 
Twitch.tv and YouTube, and on social media 
platforms like Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, 
Facebook, and Reddit, and on television net-
works like ESPN. For eSports to function ef-
fectively, exposure and interactivity are es-
sential for members of the gaming commu-
nity. 

Nintendo’s Pokémon, is a newer franchise in 
eSports that includes an interactive and com-
petitive, role-playing video game about 
Pokémon, or “Pocket Monsters.” Pokémon, 
the game series initially created by Satoshi 
Tijiri in 1997, creates exposure for its eSports 
through its global popularity. To promote 
new avenues of exposure while maintaining 
the Pokémon franchise’s core cultural values, 
Pokémon adapted to eSports culture by in-
creasing tournament interactivity and moder-
ation for players and spectators through live 
streams and social media. The company also 
uses positive brand value and aesthetics to 
support its transmedia storytelling. Examin-
ing these aspects of Pokémon and its success 

can build on game scholarship by strengthen-
ing the bridge between game studies and 
transmedia studies. 

Pokémon thrives in eSports, in part, because 
of the games’ narratives and gameplay, 
which facilitate convergence. The Pokémon 
series mostly focuses on collection and com-
bat, following the journey of a Pokémon 
Trainer (the player) who wants to become the 
Pokémon League Champion. The Trainer 
collects and trains a team of Pokémon for bat-
tle against other Trainers, Gym Leaders, and 
rival teams. Pokémon’s tagline, “Gotta Catch 
‘Em All,” reflects the game’s designers, 
Satoshi Tajiri and Shigeru Miyamoto’s, 
goals for players to catch and collect as many 
Pokémon as possible. The process of catch-
ing and collecting Pokémon has changed lit-
tle since the beginning of the series. Keeping 
the catchphrase formula, Pokémon adds sta-
bility to the video game franchise grounded 
in players’ familiarity with its relatively un-
changing play mechanics. These consistent 
gameplay procedures enhance the conver-
gence necessary to sustain a transmedial 
game world. Pokémon’s transmedial struc-
ture resembles Henry Jenkins’ term conver-
gence or “the flow of content across multiple 
media platforms, the cooperation between 
multiple media industries, and the migratory 
behavior of media audiences who will go al-
most anywhere in search of the kinds of en-
tertainment experiences they want” (Jenkins, 
2006). The Pokémon franchise tells its story 
through television shows, movies, and video 
games. While the flow of content between 
different media platforms – the game, the 
stream, and the social media accounts – facil-
itates storytelling in Pokémon eSports. 
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Pokémon eSports consist of Pokkén Tourna-
ment, the Video Game Championships 
(VGC), and the Trading Card Game (TCG). 
Pokémon promotes both regional and world-
wide Pokémon eSports championships, with 
the latter held in the largest venues. Gener-
ally, Pokémon competitions have players 
battle against others in different time zones 
or in-person competitions that are scheduled 
daily worldwide with few restrictions on 
when games can take place. Within a Poké-
mon competition, a player’s set is made up of 
Legendary Pokémon (very rare and powerful 
Pokémon referred to as myths), Mega Evolu-
tions (temporary evolutions that make a 
Pokémon more powerful), and regular Poké-
mon (common characters). The 2019 compe-
titions used Pokémon Ultra Sun and Ultra 
Moon, while the 2020 competitions use 
Pokémon Sword and Shield. The characters 
and video games used within the Pokémon 
eSports competitions determine the level of 
interactivity between the player and the 
game. The entry level is open and keeps the 
player challenged enough to stay in the game 
as he or she continues to excel. 

Within Pokémon eSports there is both a per-
sonalized and inclusive approach to competi-
tions. Pokémon provides a casual environ-
ment for players because they can participate 
in competitions officially sanctioned by 
Pokémon. In Pokémon eSports, the Pokémon 
League oversees competitions of all sizes for 
all skill levels of Pokémon players, enforcing 
its Code of Conduct and Inclusivity Policy. 
According to the Official Pokémon website, 
the company’s core values are “integrity, 
honesty, responsibility, and professionalism” 
(“Professor Program”), and these are evident 
in the live streamed competitions. Also, the 
Play! Pokémon Code of Conduct is available 
online for viewing and explains what is and 
is not appropriate in the Pokémon eSports 
community. As interactivity is a vital compo-
nent of eSports, interactions between groups 
of people can lead to unethical behaviors 
online which can be managed through Poké-
mon’s Code of Conduct. Generally, Pokémon 
eSports competitions allow players of differ-
ent skill levels to feel included through the 
league’s management, company values, and 
code of conduct’s inclusivity policy. This 
emphasis on player inclusivity provides a 

community where people of all backgrounds 
can feel welcome, which furthers recent 
scholarship in game studies on toxicity and 
guidelines against unethical online behav-
iors. 

Within Pokémon eSports 
there is both a personal-

ized and inclusive ap-
proach to competitions 

Although Pokémon adopted aspects of popu-
lar eSports competitions, such as grand ven-
ues, a governing league, and a player code of 
conduct, Pokémon games offer players the 
option for solo competitive play or online 
play with others. Game Freak offers non-
playable characters (NPCs) within the story 
of Pokémon Sword and Shield and the online 
option of battling a friend or random oppo-
nent. Competing against an opponent face-
to-face is a different challenge, requiring 
strategies not usually used when playing cas-
ually. For example, the 2019 VGC Master’s 
tournament shows how players use in-depth 
strategies to battle in Pokémon Sun and 
Moon. At the beginning of the tournament, 
player Hirofumi Kimura shuffles through 
pieces of paper, as the commentators remark 
on his preparation for the competition. It is 
likely that taking notes on his competitor, 
Naoto Mizobuchi, allows Kimura to strate-
gize his play long before he even steps on the 
stage to battle. As is common among top tier 
players, Kimura and Naoto spend time strate-
gizing and training a party of Pokémon that 
can earn them a victory. For instance, Ki-
mura uses an Umbreon in his party that in-
vigorates the crowd as it is rare to see a non-
Legendary or Mega Evolution Pokémon at a 
tournament. His unusual choice for the com-
petition excites the audience and creates a vi-
ral moment that gives Pokémon eSports com-
petitions further exposure. For game scholar-
ship, this example echoes Stephanie Boluk 
and Patrick LeMiuex’s arguments about 
competitive and complex gameplay, specifi-
cally how this type of gameplay can chal-
lenge players’ expectations. 

Beyond promoting the franchise through its 
eSports, Pokémon utilizes nostalgia as a form 
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of affective economics that creates a commu-
nity through its branding and products. In af-
fective economics, “the ideal consumer is ac-
tive, emotionally engaged, and socially net-
worked. Watching the advert or consuming 
the product is no longer enough; the com-
pany invites the audience inside the brand 
community” (Jenkins, 2006). Pokémon cre-
ates nostalgia through several products, such 
as Pikachu merchandise with different 
themes (e.g. sakura tree season, graduation, 
marriage, etc.), Detective Pikachu (a film 
featuring older generations of Pokémon char-
acters), and new video games that feature 
Pokémon from older video games in the fran-
chise. Pokémon accumulated many fans over 
the years with some participating in Pokémon 
eSports competitions. Moreover, the brand 
value of the Pokémon franchise is continu-
ously increasing due to its franchising. As the 
Pokémon brand value continues to be profit-
able, money is spent to ensure Pokémon fans 
can play in eSports competitions. 

Overall, my project illustrates how a family-
friendly franchise, such as Pokémon might 
add to current connections between trans-
media and game scholarship. With uses and 
gratifications theory as the dominant frame-
work, I accomplish my research, in part, 
through examining Pokémon and scholarly 
works related to its goals to increase interac-
tivity through live streaming platforms and 
embedded chat channels, broaden ethical 
game play through moderating social media, 
and increase its brand value via community 
building and advertisements. This project 
seeks to create a framework for scholarship 
to examine the beneficial role a family-
friendly, culturally authentic franchise can 
play in eSports. 

 

Methodology 

Given the integral nature of play in eSports, 
transmedia storytelling allows play and com-
putation to contribute to the continued suc-
cess of eSports. Miguel Sicart details play as 
“a form of understanding what surrounds us 
and who we are, and a way of engaging with 
others. Play is a mode of being human” 
(2017). Play increases experiences in a com-
munity such as video games or stores. Play is 

a core part of being a member of society and 
integral to one’s well-being. More specifi-
cally, some scholars note that play acts as so-
cial integration for different individuals as 
the term is defined as “how strongly a person 
is connected to one’s social group” (Griffiths 
et al., 2017). Thus, play, and by extension 
community building and social integration, 
are foundational to eSports. 

While metagaming can be defined simply as 
the concept of making a game out of a game, 
eSports more accurately reflects the broader 
definition offered by Stephanie Boluk and 
Patrick LeMieux of “the practices within, 
around, outside, and about videogames” 
(2017, p. 329). This definition, coupled with 
Sicart’s work, suggests that play includes  
eSports audience’s experience. Thus, con-
necting Sicart’s theory of play to metagam-
ing provides a novel understanding of play 
experiences that move beyond a game’s in-
tended use and design. Further, Boluk and 
LeMieux use the venue experience to frame 
the extent to which community building can 
develop through an experience that is atten-
tion-grabbing and captivating. Therefore, 
Sicart’s community building aspect of play is 
also encapsulated within the definition of 
metagaming. Spectators’ access to an em-
bedded chat channel during a live stream of 
a competition is a form of metagaming due to 
the spectator interaction in an embedded chat 
channel was not something Pokémon in-
tended to happen upon the creation of the 
video game. Game scholars Boluk and 
LeMieux acknowledge that metagaming 
sometimes transcends what the game’s crea-
tors originally intended. eSports are practices 
that sometimes operate beyond their game’s 
original design. Pokémon also encourages 
competitive gameplay in its games via added 
online features Wi-Fi functionality in Nin-
tendo consoles allows players to interact 
online by battling one another or trading 
Pokémon, for example. Therefore, internet 
technologies facilitate metagaming around 
Pokémon in the form of eSports. Boluk and 
LeMieux’s Metagaming examines several 
established and skill-intensive eSports, in-
cluding Dota 2, while my analysis of Poké-
mon aims to include more casual and easily 
accessible games within eSports scholarship. 
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My research synthesizes recent video game 
scholarship with uses and gratifications the-
ory to determine how Pokémon succeeds in 
eSports as a family-friendly franchise. Uses 
and gratifications theory is used to analyze 
Pokémon eSports because it relates to trans-
media storytelling and participatory culture. 
Uses and gratifications theory describes a set 
of “the social and psychological origins 
needs, which generate expectations of the 
mass media or other sources, which lead to 
differential patterns of media exposure, re-
sulting in need gratifications and other con-
sequences, perhaps mostly unintended ones” 
(Katz et al., 1973, p. 510). In essence, a 
player or spectator chooses to interact with 
media to fulfill one’s needs. Both uses and 
gratifications theory and transmedia story-
telling focus on the audience’s active partic-
ipation in transforming the media. Thus, a 
player and spectator will continue to seek out 
the aspects of the Pokémon franchise that suit 
one’s needs, in turn, leading to higher profit-
ability and focus from the company in those 
arenas. Pokémon focuses on diversity and in-
clusivity, thus resulting in a successful fam-
ily-friendly, culturally authentic franchise. 
The aspects of uses and gratifications theory 
that align with my thesis are personal integra-
tive needs, social integrative needs, tension 
release needs, intrinsic cultural and aesthetic 
enjoyment. Uses and gratifications theory 
has a fifth need, cognitive needs, which was 
not investigated in this thesis because there is 
already extensive research on video games 
and their cognitive effects (Kourakli et al., 
2017; Ang et al., 2007; Rauschnabel et al., 
2017; Schutter & Malliet, 2014; Mishra et al., 
2016). 

My study builds on the work of Jonathan 
Sherry et al., which draws on uses and grati-
fications theory to study video games and 
players (2006). Sherry conducted focus 
group interviews on 96 participants between 
the ages of 18-22 and surveys amongst 1265 
participants between the ages of 18-23. The 
study sought to determine which of the fol-
lowing uses and gratifications theory con-
cepts aligned with video game users: arousal, 
challenge, competition, diversion, fantasy, 
and social interaction. The primary reason in-
dividuals cited for playing video games was 

social interaction, followed by fantasy, diver-
sion, and arousal, respectively. Social inter-
action was significantly ranked higher than 
the next most cited reason. This study is rel-
evant to Pokémon eSports scholarship be-
cause it successfully encapsulates all aspects 
of uses and gratifications theory, resulting in 
an increased understanding of fan- and 
player-base(s). 

Within this thesis, personal integrative needs 
include credibility, self-esteem, reinforce-
ment of personal values, personal identity, 
models of behavior, and gaining insight to 
oneself. I argue that Pokémon effectively ad-
dresses these needs in the following ways: 
Pokémon eSports encourages female players 
to feel comfortable by creating an inclusive 
environment, thus allowing them to meet the 
needs of personal identity through appropri-
ate models of behavior; the Play! Pokémon 
Equality, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusivity 
Policy promotes fans or players from any 
background to feel valued, which in turn pro-
motes one’s self-esteem; Pokémon eSports 
reinforces and achieves Albert Bandura’s so-
cial learning theory’s positive models of be-
havior; through its participatory culture, 
Pokémon eSports reinforces players’ per-
sonal values, insight to oneself, and stabiliza-
tion of personal identity; and finally, through 
participation in Pokémon eSports, players 
can potentially achieve credibility, status, 
and increased self-esteem. 

The social integrative needs I examine in-
clude community building, affirmation, so-
cial empathy, reinforcement of values, mem-
bership of valued social groups, companion-
ship, sense of belonging, identifying with 
others, and social interaction. I illustrate evi-
dence of these needs with the following ex-
amples: Pokémon eSports creates a safe en-
vironment for community building, the rein-
forcement of positive values, and the growth 
of social empathy through inclusive play; 
Pokémon’s leadership explicitly focuses on 
taking action against unethical behavior, as 
outlined in the Play! Code of Conduct; em-
bedded chat channels facilitate the social in-
teractions and community building; Poké-
mon eSports competitions foster fan partici-
pation. 
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Next, the tension release needs examined 
through the lens of Pokémon eSports are en-
tertainment, diversion, and relaxation. 
Throughout the thesis these needs are ad-
dressed in the following ways: through ex-
amining of Lin’s research on video games’ 
ability to serve as a form of tension relief; by 
reviewing Boluk and LeMieux’s concept of 
“metagaming” and it’s fulfillment of enjoy-
ment; through analyzing of the relaxation 
embedded within the casual level of game-
play available through Pokémon tourna-
ments; by applying Sicart’s theory of play, 
which encompasses many of the tension re-
lease needs; and finally, through examining 
Juho Hamari and Max Sjoblom’s research re-
sults that indicate that escapism is positively 
related to having more engaged and frequent 
fans (2017). 

Lastly, I delve into intrinsic cultural and aes-
thetic enjoyment needs, including broaden-
ing cultural horizons and expanding aesthetic 
exposure. Specifically, these needs are exam-
ined in Pokémon eSports through: (1) the 
aesthetics of Pokémon gameplay, (2) the 
global accessibility of Pokémon merchandise 
both online, in stores, in cafes, etc., (3) the 
layout of the live streaming eSports competi-
tions, 4) the use of kawaii culture to accu-
rately represent Pokémon characters. 

 

Increasing Interactivity: Pokémon’s  
Success in Building a Community 

Interactivity is an important concept because 
it, in part, determines if and how players par-
ticipate in Pokémon eSports. Johnathan 
Corliss claims that interactivity is the center-
piece of video game studies, from which all 
other scholarship stems (2010). Interactivity 
consists of two or more individuals partaking 
in a social exchange, such as communicating 
online during gameplay and eSports events. I 
define interactivity in this way to focus on so-
cial interactions within the Pokémon eSports 
community. For eSports, interactivity in-
cludes the ability to watch, chat, and play in 
competitions and tournaments via live 
streams so that a player or spectator of any 
skill level can participate. A lack of interac-
tivity in eSports may drive away a player and 
diminish Pokémon’s ability to successfully 

leverage one’s personal and social integra-
tive needs, tension release needs, and intrin-
sic cultural and aesthetic enjoyment. 

In general, interactivity during gameplay has 
clear connections to uses and gratifications 
theory. For example, Yu-Ling Lin et al. em-
phasize the importance of human interactiv-
ity in scholarship by examining how interac-
tivity affects players’ enjoyment and motiva-
tion for playing video games. Lin et al.’s 
study consists of 40-60-minute interviews 
with inter-rater reliability. The 120 partici-
pants include men and women between the 
ages of 18-29 in either undergraduate or 
graduate school. The results show how inter-
actions in gaming communities allow players 
to build relationships with each other and 
benefit from the intrinsic pleasure of ful-
filling their tension release needs. Addition-
ally, the research demonstrates that “as far as 
gamers are concerned, their motivation for 
gaming can be said to stem from the interac-
tivity” (Lin et al., 2015, p. 73). This thesis 
seeks to demonstrate the role of community 
in fostering the type of interactivity that mo-
tivates fans and players to participate. 

While Lin et al.’s study focuses on gaming 
broadly, interactivity satisfies a player’s 
needs through competitions, live streams, 
and embedded chat channels. As game schol-
ars William A. Hamilton et al. note, live 
streaming technology is an integral part of 
eSports because it increases player interac-
tivity and, in turn, fulfills players’ social 
needs. eSports competitions are often broad-
casted live on platforms like Twitch.tv and 
YouTube. According to Hamilton et al., 
“Live streaming combines high-fidelity com-
puter graphics and video with low-fidelity 
text-based communication channels to create 
a unique social medium,” (2014, p. 1315). 
Live streaming in its current form enables 
public broadcasts of live audio and video 
streams alongside a shared chat channel. The 
ability to interact with other players via 
streaming platforms addresses players’ so-
cial integrative needs through interactivity 
and community engagement as well as ten-
sion release needs through entertainment. 
For example, the 2019 Pokémon World 
Championships used live streaming so that 
spectators could watch these competitions 
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live while interacting with one another syn-
chronously through embedded chat channels. 
This example furthers Hamilton et al.’s 
claims about interactivity in live streams by 
demonstrating how Pokémon’s eSports 
streams support player and spectator social 
interactions. 

Part of increasing inter-
activity is making  

eSports accessible and 
Pokémon does this 

through inclusive and 
comprehensive caster 

commentary 

Live stream embedded chat channels afford 
the Pokémon community a means to com-
municate, thus fulfilling players’ social inte-
grative needs, including identifying with oth-
ers and becoming a member of a valued so-
cial group. For example, when watching the 
live stream of the Pokémon World Champi-
onships on YouTube, a fan can discuss the 
match in the comments section or the live 
chat during the match. Tim Wulf et al. asserts 
that Twitch.tv provides users the opportunity 
to simultaneously watch streamers play the 
game while socially interacting with stream-
ers and other viewers through a chat room 
(3). A viewer may provide live commentary 
to the streamer throughout the duration of the 
live stream, allowing a player to potentially 
benefit from encouragement or suggested 
strategies. Therefore, embedded chat chan-
nels facilitate spectator-player communica-
tion, creating a unique online gaming com-
munity. The use of live streaming platforms 
in Pokémon eSports follows the same (if not 
similar) model as other online gaming com-
munities—it supports social interaction and 
community building, and thus, meets a 
player’s needs based on uses and gratifica-
tions theory. 

Another aspect that increases Pokémon’s in-
teractivity is the franchise’s use of vernacular 
creativity in their online platforms, which 

keeps audiences engaged. Jean Burgess de-
fines vernacular creativity as “the wide range 
of everyday creative practices (from scrap-
booking to family photography to the story-
telling that forms part of casual chat) prac-
ticed outside the cultural value systems of ei-
ther high culture or commercial creative 
practice (qtd. in Taylor, 2006, p. 33). This 
form of digital storytelling allows the ordi-
nary person to record online memories 
through live streaming. To further this point, 
Burgess explains how digital storytelling 
“transforms the everyday experience into 
shared public culture” (2008, p. 9). Vernacu-
lar creativity is foundational for analyzing 
video game live streaming and provides an 
opportunity for players to publicly satisfy 
their social integrative needs as a commu-
nity. For instance, a live streamed Pokémon 
eSports competition is no longer a private ex-
perience, but instead, a public one. Pokémon 
eSports furthers vernacular creativity 
through social media as digital archives. A 
fan can access the recorded live streams at 
any time to re-watch their favorite moments 
or watch a competition he or she could not 
watch live. A strength of Burgess’s approach 
to understanding the circuits of production 
and consumption is the emphasis on seeing 
not only the creation of videos but sharing 
and discussion as a form of social networking 
(2008). Thus, recorded eSports competition 
streams expand the definition of vernacular 
creativity because they function as a way of 
storytelling fan experiences through both the 
video and chat features. By applying Bur-
gess’s vernacular creativity and digital story-
telling theories to eSports, memory preserva-
tion’s impact on interactivity in gaming com-
munities like Pokémon is evident. Thus, ver-
nacular creativity in Pokémon eSports fulfills 
the community aspect of social integrative 
needs as the creation of new memories is tied 
to interactions between people online. 

Part of increasing interactivity is making  
eSports accessible and Pokémon does this 
through inclusive and comprehensive caster 
commentary. The Pokémon World Champi-
onships competition adds a layer of commen-
tary during live streamed events. During each 
Pokémon eSports live stream, the official 
host and commentators make sure to describe 
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each moment in a way that anyone could un-
derstand. For example, professional com-
mentators during the 2019 VGC Master’s Di-
vision Final describe the uniqueness of using 
an Umbreon as most players tend to use Leg-
endary Pokémon. How official hosts and 
commentators explain each battle reveals 
that the Pokémon community wants to make 
its competitions accessible to anyone who 
may not be familiar with how the games 
work. For example, through comprehensive 
commentary, new and potential players can 
listen and absorb the information provided by 
the host while using the commenting within 
the embedded chat channels as a supplement 
to what the official host is saying. While this 
provides a much-needed foundation for new 
and potential community members, compre-
hensive commentary can lead to the audience 
blindly agreeing with and parroting commen-
tators and adding to the debate of play op-
tions rather than focusing solely on the 
player’s actions. Even with this potential 
drawback, however, Pokémon’s comprehen-
sive commentary has created an inclusive 
community of audiences at all skill levels. 

Pokémon eSports use a variety of venues for 
competitions to enhance the audience’s expe-
rience, which allows the franchise to meet 
players’ personal and social integrative 
needs. Lavish, large venues are a component 
of Stephanie Boluk and Patrick LeMieux’s 
discussion of how eSports competitions 
transcend video games because these loca-
tions accommodate the growing scale of the 
audience and offer an experience that cannot 
be achieved by watching online. Boluk and 
LeMieux describe the atmosphere in which a 
Dota 2 tournament took place in Benaroya 
Hall in 2012. This expansive hall included 
box seats, a full audience, and two teams 
competing in the event. The grand display of 
this eSports competition demonstrates that 
the community is invested and that the league 
wants to put on a show for players and spec-
tators. Boluk and LeMieux state that the ad-
dition of these venues mixed with high-risk 
competitive play styles provide a grand and 
sublime environment for gaming (2017). 
Pokémon eSports tournaments often include 
large arenas and high-risk play; however, 
Pokémon eSports tournaments also take 
place in small shops and offer play for many 

different skill levels. These practices allow 
Pokémon eSports to fulfill players’ personal 
and social integrative needs. High-risk play 
addresses self-esteem and status, while inclu-
sive online competitions in small and large 
venues contribute to community building and 
a sense of belonging. 

Furthermore, Pokémon eSports competitions 
take place in multiple venues or ancillary 
buildings that offer alternative activities, ful-
filling players’ social integrative needs. For 
example, the 2019 Pokémon World Champi-
onships were held in the Walter E. Washing-
ton Convention Center in Washington D.C., 
USA, a venue with numerous ballrooms 
(Events DC). In these rooms, Pokémon Go, 
Pokémon: Let’s Go, Pikachu! and Pokémon: 
Let’s Go, Eevee!, and Pokkén Tournament 
XD events took place. These extra activities 
are often casual, consisting of Pokémon 
gameplay in a more relaxed and less high-
risk setting, thus promoting a sense of be-
longing and satisfying players’ social inte-
grative needs. 

Furthermore, Pokémon extends Sicart’s the-
ory of play, which is the interactivity 
amongst individuals engaging in a game. The 
theory of play and uses and gratifications the-
ory continues through the official Pokémon 
Instagram page, which updates both devoted 
fans and occasional viewers on the physical 
location of the competition, where to watch 
the live stream of the event online, highlights 
from the competition, the winners of each di-
vision, and creates a sense of community that 
is integral to play and players’ social integra-
tive needs. As a fan or occasional viewer is 
able to easily access the tournaments online, 
he or she will be able to primarily view the 
stage during the live stream. However, for 
the fan who can attend in-person, the compe-
titions will provide an opportunity to experi-
ence the venue within a community, allowing 
Pokémon fans to partake in events at a com-
petition outside of watching a battle, thus sat-
isfying community building. Pokémon fans 
have access through the Pokémon League to 
attend events at all levels digitally or in-per-
son, therefore increasing the interactivity of 
Pokémon eSports competitions. Pokémon 
eSports competitions act as an example of 
Sicart’s theory of play. 
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The interactivity provided through memora-
ble in-person experiences in Pokémon  
eSports competitions fulfills both social inte-
grative needs and intrinsic cultural and aes-
thetic enjoyment. Further expanding upon 
Sicart’s theory that play creates community, 
a fan who can attend the 2019 Pokémon 
World Championships in person has the op-
portunity to watch battles live, purchase mer-
chandise, take pictures with the designated 
mascots, play classic games like Pokémon 
Snap, and trade cards with other players. For 
those watching a live stream, the audience 
can create unique memories by watching mo-
ments in competitions live and discussing the 
events within the embedded chat channels. 
In-person and live stream experiences both 
provide the opportunity for a memorable 
viewing experience in their own way. As dis-
cussed by Sicart, who views play as more 
than merely interacting with board games, 
video games, or other concrete objects and 
instead, encompassing broader daily interac-
tions with other individuals (2017). Play be-
yond games describes how an audience can 
tie in this experience to life outside of merely 
playing the game alone or with others. This 
experience can allow the audience to have a 
better understanding and appreciation of the 
franchise. Through this scholarship, the extra 
attractions that are separate from the compe-
tition begin to matter. 

While some scholars address interactive 
practices such as play, metagaming, vernac-
ular creativity, and live, embedded chat chan-
nels, few, if any, bring these concepts to-
gether to comprehensively analyze a family-
friendly video game franchise. Synthesizing 
these concepts along with uses and gratifica-
tions theory reveals the importance of a fran-
chise that reaches a large demographic while 
being successful. Increasing interactivity’s 
relevance to uses and gratifications theory is 
through the fulfillment of social integrative 
needs, personal integrative needs, and ten-
sion release needs. 

 

 

 

 

Promoting Ethical Behavior in the Poké-
mon eSports Community 

Promoting ethical behaviors in eSports ena-
bles Pokémon to meet a player’s personal and 
social integrative needs as well as cultural 
enjoyment. Enforcing and promoting ethical 
behaviors while simultaneously moderating 
toxic behaviors maintains Pokémon’s pres-
ence in the eSports community as a family 
friendly franchise. Video game scholars So-
nam Adinolf and Selen Turkay define tox-
icity as “a term that refers to negative behav-
iors including harassment, griefing (e.g., 
gaining enjoyment from intentionally mak-
ing other players annoyed), trolling, cyber-
bullying, and intentionally opposing other 
players” (2018, p. 366). These negative be-
haviors can lead a player to feel stressed, af-
fecting her gameplay and leading to a cycle 
of negative experiences known as a stereo-
typed threat. To promote ethical behaviors 
means creating a safe space for players 
online without fear of negative experiences. 
Pokémon also ensures player inclusivity, ful-
filling players’ intrinsic cultural enjoyment. 
Respecting different cultures, backgrounds, 
and race is important when expanding Poké-
mon since toxicity can lead a person away 
from the franchise. The accurate and bal-
anced representation of marginalized groups 
is integral in pinpointing from where unethi-
cal behavior originates, which is one of the 
necessary steps to creating an inclusive envi-
ronment. Thus, Pokémon eSports can 
achieve success in this regard by limiting un-
ethical online behaviors through the follow-
ing methods: moderating live streaming chat 
rooms, reporting users using hate speech to 
the live streaming websites or social media 
apps, and banning a player for repeated toxic 
behaviors to ensure it does not continue. 

While a complete overhaul of unethical be-
havior in the eSports community is an enthu-
siastic goal, limiting players’ exposure to 
racism, misogyny, and homophobia is not an 
easily achievable feat. Elizabeth Hackney, 
along with many other scholars, believes that 
legislators, presumably in the United States 
of America, have insufficiently dealt with the 
complex issues regarding both explicit rac-
ism and a lack of diversity amongst video 
game characters (2018, p. 890). Addressing 
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the issue is one of the first steps toward a so-
lution. According to a survey conducted by 
the Anti-Discrimination League (ADL), 62% 
of players said companies should do more to 
make online spaces more inclusive and safer 
(2019). Therefore, when racist comments 
flood live streams during an eSports compe-
tition, players and corporate sponsors in  
eSports should acknowledge the problem. 
Acknowledgement is the first step towards 
censoring misogynistic and racist behaviors, 
which can decrease toxicity and increase the 
company’s success. Much of the video game 
scholarship surrounding unethical behavior 
in eSports discusses the problem rather than 
creating a solution, while this thesis illumi-
nates how Pokémon has implemented effec-
tive policies to combat the issue. 

Because Pokémon aims to provide a family-
friendly environment of ethical gaming, it is 
crucial to determine how to create, continue, 
and promote such an inclusive environment. 
Albert Bandura’s work on social learning 
theory can partially explain how both media 
and society within Pokémon eSports affect 
one’s behavior. Bandura is a psychologist 
and Professor at Stanford University who is 
credited with founding several original theo-
ries that were inspired by his experimental 
research. One of these is social learning the-
ory, which suggests that behaviors demon-
strated by other people in one’s environment 
often, in turn, shape that individual’s behav-
ior. In this theory, the initial behaviors them-
selves are often the result of other environ-
mental factors, including the media. Thus, in-
dividuals tend to socially respond in a feed-
back loop that perpetuates existing stereo-
types and behaviors (Poepsel, 2018). Ban-
dura’s theory informs the ideas put forth in-
dependently by video game scholars Hack-
ney and Tanner Higgin about ethical behav-
iors in gaming. 

As stereotypes from society are often por-
trayed in video games, harmful representa-
tions of marginalized groups can affect a 
player’s behavior. Higgin’s work is relevant 
because his research on the lack of adequate 
representations of black characters connects 
discrimination towards black players and 
other marginalized groups to unethical be-
havior online that must be regulated within 

Pokémon eSports. Specifically, Higgin ana-
lyzes representations in massively multi-
player online role-playing games 
(MMORPGs) to see why the games lack ad-
equate representations of black characters. 
Higgin determines that societal discrimina-
tion against black communities is integrated 
into MMORPGs through stereotypes. Some 
of these stereotypes include gang-related be-
havior or sports players while black women 
are invisible (Higgin, 2009). Higgin finds 
that negative gaming environments contra-
dict tension release needs and personal inte-
grative needs, leading some individuals to re-
duce their interactions with these online 
video games. Higgin states that despite char-
acter customization in MMORPGs, a player 
may not view blackness as a suitable identity 
given in-game stereotypes. The work of gen-
der studies and game studies scholar Gabriela 
Richard supports Higgin’s work, noting that 
“87% of customized characters in a mas-
sively multiplayer online game are male, and 
92% are white” (Richard, 2006, p. 83). With 
the majority of characters appearing to be 
white or white-passing men, it can be diffi-
cult for marginalized groups to select an ac-
curately representative character. Higgin and 
Richard’s scholarship are relevant to Poké-
mon eSports because the research highlights 
the importance of ethical gameplay to the 
continued growth of Pokémon eSports and to 
how game scholars study the role of fictional 
representations in eSports broadly. 

Aligning with eSports scholarship on the im-
portance of identity ethics, Pokémon’s Code 
of Conduct and Inclusivity Policy demon-
strates leadership’s awareness that unethical 
behaviors negatively influence eSports com-
munities and individual players. Hackney an-
alyzes video games and the importance of a 
player identifying with one’s character in 
video games. Hackney discusses how players 
need accurate and respectful representations 
of themselves in games. Similar to Higgin’s 
research, Hackney’s scholarship furthers 
conversations about a lack of diversity in 
video game characters and how this stems 
from a lack of representation in society. 
Hackney uses the example of video game 
character customization options including 
physical attributes such as body type, skin 
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tones, and even species to make her argu-
ments (2018). A lack of accurate representa-
tion in video game characters can make mi-
nority players not want to play a game or feel 
unwelcome. Accurate player representation 
through game characters then can fulfill a 
player’s personal integrative needs for self-
esteem and a sense of belonging. 

Moreover, society has a great influence in 
how unethical behaviors manifest in eSports 
communities. As researched by Bandura, 
Hackney, and Higgin, race and society are in-
tertwined, which is why scholarship should 
continuously evaluate ways to achieve shift-
ing intrinsic cultural enjoyment from games. 
Video game scholar Jason Bainbridge ex-
tends the research of Bandura, Hackney, and 
Higgin by proposing Pokémon and Japanese 
culture intertwine and affect one another. 
Bainbridge describes the relationship be-
tween Pokémon and Japan as 

…[a] personal, almost spiritual relationship 
with a mass-produced imaginary is what con-
stitutes Pokémon’s social network, connect-
ing both Pokémon’s creators and its audience 
not only to the national imagination of Japan 
itself but also to the particular concerns of 
that nation, its relationship to the environ-
ment and its larger place in the world. (2014, 
p. 3) 

Incorporating Pokémon’s culture is im-
portant to understand the intended purpose of 
the game from the creator Tajiri, as current 
eSports scholarship focuses primarily on rac-
ist, homophobic, and misogynistic online 
commentary without considering the culture 
of the games themselves. 

Toxicity, including racism and misogyny, go 
against Pokémon’s ideology and a player’s 
personal integrative needs and intrinsic cul-
tural enjoyment. The discounting of minori-
ties in eSports coupled with the issue of toxic 
participants and spectators has led to many 
forms of discrimination including racism, 
homophobia, and antifeminist campaigns in 
online spaces. As stated by Donghee Wohn 
and Gou Freeman, “Esports is still experi-
ence centric – how players feel about them-
selves and their connection with others may 
drive them to sustain, support, or leave this 

area” (2019, p. 12). Player comfort and inclu-
sivity are critical aspects of eSports competi-
tions and eSports cannot exist without a 
steady increase in participation. Still, Poké-
mon eSports prize diversity because of the 
various qualities eclectic groups bring to the 
community. The Play! Pokémon Diversity, 
Equality, Equity, and Inclusivity Policy 
states, “Diversity, equality, equity, and inclu-
sivity…strengthen and enrich us, our players, 
organizers, and the Play! Pokémon program 
globally” (p. 1). This policy promotes the 
idea that anyone can feel welcome in the 
Pokémon eSports community, thus reinforc-
ing the personal integrative needs of players. 

Reporting toxic behaviors online is one way 
to decrease the amount of unethical behavior 
in esports and fulfill players’ and spectators’ 
personal integrative needs. Generally, indi-
viduals may submit a report if they feel their 
rights have been violated by unethical behav-
ior. After a report has been submitted, the re-
port will be reviewed either by a machine 
learning algorithm, an administrator or an ex-
pert team. In esports, reporting players may 
result in a ban that prevents those players 
from utilizing the game for days, weeks, 
years, or indefinitely. Permanent bans hap-
pen if the behavior is repetitive and egre-
gious. In some cases, specific restrictions are 
enacted such as only banning the player from 
using either or both voice and text features 
(Adinolf & Turkay, 2018). Resources that 
block a toxic player from continuing bad be-
haviors influence another player’s experi-
ence. Play! Pokémon Standards of Conduct 
detail what violates the franchise’s standards, 
the disciplinary actions that take place, and 
the appeal process to create a community that 
fulfills players’ personal integrative needs. 
Additionally, Pokémon has a three-step pro-
cess which includes a written warning, pro-
bation, and suspension; however, a player 
has the opportunity to submit a written ap-
peal and supporting documentation within 14 
days. Reported players’ rights are not rein-
stated until after a decision is made (“Play!”). 
Because Pokémon eSports competitions have 
a thorough process for eliminating unethical 
behaviors, game scholars should 
acknowledge the importance of a large fran-
chise taking a proactive stance on instilling 
ethical behaviors. 
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When racist behavior exists online, regula-
tion is imperative to stop the cycle of dis-
criminatory behavior against minority play-
ers, fans, developers, etc. otherwise this be-
havior can prevent players from achieving 
their personal integrative needs. One type of 
regulation proposed is automated responses 
to unethical behavior. As Hackney points 
out, games strictly played on consoles are 
easier to regulate because “programmers can 
create concrete levels of code that can filter 
through inappropriate behavior” (2018, p. 
889). However, online games are more dy-
namic and difficult to regulate. As many 
Pokémon eSports players are young and train 
online on the Nintendo Switch console, Nin-
tendo has implemented extensive parental 
control options for regulating what players 
can play and communicate with others online 
when training for esports competitions. Spe-
cifically, Nintendo offers automated filters 
through the Switch Parental Controls™ ap-
plication to restrict a child from “Communi-
cating with Others” (Nintendo, 2020). The 
implementation of the Nintendo Switch Pa-
rental Controls™ to allow a parent to moni-
tor a child’s activity on the Switch enacts 
Hackney’s research on implementing new 
technologies to combat unethical behavior. 
While Hackney puts the responsibility of reg-
ulation on the company, Nintendo gives the 
power to the user to regulate their online en-
vironment. 

Pokémon has created 
gender inclusivity 

amongst the “Pocket 
Monsters” and human 
characters in the game 
and sought respectful 

cultural representation. 

Pokémon is inclusive not just through the 
policies and practices of its organization but 
also through the community’s supportive be-
havior in YouTube commentary. The Poké-
mon eSports community supports Kaya 
Lichtleitner, the TCG Master’s 2019 Poké-
mon World Champion. Despite her age and 

gender, the community’s YouTube commen-
tary expresses interest in continuing to see 
her succeed in Pokémon eSports. This is sur-
prising given the toxic perspective that fe-
male players are inadequate compared to 
their male counterparts. For instance, in an 
analysis completed by Hanhan Xue et al., a 
common belief is that a male player tends to 
master gaming skills and technical prowess 
while a female is reduced to an incompetent 
player and perceptually framed as lacking se-
riousness when playing competitive games 
(2019). A woman could be discouraged from 
striving for the top level of eSports because 
of such toxicity and the delegitimization of 
her accomplishments. Xue et al.’s findings 
relate back to the term stereotyped threat, 
which results in a lack of confidence in abil-
ity and desire to continue to play the game. 
This inequality is unfortunately mirrored 
within Pokémon eSports competitions; how-
ever, the YouTube example provides support 
for Pokémon eSports’ ideologies about inclu-
sivity and diversity. The example also sup-
ports Higgin’s message about the importance 
of examining community inclusivity in gam-
ing. Because uses and gratifications theory 
suggests a player returns back to these medi-
ums if one’s needs are met, Pokémon’s pro-
motion of a largely inclusive community 
through proactive leadership helps foster its 
growing fan base. 

In order to fulfill a player’s personal and so-
cial integrative needs video games must work 
to disrupt gender inequity and cultural appro-
priation. Pokémon has created gender inclu-
sivity amongst the “Pocket Monsters” and 
human characters in the game and sought re-
spectful cultural representation. Focused on 
gender ambiguity and representation, Emma 
Westecott argues that minimizing “the layers 
of codified expression” allow players to 
safely embody their identity (Westecott, 
2006, p. 236). Similarly, cultural appropria-
tion can reinscribe racial inequity. Upon rec-
ognizing the problematic representation of 
the 1996 Jynx “Pocket Monster”, Pokémon 
redesigned the character in 1999 and elimi-
nated the racial stereotyping in the charac-
ter’s original design. Additionally, the gen-
der ambiguity of Pokémon Trainers allows a 
player to choose to be represented by a 



 - 95 - 

trainer that may have similar physical char-
acteristics to the player, while also pos-
sessing the skills or special qualities in which 
a player is interested. Pokémon’s game world 
suggests that players creating characters in 
their own image is equally important to 
“Pocket Monsters” not embodying cultural 
stereotypes. While gender inequality and cul-
tural appropriation is pervasive in society as 
a whole and esports more specifically, Poké-
mon seems to strive for inclusivity and equal-
ity. Applying Bandura’s social learning the-
ory to Pokémon’s efforts toward equitable 
representation suggests that its eSports com-
munity is more apt to promote gender inclu-
sivity and racial equity in their communities. 

Furthermore, Pokémon errs on the side of the 
aggrieved as evidenced through the process 
for the offender being banned during the in-
vestigation and appeals process. Thus, estab-
lishing a space where an individual can feel 
comfortable enough to report negative expe-
riences improves the longevity and success 
of Pokémon eSports competitions. The 
player must also feel comfortable and in-
cluded in one’s character choice as an inac-
curate representation can keep the player 
from engaging in the game and in the com-
munity. For Pokémon, it prioritizes a safe and 
inclusive community that promotes ethical 
online behavior in its eSports competitions 
amongst each fan. Moreover, without an in-
clusive community, Pokémon would not be 
adhering to its core cultural values or ideol-
ogy. The source of and ways to prevent un-
ethical behavior affect the players and with-
out the players, eSports would not exist. Ad-
ditionally, scholars such as, Bandura, Hack-
ney, Higgin, enforce the importance of un-
derstanding where unethical behaviors stem 
from and how to combat these negative be-
haviors. 

 

Pokémon’s Brand Value as a Transmedia 
Franchise 

Scholars view the Pokémon franchise as a 
phenomenon because it is a transmedial and 
culturally influential brand that embodies 
uses and gratifications theory. The brand 
value of Pokémon determines how the fran-

chise will continue to grow in esports, in-
crease fan participation, and allow Nintendo 
to continue as a transmedial brand. Since 
brand value is the perceived future value of 
the company, Pokémon can strengthen its 
presence in eSports by building upon the 
franchise’s core profit areas and transmedial-
ity. Overall, the brand value of Pokémon pro-
vides longevity to Nintendo and its fan base 
and serves as an eSports model of a socially 
important transmedial franchise. 

Pokémon’s positive brand value is reflected 
through a combination of its diverse product 
range and the franchise’s advertising. As one 
of the highest-grossing franchises of all time, 
understanding its preeminence in the enter-
tainment industry is important for under-
standing how the franchise entered eSports. 
According to Jason Bainbridge, “on the eve 
of its tenth anniversary in 2006, Pokémon, 
Inc. had made $25 billion internationally” 
(2014, p. 3). And yet, Pokémon’s success has 
not peaked after ten years, and the franchise 
continues to achieve unprecedented growth. 
Comparatively, few franchises have suc-
ceeded to the extent that Pokémon has as ev-
idenced through its ability to achieve trans-
mediation. Pokémon rivals other global fran-
chises, including Star Wars and Marvel, 
therefore making it unique amongst eSports 
franchises (Hutchins, 2018). Pokémon is one 
of a few game franchises to have so ubiqui-
tously proliferated other markets. Thus, 
Pokémon’s unique global market should be 
of interest to eSports scholars who focus on 
digital entertainment and the economic di-
mensions of video games. 

Pokémon’s brand value can be captured 
through the depth of its product line’s suc-
cess, and in the breadth of areas in which the 
franchise is established. Pokémon’s anime 
has become the most successful video game 
adaptation (Bailey, 2016). Furthermore, the 
Pokémon franchise includes the world’s best-
selling toy brand, a card game, an anime film 
series, a live-action film, books, manga, mu-
sic, merchandise, and a theme park. The 
Pokémon franchise also boasts a large store 
in New York, a Pokémon themed café in To-
kyo, and pop up shops globally. For instance, 
the Pokémon Center Tokyo DX is a depart-
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ment store stocked with Pokémon merchan-
dise such as camping attire, utilities, and hol-
iday-themed merchandise. Also, the Poké-
mon Café Tokyo offers Pokémon themed 
dishes, drinks, and limited merchandise in 
the same location. The Pokémon franchise 
offers merchandise for both the youth market 
as well as the nostalgic fan. Game scholars 
can benefit from the Pokémon franchise’s 
transmedial presence by exploring the impact 
extratextual engagement has on eSports. 

Pokémon is a transmedial franchise that 
transcends video games. Media scholar 
Henry Jenkins has researched and written ex-
tensively on the topic of transmediation, spe-
cifically considering fans’ interactive re-
sponses to transmedia and how the fran-
chise’s various elements interact and expo-
nentially build upon each other (Jenkins, 
2007). Pokémon is a transmedial franchise 
through its video games, television shows, 
movies, manga, stores, restaurants, merchan-
dise, and now, eSports. Pokémon’s slogan 
matches Jenkin’s concept of participatory 
culture, as fans collect and engage in all of its 
various forms of media. Collecting is at the 
heart of Pokémon as exhibited by its catch 
phrase, “Gotta Catch ‘Em All,” which simul-
taneously facilitates its transmediation 
(Long, 2000). Jenkins states, “Younger con-
sumers have become information hunters and 
gatherers, taking pleasure in tracking down 
character backgrounds and plot points and 
making connections between different texts 
within the same franchise” (qtd. in Long, 
2000, p. 13). Thus, the ideas of collecting and 
engaging in the franchise takes on a more 
complex form beyond simply collecting the 
playing cards. Collecting every part of the 
Pokémon franchise has been lucrative, and 
with the addition of eSports, the franchise has 
furthered its successful transmediation into a 
new area of industry. The brand value of 
Pokémon allows us to address several ideas 
that are relevant to eSports scholars including 
the psychology of gaming and economies. 

Transmediation allows for players’ intrinsic 
cultural and aesthetic enjoyment needs to be 
fulfilled through marketing. Pokémon’s mer-
chandise uses bright colors to draw the atten-
tion of the audience and to project a happy 

atmosphere. For example, the official mer-
chandise of the 2019 Pokémon World Cham-
pionships featured a Pikachu in a safari outfit 
holding binoculars, which is aesthetically 
pleasing to many individuals. Pokémon uses 
elements of yokai culture as kawaii culture, 
which can be described as “lovable” or 
“cute” traits (Bainbridge, 2014). This aes-
thetic when applied to Pokémon and Japa-
nese culture generates consistent global suc-
cess for the franchise and satisfies intrinsic 
cultural and aesthetic enjoyment. For in-
stance, Pikachu has pink cheeks - a notable 
facial attribute of the kawaii culture - there-
fore Pokémon is using the unique aesthetic to 
increase its popularity globally. Bainbridge’s 
kawaii aesthetic shown through Pikachu’s 
design demonstrates Jenkins’ term trans-
mediation as Pikachu has become the global 
mascot for Pokémon. The success of kawaii 
aesthetics for Pokémon’s brand value is 
unique as aesthetics plays a large role in how 
consumers perceive the games regardless of 
the medium. Specifically, Pokémon succeeds 
in providing cultural and aesthetic enjoyment 
through its effective art styles, graphics, and 
layout of their eSports’ live streams. Incor-
porating attractive aesthetics to a game can 
increase the fan base and its participation in 
a game or its community. Pokémon’s kawaii 
aesthetic is motivating to a fan through its re-
inforcement of intrinsic cultural aesthetic en-
joyment. Specifically, when a game charac-
ter smoothly performs a move, Pokémon’s 
graphics captivates a player or spectator. 
Since its inception and now in its eSports 
competitions, Pokémon capitalizes on kawaii 
aesthetics through cute characters. 

Furthermore, Pokémon’s ability to effec-
tively proliferate all segments of the market 
is a form of lovemark. The term lovemark, 
coined by Kevin Roberts, means that certain 
brands’ trademarks garner extreme loyalty 
that mimics the love and connection that in-
dividuals usually attribute to family and 
friends (Poepsel, 2018). The strong emo-
tional connection that some brands elicit en-
able those brands to thrive, as the fan base 
gladly anticipates future product releases. 
Pokémon’s brand value encompasses the 
idea of a lovemark through its widely antici-
pated trailer drops via its website and stores, 
as well as a fan base consisting of loyals that 
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continues to seek out both novelty and nos-
talgia in its products. Pokémon’s ability to 
elicit the loyalty of the lovemark suggests 
that the company is highly capable of having 
its fan base satisfy social integrative needs 
through participatory culture and member-
ship in a valued social group. 

In some cases, Pokémon advertises online 
through eSports live streams on Twitch.tv 
and YouTube, which are integral to social in-
tegrative needs satisfying consumers’ 
through community building on these plat-
forms. Namely, Phillip Napoli discovered 
“User-generated content such as comments, 
ratings, and reviews also has become an im-
portant source of added value for organiza-
tions involved in the production and/or dis-
tribution of more traditional institutionally-
produced content” (2010, p. 18). User-gener-
ated content is important because Pokémon 
uses YouTube and Twitch.tv to broadcast its 
eSports competitions, which provides feed-
back to the franchise from fans that helps the 
company to address both the positive and 
negative aspects of its competitions. After 
having a positive experience, a consumer 
who has been so successfully persuaded to 
purchase and enjoy a product will sometimes 
try to persuade a friend to buy the product 
too, also known as grassroots convergence. 
This exchange extends the reach of advertis-
ing within the broader community (Poepsel, 
2018). With Pokémon, a consumer may sug-
gest that a friend purchase a video game so 
that the pair may play remotely together. 
Moreover, Pokémon can utilize the user-gen-
erated content to receive feedback from a 
consumer while also gaining attention from 
Pokémon’s fan base. Pokémon eSports, user-
generated content, and uses and gratifica-
tions theory are connected through the audi-
ence seeking out Pokémon to fulfill their 
needs while actively participating during 
Pokémon eSports competitions. 

One example of Pokémon’s brand value de-
veloped through live streaming is the Twitch 
Plays Pokémon (TPP) phenomenon. This 
Twitch.tv live stream can be described as “a 
Twitch bot [that] would play and complete 
Pokémon Red, controlled entirely by viewers 
who ordered the bot to press certain buttons 
by typing commands in the live chat” (Frank, 

2019). A games and culture author, Andrew 
Cunningham, details the reasons why TPP 
was created in the first place: a social exper-
iment (2014). Fans popularized Pokémon on 
Twitch.tv through TPP, a social experiment 
live streamed event made possible through 
the Wi-Fi and player versus player (PVP) 
features. Namely, 16 days after its launch 
TPP garnered over 36 million views, 
1,165,140 active players, and over 9 million 
inactive players, with a peak of 100,000 peo-
ple participating simultaneously (Ramirez et 
al., 2014). T.L. Taylor (2018) states, “TPP 
was the first breakthrough that took the chat 
functionality of the site and letting users in-
put game commands via it, facilitated collec-
tive play” (p. 43). The creators decided to 
stream a playthrough of the emulated version 
Pokémon Red on Twitch.tv. TPP included a 
level of interactivity between the audience 
and streamers through commands such as 
“up”, “down”, “left”, and “right” (Cunning-
ham, 2014). The example of TPP is relevant 
as it is a further example of transmedia story-
telling within the Pokémon brand. TPP is an-
other way for the story of Pokémon to be told 
through player-spectator participation that 
can be found in a similar way in eSports em-
bedded chat channels through live commen-
tary and interactive conversations during the 
competitions. TPP provides a positive expe-
rience that fulfills player-spectator’s social 
integrative needs such as valued member-
ship, by watching and participating in group 
play of Pokémon Red. The player-spectator 
had full control over one’s experience whilst 
playing Pokémon Red. Participating in em-
bedded chat channels like TPP, allows the 
audience to play the game while in other live 
streams a viewer watches the player make all 
the decisions. Cunningham and Taylor ex-
plained how a player-spectator’s ability to 
experience an interactive stream can allow a 
stronger sense of community as opposed to a 
viewer who is restricted to watching game-
play. Further, social engagement and com-
munity building are the primary focus of 
Pokémon eSports competitions as opposed to 
a singular focus on high-level displays of 
skill (2014). TPP is a unique example of how 
Pokémon utilizes fan participation to create a 
sense of community, thus extending beyond 
the narrow focus of high skill-based games 
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and rather broadening to an inclusive family-
friendly franchise. 

As technological interactivity has played an 
integral role in expanding the audience for 
eSports, in turn, the participatory culture en-
hances the audience’s experience and fulfills 
the social integrative needs including com-
munity building. William A. Hamilton et al. 
completed an ethnographic investigation of 
TPP to examine the motivations of each 
player, the medium, and its participatory cul-
ture. Hamilton et al. completed a series of 11 
interviews of Twitch.tv streamers and four 
interviews of streaming viewers; audio and 
video chat interviews which lasted one and 
two hours. The interview material was then 
analyzed through a grounded theory analysis, 
along with field notes from ongoing interac-
tions with the streamers, resulting in 1700 to-
tal data points. Pokémon fans were able to 
utilize both Pokémon and computing 
knowledge to create a unique, interactive 
gaming platform (Long, 2000). Hamilton’s 
research into the participatory culture that led 
to the creation of TPP blends into Jenkin’s 
concept of transmedia storytelling. Hamilton 
et al.’s study of TPP is vital to understanding 
participatory culture translation through live 
streaming and the examination of players’ 
motivation and cultural computing with the 
inclusion of TPP. 

Twitch Plays Pokémon also provides a useful 
example of Pokémon’s layout, which tends to 
be universally appealing as it effectively mir-
rors traditional aspects of artwork that has 
also served as a form of rhetoric. A re-
searcher at Northwestern University exam-
ined the layout of TPP and how it mirrors 
more traditional artwork, including religious 
paintings. The similarities between the lay-
outs are based around the positive aspects of 
aesthetics described above. Eric James states, 
both TPP and traditional artwork follows 
“the rhetoric of arrangement that visually sit-
uates objects in relation to one another, often 
for the purpose of establishing contrasts and 
alignments” (2018). Thus, Pokémon is able 
to effectively leverage the placement of each 
part of the layout to streamline the audience’s 
experience. Given that the live streams rely 
on many similar aesthetic aspects to TPP, 

James’ perspective strengthens Pokémon’s 
ability to meet uses and gratifications needs. 

Community building and participatory cul-
ture are vital to Pokémon’s continued success 
in eSports, and this creates a connection be-
tween the social integrative needs of uses and 
gratifications theory and Nicholas David 
Bowman et al.’s research. Video game schol-
ars Bowman et al. completed their research 
using the drive theory of social facilitation 
through a 2x2x2 mixed factorial design. The 
first two variables were the audience pres-
ence: either an individual was playing alone 
or was part of an actual audience. The second 
two variables were player skill rated as either 
high or low. Finally, the third set of variables 
were based upon game challenge as either 
low or high . Foremost, this study’s relevance 
is that the external support of an audience can 
improve a player’s performance (Bowman et 
al., 2013). The connection between social in-
tegrative needs and the drive theory of social 
facilitation is vital for considering participa-
tory culture in eSports and the brand value of 
the Pokémon franchise. 

As Pokémon eSports competitions add to the 
brand value of the franchise, the emotional 
desire to spend money on its products is di-
rectly related to the social integrative needs 
of emotional fulfillment and a sense of be-
longing. Video game scholars Donghee 
Wohn and Gou Freeman completed research 
using two surveys that analyze this relation-
ship. The first survey examined the relation-
ship between playing video games and 
spending money on platforms used by play-
ers to live stream Fortnite. The second inves-
tigated this relationship more generally 
across numerous video games as opposed to 
one game. The results showed that spectator 
spending habits strongly correlate with the 
perceived relationship and emotional con-
nection they have with the player-streamer 
(2019). Wohn and Freeman’s research con-
nects Pokémon and the community building 
aspect of a player spending money on attend-
ing eSports competitions and buying mer-
chandise. Monetary engagement shows the 
emotional connection one must have with a 
franchise to engage in its eSports. 
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Pokémon’s eSports competitions are ar-
chived for viewing on social media plat-
forms, contributing to the social integrative 
needs of interaction and tension release needs 
of escapism and relaxation. These live stream 
archives increase Pokémon’s brand value 
through advertising, thereby satisfying ten-
sion release needs as a viewer can relax when 
re-watching one’s favorite competitions. The 
social media platforms allow for Jenkin’s 
concept of participatory culture through ver-
nacular creativity and transmediation. Shar-
ing each of these battles throughout the inter-
net is a vital component of marketing these 
competitions and an opportunity to earn more 
revenue. The connection between integrated 
marketing by Bainbridge achieving trans-
medial marketing by Jenkins is a connection 
that uniquely describes how Pokémon  
eSports connects to the family-friendly and 
approachable brand image. 

As Pokémon eSports gains popularity, 
through play the audience achieves tension 
release needs of entertainment and relaxa-
tion. The essential reward of play provides a 
foundation for complex product lines (qtd. in 
Vrtana et al., 2006, p. 412) and is reflected in 
winning an eSports competition, meeting an-
other player at one’s skill level, or even com-
munity building through conversing with 
other fans of Pokémon online, etc. Although 
Pokémon is designed for multiple skill levels, 
frustrating moments exist in terms of chal-
lenges created in the game. Yet, overall, 
Pokémon’s ideology with their games is to 
create relaxing and enjoyable experiences for 
players. The ideology of Pokémon is relevant 
to brand value as the eSports competitions 
extend the research of Roberts’ lovemark 
term by transferring this loyalty to its eSports 
fan base, thus addressing areas relevant to 
media studies scholarship. 

As Pokémon serves as an outlet for an indi-
vidual to relax, this quality is also one of the 
reasons for increased viewership and partici-
pation, thus fulfilling personal integrative 
needs, social integrative needs, and tension 
release needs. Juho Hamari and Max Sjob-
lom utilized the Motivations Scale for Sports 
Consumption (MSSCF) questionnaire to de-
termine how to define eSports (2017). The 

results of the four-week study from 888 par-
ticipants surveyed demonstrated that 
knowledge of the game, novelty, aggression, 
and escapism were positively correlated to 
the viewing frequency of fans. Specifically, 
escapism links to the fulfillment of uses and 
gratifications theory’s tension release needs. 
Due to its family-friendly image, the idea of 
relaxation serves as escapism in a fictional 
world is a way for people to enjoy Pokémon 
eSports. 

Participatory culture in Pokémon eSports 
competitions fulfills the social integrative 
needs and intrinsic cultural and aesthetic en-
joyment of fans. This framework considers 
the interactions between the fan base online 
and in-person. While creating a live stream is 
important for remote viewers’, creating a 
memorable experience for those who can at-
tend live is equally as important. To grasp the 
aesthetics and interactivity of the game, it 
helps to understand the layout of the game 
display. The focus of the live streams is to 
ensure a viewer can engage with the actual 
battle. A clean layout of the live stream can 
help a viewer to follow along easily and to 
prevent any potential instances of confusion, 
which increases game value through ease of 
use. Therefore, Pokémon focuses on creating 
a clean and easy to watch its eSports compe-
tition live streams that allow the viewer to fo-
cus on the competition. Therefore, creating a 
live stream format that is aesthetically pleas-
ing, while allowing the audience to simulta-
neously engage in an embedded chat chan-
nel, is important to eSports scholarship. 
While Pokémon streams are not necessarily 
unique, the incorporation of kawaii aesthet-
ics is distinctive and opens eSports to a 
broader demographic, thus making eSports 
more inclusive. 

The 2019 Pokémon World Championships 
VGC Master’s Division fulfills players and 
spectators’ aesthetic enjoyment in uses and 
gratifications theory through a universally 
appealing aesthetic (for example, organized 
layout and clear video quality). The 
YouTube live stream display contains two 
boxes at the top to display each player, a third 
box below to show the parties of each player, 
and two Pokémon logos on each side of the 
third box. Once the battle begins, the display 
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will change to showcase the battle, the play-
ers’ reactions, how many wins each player 
has, and how much time is left (“VGC Mas-
ters”). Pokémon’s family friendly brand adds 
to video game scholarship on aesthetics by 
demonstrating the success of an eSports 
game rooted in kawaii culture aesthetics. 
Pokémon eSports successfully parallels as-
pects of the eSports live stream layouts while 
providing its own cute and inclusive artwork. 

In addition to considering traditional aesthet-
ics, another more interactive form of aesthet-
ics can affect player motivation and interac-
tivity and further contributes to both social 
integrative needs, namely community build-
ing, and intrinsic aesthetic enjoyment. Affec-
tive aesthetics are incredibly important for 
the atmosphere based on the different facets 
that complete the aspects of this term. The 
definition of affective aesthetics within the 
in-person medium would include the audi-
ence cheering, the stage set up in the conven-
tion center, and the banners for the players 
(Taylor, 2018, p. 167). Affective aesthetics 
strengthen the community surrounding the 
Pokémon eSports competitions. Thereby, af-
fective aesthetics builds upon a strong brand 
value by increasing participation and com-
munity engagement. Pokémon’s use of affec-
tive aesthetics enables each fan and player to 
build Pokémon’s transmedia presence 
through participatory culture, thus combin-
ing the scholarship of both T.L. Taylor and 
Jenkins in a way that is unique. 

Furthermore, the audi-
ence and participation 

positively affect the  
eSports player’s skill 
level. These outside 

forces draw together the 
community, thus, adding 
a more integrated level 
of involvement in the 

battle. 

As the Pokémon franchise extends its trans-
medial umbrella, the stable connection with 
the audience it’s eSports competitions fosters 
a sense of belonging that fulfills social inte-
grative needs and self-esteem that satisfies 
personal integrative needs. One example that 
accurately displays affective aesthetics is the 
battle between Naoto Mizobuchi and Hi-
rofumi Kimura, which showcases the aes-
thetics of play styles and graphical prowess 
of the game. During the match, the audience 
erupts in applause and the embedded chat 
channels express its admiration for Kimura 
when he uses an Umbreon in the battle, 
which is an example of the affective aesthet-
ics. Kimura takes a chance using an Umbreon 
because most players only use Legendary 
Pokémon or Pokémon with the ability to have 
a Mega Evolution. When an audience mem-
ber is present in the convention center, a 
viewer gets to experience the reveal of Um-
breon in the crowd and join in the uproar, 
while an individual watching at home can 
only correspond through the embedded chat 
channel. The crowd’s uproar causes Kimura 
to smile proudly before going back into a 
more serious competitive mode, thus demon-
strating the audience’s effect on the player as 
well (“VGC Masters”). The surprise reveal 
of Umbreon can also be referred to as live 
stream suspense, which is when spectators 
expect the unexpected to happen (Karhulahti, 
2016). When watching an eSports competi-
tion at the highest level, a fan may anticipate 
certain actions, but the way each move or 
character is utilized is unexpected. While a 
viewer can cheer from home, the difference 
is similar to watching a concert from the 
crowd as opposed to watching virtually. 
Overall, the battle demonstrates how part of 
the experience is engaging with all the 
senses, thus exemplifying the basis of affec-
tive aesthetics and its important role in par-
ticipatory culture and brand value. 

Furthermore, the audience and participation 
positively affect the eSports player’s skill 
level. These outside forces draw together the 
community, thus, adding a more integrated 
level of involvement in the battle. Further-
more, the audience members do not benefit 
alone from this participatory culture, but also 
each player. For example, research from 
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Bowman et al.’s study has shown that audi-
ence participation increases effort, which 
also leads to increased skill (2013). By draw-
ing together and strengthening community 
involvement through a combination of affec-
tive aesthetics and participatory culture, 
Pokémon is able to increase its brand value 
through meaningful socialization. Pokémon 
eSports competitions effectively demonstrate 
the dynamic circular relationship between af-
fective aesthetics, participatory culture, and 
player skills through the lens of uses and 
gratifications theory. 

Moving forward, Pokémon brand value has 
created a community where players of any 
demographics can come to experience  
eSports competitions that prioritize safety, 
fun, and inclusivity, thus satisfying the relax-
ation and entertainment elements of tension 
release needs while simultaneously building 
upon the sense of belonging and social inter-
action elements of social integrative needs. 
Moreover, interactivity is important because 
of the opportunities that Pokémon can have 
to further expand its brand by using eSports 
as a marketing tool. Increasing interactivity 
also allows fans a new viewer to have an easy 
time finding accessible ways to watch the 
competitions, interact with another fan 
online or in-person, and compete with others 
at the same skill level. Pokémon already has 
a unique place in the eSports community due 
to its positioning as an inclusive, culturally 
authentic, and family-friendly franchise. 
Overall, Pokémon eSports competitions con-
tinuously build community through its high 
brand value, allowing a player to enter a safe 
space where one can satisfy one’s tension re-
lease needs of escaping real world issues to 
fully enjoy a transmedial franchise’s eSports 
competitions. 

Overall, the brand value of Pokémon and its 
relationship to eSports can be connected via 
transmedia storytelling. As Pokémon has es-
tablished itself as a transmedia storytelling 
franchise through its merchandise, video 
games, television shows, movies, stores, res-
taurants, and now eSports has been added to 
the franchise’s large umbrella. The im-
portance of analyzing Pokémon’s brand 
value is due to the addition of eSports, now 

this form of entertainment is positively add-
ing to the franchise’s success and fulfills the 
personal integrative needs, social integrative 
needs, intrinsic cultural and aesthetic enjoy-
ment, as well as tension release needs estab-
lished by uses and gratification theory. Poké-
mon’s brand value highlights how loyals can 
use participatory culture to extend the trans-
mediation of a family-friendly franchise en-
tering eSports. 

 

Conclusion 

Pokémon effectively entered eSports culture 
by increasing tournament interactivity with 
metagaming and participatory culture, pro-
moting ethical behavior on social media and 
in embedded chat channels, and expanding 
brand value through transmediality and af-
fective aesthetics. Uses and gratifications 
theory provides a distinct and effective 
framework for examining Pokémon’s suc-
cessful integration into eSports as a family-
friendly, culturally authentic model. An in-
teractive form of play is demonstrated 
through Pokkén Tournament, the Trading 
Card Game (TCG), and the Video Game 
Championship (VGC). Play is the precursor 
to success because it builds a fan base, en-
sures a company’s relevance, and creates 
longevity. The Pokémon franchise’s unique 
ability to tap into the concept of play allows 
the franchise to achieve success through 
three methods: increasing interactivity, pro-
moting ethical online behaviors, and recog-
nizing brand value’s importance in trans-
mediation. 

Interactivity is a key component of eSports, 
and Pokémon effectively uses this compo-
nent to fulfill the personal integrative needs, 
social integrative needs, and tension release 
needs of fans. A dynamic form of play also 
fits in with Sicart’s philosophy and in turn, 
fulfills social integrative needs (2017, p. 18). 
In the 2019 Pokémon World Championships 
VGC Master’s Tournament, Hirofumi Ki-
mura uses dynamic play and likely applies it 
to his strategy to give himself the best chance 
he has at winning the world title, thus ful-
filling the personal integrative needs of status 
and self-esteem (“VGC Masters”). Both 
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players find a way to fulfill Sicart’s philoso-
phy of play with an understanding of the 
competition and are ready to engage with one 
another, thus achieving community building 
and social interaction. 

Right now, Pokémon provides interactivity 
for smaller competitions. On the other hand, 
given the pandemic of COVID-19, competi-
tions of any size are likely to be restricted for 
the next two years. To adapt, research exam-
ining the feasibility and acceptability of 
online competitions, as well as if these com-
petitions also serve to fulfill uses and gratifi-
cations theory, can be an arena for eSports 
scholars. Further, scholars can evaluate the 
effectiveness for alternative marketing strat-
egies on aspects such as participatory culture. 

With the implementation of Nintendo Switch 
Online, Nintendo is keeping up with the pop-
ularity of apps like Discord to communicate 
while playing video games online. Looking 
ahead, adding Pokémon Sword and Shield to 
the Nintendo Switch Online app will increase 
interactivity. Given misuse of online voice 
chat, as with recent hackings through Nest 
cameras, Nintendo must take the necessary 
steps to prevent similar instances (Gandel, 
2019). The Nintendo Switch Online app 
could enforce a two-factor verification, simi-
lar to the options allowed in Google and 
newly implemented with Nest. Incorporating 
more security can help with the interactivity 
for the community by allowing every mem-
ber to feel safe. Bandura’s social learning 
theory is vital due to Pokémon eSports’ 
young demographic because of how they 
might repeat witnessed behaviors. Future 
scholarship could consist of surveying the 
parents of young Pokémon competitors on 
how they feel about their children being a 
part of the eSports community and interact-
ing with others. Also, further research can fo-
cus on other technologies that can be used to 
further protect and secure interactions. 

Pokémon eSports leadership enforces a posi-
tive and inclusive environment for its com-
munity, which gives new information to  
eSports scholarship as current research fo-
cuses on the negative aspects of toxicity 
within the community. Interestingly, Poké-
mon eSports relies on age-based divisions in-
stead of gender specific divisions. Therefore, 

Pokémon conveys the message that a player 
can be skilled regardless of gender. As de-
scribed previously, balanced representation 
is crucial to Pokémon’s eSports success as it 
allows people a safe place to enjoy Poké-
mon’s online community. Issues concerning 
race and gender leads to a discussion of the 
importance of accurate representation within 
video games. For Pokémon, the inclusion of 
character customization introduced in Poké-
mon X and Y is a step forward but not the so-
lution, as prescribed by Higgin. The inclu-
sion of different skin colors within games is 
crucial because a player can identify with a 
character while satisfying the personal inte-
grative needs of identification, self-esteem, 
and insight to one’s self. Research needs to 
continue conducting interviews to determine 
what a player of any race, sexuality, gender, 
and/or disability would feel comfortable rep-
resenting one’s group. 

Limiting unethical behavior has created suc-
cess for Pokémon in eSports by creating a 
safer environment that satisfies the personal 
integrative needs and intrinsic cultural enjoy-
ment of the community. Currently, Pokémon 
moderates toxic comments through human 
moderators, which has been somewhat effec-
tive to date. The concern is when increasing 
the member base and longevity, the plat-
forms will gain more traffic, which in turn, 
may lead to the human moderators having 
difficulty keeping track of all the comments 
efficiently and in a time effective manner. To 
move forward, automated moderators will be 
useful as Pokémon continues to expand 
therefore, future research should look at arti-
ficial intelligence (AI) moderating live 
streams. The purpose of Albert Haque’s re-
search is based on distinguishing between 
human and bot troll profiles. Haque from 
University of Texas at Austin collected 38 
million data points from TPP and “using 
clustering and distance-based methods, we 
use contextual data such as the group’s cur-
rent goal, the current time, and the username 
to classify each point as an anomaly” (2014). 
The study’s algorithm is a potential first step 
towards being able to automate the removal 
of trolls and specific comments from these 
individuals or bots. Pokémon implementing 
an algorithm is a step that is integral to future 
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eSports scholarship especially given the cur-
rent need to hold more competitions predom-
inately online. 

The Pokémon franchise is unique to the  
eSports community due to its success in 
transmedial marketing. Tobin’s work identi-
fies how Pokémon captures a younger audi-
ence as well as the nostalgia for older fans at 
a magnitude not seen by another video game 
in eSports (2004). One example that proves 
Pokémon’s longevity is the website Polygon 
having a section solely dedicated to Pokémon 
(Frank, 2019). Another example includes 
Pokémon’s inclusion in the Guinness Book of 
World Records in 2016 for the best-selling 
JRPG series, first video game on the cover of 
Time magazine, Pokémon X and Y being the 
best-selling 3DS game, and Pokémon Black 
and White being the most pre-ordered Nin-
tendo DS game (2016). Pokémon’s positive 
brand value can be attributed to their diverse 
products, inclusive community, and family-
friendly atmosphere that has added eSports to 
its transmediation. 

Pokémon’s pleasing 
aesthetics contribute to 
the positive brand value 
by creating visually af-

fective products 

On the other hand, while Pokémon continues 
to have many loyals, the franchise received 
mixed reviews with the release of Pokémon 
Sword and Shield. One of the major com-
plaints includes the removal of the National 
Dex: a list of all Pokémon from the beginning 
of the series. Therefore, the elimination of 
the Dex diminishes the value of the Pokémon 
tagline of “Gotta Catch ‘Em All” because a 
player can no longer catch all Pokémon. Ad-
ditionally, the storytelling falls flat and lacks 
interesting human characters and unique 
Pokémon. Because Pokémon relies on its 
characters for popularity, relevance, and lon-
gevity, the removal of the National Dex can 
dismantle the foundation of Pokémon. As 
Game Freak’s lack of transparency becomes 
more apparent, Nintendo must step in to pre-
vent the franchise from dismantling itself. 

Alienating a part of Pokémon’s fan base 
eliminates future viewership and participa-
tion in eSports competitions due to Pokémon 
Sword and Shield being the video game used 
in the tournaments. 

An individual may play Pokémon video 
games for the fulfillment of the intrinsic cul-
tural and aesthetic enjoyment, however there 
are times when the graphic aspect of the 
video games does not meet expectations. For 
instance, when playing Pokémon Sword and 
Pokémon Shield in a battle, there are in-
stances of severe lag. Alternatively, the aes-
thetic enjoyment is embodied through Fer-
nández-Vara’s statement, “the juiciness of a 
game is the amplified (and at times exces-
sive) audiovisual feedback that the player re-
ceives after every interaction” (2009, p. 6). 
The importance of having graphics that are 
engaging, improves the player’s experience 
and transmediation. Scholars could complete 
research consisting of surveys or interviews 
to determine reasons a player stopped play-
ing a particular game. Through determining 
the importance of intrinsic cultural and aes-
thetic enjoyment in graphical prowess, schol-
arship can expand research on the fan’s ex-
perience. 

Pokémon’s pleasing aesthetics contribute to 
the positive brand value by creating visually 
affective products as well as creating a cul-
ture surrounding the artwork, therefore, ful-
filling the intrinsic cultural aspect of uses and 
gratifications theory. Game Freak and Nin-
tendo could further consult the creator and 
current executive producer of Pokémon, 
Satoshi Tajiri. Tajiri has not been a part of 
the creative team for Pokémon for the last six 
years, and a notable dip in quality has devel-
oped since being promoted to executive pro-
ducer. Tajiri being involved more in the cre-
ative process could bring Pokémon back to 
its roots and may renew relevance and inter-
est from its older fanbase. Additionally, 
Sugimori, the artist of the original 151 Poké-
mon, which authentically represented Japa-
nese culture, has not been a part of Game 
Freak’s team since 2014, likewise Tajiri has 
been pushed to the background. Bringing 
back the original artist could also renew an 
interest in the franchise as Sugimori would 
be creating brand new Pokémon for future 
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video games. The aesthetic enjoyment that 
stems from the successful art style of the 
Pokémon characters and its artwork on di-
verse merchandise as well. 

Overall, Pokémon creates a sense of commu-
nity through play. As discussed by Sicart, “a 
form of understanding what surrounds us and 
who we are, and a way of engaging with oth-
ers” (2017). Personal integrative needs are 
achieved through Pokémon’s policies, rein-
forced through Bandura’s social learning the-
ory, and increased through Jenkins participa-
tory culture. Social integrative needs are sat-
isfied through a combination of community 
building and inclusivity of play, which is fa-
cilitated through Pokémon unique leadership 
outlined in the Play! Pokémon Code of Con-

duct, witnessed through live streaming, em-
bedded chat channels, and eSports competi-
tions. Tension release needs are fulfilled 
within Boluk and LeMieux’s concept of met-
agaming by integrating casual game play, 
thus providing support for Hamari and Sjob-
lom’s research regarding escapism’s positive 
correlation to audience engagement. Intrinsic 
cultural and aesthetic enjoyment are ad-
dressed through the accurate representation 
of art styles within Pokémon games, global 
accessibility of the merchandise, the aes-
thetic appeal of the live streaming layouts, 
and the accurate representation of “kawaii” 
culture. Future research can continue to delve 
into the important aspects of interactivity, 
ethical online behaviors, and brand value as 
pieces of successful eSports research. 
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Revealing the eSport Athlete 3.0 
 

By Memduh Kocadağ 

 
 
eSports have been in our life for more than a 
decade. At the same time, discussions have 
gone on about whether or not eSports should 
be considered a sport. Meanwhile we analyze 
how sports psychology applies to eSports 
and how it may effect performance. Based on 
the sedentary playstyle of eSports, the fact it 
lacks physicality doesn’t effect the applica-
tion of sports psychology within eSports. 
When psychologists work with a race driver 
they consider themselves a sport psycholo-
gist, not a race car psychologist (Murphy, 
2009). Additionally, there are sports such as 
archery and shooting which also have limited 
physical activity during competition, com-
pared to football or basketball (Kemp, 
Pienaar, & Rae, 2020). Therefore, we can as-
sume that eSports and sports have a common 
area in terms of sports psychology function-
ally. 

While sport psychology focuses on the mech-
anism of performance in competitive do-
mains, such as improvement of team cohe-
sion, motor and cognitive skills, eSports 
could be of interest to sport psychologists as 
the competitive scene shares many similari-
ties. There are several aspects to focus on for 
sport psychologists such as individual and in-
terpersonal problems, athlete-family-team 
relationships, individual and team improve-
ment, regulating emotions, arousal and anxi-
ety, performance enhancement, as well as 
keeping wellness excellent in physical and 
psychological aspects. There are three types 
of main fields to focus on: problem solving, 
performance enhancement and regulation of 
conditions. 

 

eSport Athlete’s Wellness 

Most professional eSport players used to play 
video games for excessive periods of time, 
from 4 hours, up to 14 hours a day (Stanton, 

2015; Kari & Karhulati, 2016). This is ex-
hausting for players, as extreme hours in 
front of the computer screen means a possi-
ble reduction in sleeping time and in some 
cases spending less time engaged with other 
life activities. eSports players are reporting 4 
hours of sleep a day and one of the streamers 
streamed content for 17 hours per day over a 
month (Chappel, Eatough, Davies, & Grif-
fiths, 2006; Garcia-Lanzo & Chamarro, 
2018; Holden, Kaburakis, & Rodenberg, 
2018; Goodling, 2019). Blue light spectrum 
is causing suppression of melatonin from the 
pineal gland. Thus, problematic sleeping pat-
terns may result in mood disorders, substance 
abuse and weight gain (Akinbuni & Ma-
shalla, 2014). Exhaustion from gaming 
comes with several consequences: Linearity 
and undirectional thinking, breakdown of 
thinking process, depression, low psycholog-
ical well-being, and addicted behaviors are 
some of the negative effects of playing com-
puter games. “Redeye” one of the most well-
known Dota 2 commentator was suffering 
from depression, and there are many exam-
ples of frustration which many eSport play-
ers also report (Joindota, 2019; Krustofski, 
2019; Kocadağ, 2019). 

As well as physical health issues from gam-
ing exhaustion, there are other significant 
challenges for eSports players: Toxicity in 
the community, player-team owner prob-
lems, non-professionalized business, abuse 
from fans, being bullied on social media, 
abusive opponents, in-game communication 
problems and criticism (Joindota, 2016; 
Smith, Birch, & Bright, 2019; Steinkuhler, 
2019; Talbot, 2019). There are also some in-
ternal stressors like lack of confidence, anxi-
ety of staying in team or being dropped (Nils-
son & Lee, 2019). Controlling all these 
stressors and solving problems may lead to 
higher success rate. Contrary to supression of 
melatonin which is mentioned above, physi-
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cal exercises may encourage secretion of ser-
otonin which is regulating brain activities 
and known as happiness hormone (Karageor-
ghis & Terry, 2011). Giving exercises helps 
eSport players to keep well-being higher and 
makes them steady. Even some of profes-
sional eSport players are having physical ex-
ercises average of an hour every day. Physi-
cal exercises make eSport players aware of a 
healthy lifestyle, but not to improve their 
competitive performance (Pereiara, 
Figueiredo, Seabra, & Brito, 2019). How-
ever, Baltezarevic and Baltezarevic (2019) 
claim that playing eSport games pleasurably 
leads to emotional well-being. Actually, 
playing video games is quite healthy psycho-
logically, as long as the eSport athlete enjoys 
the game consistently. 

Aside from mental health, physical health is 
another challenge for eSport players. The 
lack of physical activity is probably one of 
the biggest differences of eSports, compared 
to traditional sports. These phenomena are 
often framed as problematic, thanks to gam-
ing’s sedentary nature (Hilvoorde & Pot, 
2016). Standing in front of a computer screen 
for a long time is exhausting for the majority 
of eSport players. Many eSport players also 
experience blury vision, low back pain, cer-
vical strain and tension headache because of 
long computer using times. This issue is also 
found in 90% of individuals, consisting pri-
marily of office workers using computers for 
more than 3 hours a day (Akinbuni & Ma-
shalla, 2014). In the lower back, non-chang-
ing posture increases forces on the intervere-
bral discs. Various vertebral herniations 
might occur and cause pain for the rest of 
player’s life (Szczygiel, Zielonka, Metel, & 
Golec, 2017). Streaming and practicing for 
extreme hours is challenging to human body. 
Carpal tunnel syndrom is another challeng-
ing situation for players, as the syndrom also 
will affect the rest of the player’s life, like 
other physical injuries. Several top players 
have experienced increased levels of frustra-
tion and have even had to leave their eSport 
careers – “Jerax” was one of them – behind 
due to adverse effects on psychological 
health. (Krustofski, 2020). Realizing the 
frustration of players, some professional 
teams were inspired to develop wellness pro-

grammes and to work with sport psycholo-
gists to improve player’s performance and 
wellness (Kemp, Pienaar, & Rae, 2020). 
Even some eSport teams have fitness centers 
in their facilities. But there is huge difference 
about the awareness between the developed 
and undeveloped countries relating to neces-
sity of physical exercises. In Western coun-
tries mostly in West Europe and North Amer-
ica, eSport players and eSport teams are 
aware of how physical exercises are benefi-
cial for life conditions. In fact, some of them 
have scheduled exercises to keep their well-
ness. On the other hand, undeveloped coun-
tries are struggling with even non-eSport in-
dividuals who exercise less and less (Szepne, 
Csernoch, & Balatoni, 2019).  

Controlling wellness is crucial for eSport 
players. Preventing social media abuse, or 
solving in-team conflicts between the players 
helps to keep eSport player’s wellness in a 
healthy state. As it mentioned above there are 
many factors which can break eSport play-
ers’ mental and physical health and might 
lead to a player underperforming. While 
members of the general public are seeking 
for a healthy lifestyle, it is momentous for 
eSport players to strive for wellness. Mia 
Stellberg, who has dominated the scene 
within several different eSport teams, says: 
“Players need to have a well-being to be able 
to perform out there best levels.” Also, being 
young at just 19 and giving your soul to get 
paid can cause identity problems, this is 
where sport psychologist could support  
eSport players (Pickard, 2019). There is a 
clear difference between the teams who work 
with psychologist and those who don’t, also 
there will be a difference between the psy-
chologists who know the game and who 
don’t. Evidently, we assume that the psy-
chologists who know the game mechanics 
are more likely to be successful. Well-being 
and physical health may lead eSport players 
to advance to the next level in terms of their 
achievement, performance and overall suc-
cess. This case is about the challenges of eS-
port players and how to support them with 
psychological skills. Furthermore, this stand 
should motivate sport psychologists to im-
prove their counseling skills and to involve 
in eSports. 
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Performance Upgrade on eSport Athletes 

In sports psychology, improving team cohe-
sion and individual skills, mental skills train-
ing, controlling distractions are key elements 
to be successful. When you see a sport psy-
chologist being successful in eSports, you re-
alize eSports are not far from the fundamen-
tals of sports psychology. In fact, these exer-
cises work functionally the same. The largest 
difference between traditional sports and eS-
ports is the lack of physicality. Standing on 
your feet to shoot a target and controlling a 
race car to reach a goal give similar impres-
sions of sedentariness to that of the eSport 
player. Consequently, sport psychologists 
have a great opportunity to work with eSport 
athletes on the way of competitive world of 
video games. 

When we talk about performance enhance-
ment for eSport athletes, basically there are 
three aspects to improve upon: motor and 
cognitive skills, mental training and team co-
hesion. Motor and cognitive skills refer to re-
action times, various strategies, selective at-
tention, working memory, critical thinking, 
ability to analyze the game and fine motor 
skills. Mental training focuses on controlling 
anxiety, self-confidence, motivation, con-
centration, setting mood, regulating emo-
tions and finding optimal arousal level. 
Lastly, team cohesion is mostly about to team 
chemistry, commitment, communication 
skills, leadership and peer support (Pereira, 
Wilwert, & Takase, 2016). 

Teaching game strategies started with the 
Dota 2 courses in the colleges of Eastern 
countries such as China and Malaysia (Join-
dota, 2014). Analyzing past games and dis-
cussing real-time tournaments were taught 
by professional players and game coaches. 
And of course, you wouldn’t need to have 
sport psychologists to make this happen. 
However, working with a coach from eSports 
may not be as effective as much as working 
with a sport psychologist who knows the 
mechanism of physical-cognitive trainings. 
Physical exercise can activate different met-
abolic mechanisms in the brain, thereby im-
proving cognitive functions. Aerobic exer-
cise can accelerate the functioning of the 
brain by providing more oxygen and nutri-
ents. Combined physical-cognitive exercises 

can also positively affect general physical 
conditions as well as the cardiovascular sys-
tem which results in improvement of the 
musculoskeletal system and motor compo-
nents and enhanced coordination and balance 
(Martin-Niedecken & Schattin, 2020). Motor 
and cognitive skills development might be 
fundamental game changing domains in the 
world of competitive gaming. Along with the 
physical activities, working on an athlete’s 
interactive skills is conducive to the recogni-
tion of signals and improvement in the reac-
tions as a result (Riera, Caracuel, Palmi, & 
Daza, 2017). Furthermore, ‘exergames’, 
which involve cognitive challenging tasks 
and provide physical training in a playful en-
vironment, indicate greater effects of divided 
and selective attention (Martin-Niedecken & 
Schattin, 2020). On the other hand, eSport 
games are positively affecting individual 
skills like multi-tasking, divided and selec-
tive attention, strategic thinking, reaction 
times, decision-making, problem solving 
(Boyan & Sherry, 2011; Bavelier, 2012; Seo, 
2013). Apparently, eSports and traditional 
sports coincide each other and might have 
common ways to improve each other’s skills 
individually based on performance. 

In sports psychology, 
improving team cohe-

sion and individual 
skills, mental skills 

training, controlling dis-
tractions are key ele-

ments to be successful. 
Sports psychologists use mental training 
practices to control anxiety, arousal, and 
emotions in optimal level to keep motivated 
and concentrated athletes for competition. 
Imagery, relaxation, self-talk, self-confi-
dence, goal setting, self-awareness are exam-
ples of these techniques to prepare athletes 
for big events (Shoenfelt, 2019). With re-
gards to being so young in competitive gam-
ing, improving self-awareness, solving iden-
tity issues, regulating emotions, setting 
reachable goals are crucial for eSport athletes 
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(Pickard, 2019). Nilsson and Lee (2019) em-
phasize psychological spotlight on anxiety, 
emotions and pressure. Research suggests 
that eSport athletes who have higher mental 
toughness and higher levels of emotional 
control were able to reduce perceived stress-
ors and successful to deal with their stressors. 
Also, eSport athletes are shown to use coping 
strategies more often, if they have achieve-
ments and confidence in abilities (Poulus, 
Coulter, Trotter, & Polman, 2020). Interest-
ingly, spending more hours on playing games 
increases eSport players’ motivation for 
competition and improve their mental capac-
ities to show less frustration and to focus on 
game more (Lanzo-Garcia & Chamarro, 
2018). These results point out video games 
may improve individual’s mental strategies 
beneficially.  

Team chemistry is the key element for suc-
cess. When Perez had built up Los Galacticos 
with best footballers in the World, the domi-
nance was expected. However, Real Madrid 
couldn’t achieve any noteworthy accom-
plishment. Also, a similar situation had be-
come reality in the Dota 2 scene with Team 
Secret who had won several majors undoubt-
edly, in 2015. While everyone picked them 
as favorite of The International 5, Team Se-
cret at a very early stage in the tournament 
causing a large upset with the eSports team 
and supporter community as dreams came 
over (Dator, 2015). You can have best play-
ers, but it doesn’t mean anything without ef-
fective team cohesion. Mia Stellberg tells us 
team cohesion is one of the main factors be-
hind her success on eSports scene (Pickard, 
2019). Also, many successful eSport players 
reported getting close with teammates as 
building up a team bond is likely what makes 
the team unique over the other teams to being 
successful (Pereira, Wilwert, & Takase, 
2016; Mashable, 2017). Task-relevant com-
munication, practicing role switching or 
playable exercises like ‘’Who am I?’’ are po-
tential useful techniques to improve team 
chemistry (Murphy, 2009). Effectiveness of 
communication and leadership are another 
domain for sport psychologists to work on to 
make a winner team.  

Fundamentals of sport psychology seem as-
sociated with eSports. Improving cognitive 

and motor skills, using mental exercises and 
building a winner team with close members 
who have a stronger social connection might 
be the next step for eSport scene. At the top 
level of eSports games, many of the players 
and teams have similar skill levels. Sports 
psychology is a key point to make a differ-
ence between the well-matched teams for 
now. We already see evidence that including 
sports psychology practices worked well 
within eSports as we have seen with Mia 
Stellberg’s success with Astralis, ENCE, SK 
Gaming and OG (Esanu, 2019). We 
shouldn’t forget that EternalEnvy’s ingame 
suicide in Team Secret - Evil Geniuses game 
is resulted with kicked from Team Secret 
(DotaElite, 2016; Allen, 2016). Right here, 
fundamentals of sports psychology are com-
ing to stage with the skills such as regulating 
emotions, controlling anxiety and arousal, 
improving decision making. In summary, we 
have tried to explain how sports psychology 
approaches fit with eSports and how eSports 
teams should consider to work with sport 
psychologists. When the competition is the 
point, sports psychology practices are appli-
cable even within competitive gaming. 

 

Conclusion 

eSports are growing enormously year by year 
and evolving thanks to its competitive nature. 
There are not many examples to show how 
sports psychology concurs with eSports but 
we have enough to see how it is being suc-
cessful. Player’s health is much more im-
portant than practicing a game for many 
hours per day. If an eSport player or a team 
want to be successful, they need to maintain 
a healthy lifestyle to perform their best (Pick-
ard, 2019). With the physical exercise, coun-
seling, mental skills, and team bond, we as-
sume that eSport athlete’s healthiness will 
make a difference. For now, not only do we 
lack the quantity of research needed, but we 
also lack the sport psychologists in the  
eSports scene to perform that research. 

While technology is also growing up, physi-
cal activities with ‘exergames’ likely could 
take precedence in eSport players’ life to 
train combined physical and cognitive skills 
(Martin-Niedecken & Schattin, 2020). There 
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might be many exercises to avoid eSports’ 
sedentariness, but even the eSport games 
may evolve to virtual games with specific 
equipment in the future. It is imaginable to 
see eSport athletes competing against each 

other with exhausting actions in the virtual 
world, who knows? For the present, we keep 
our imagination in the today’s eSports condi-
tions. 

 
Memduh Kocadağ is a psychological counselor in the eSports scene. He received his Bachelor's 
and Master's Degree in Psychological Counseling and Guidance from Uludağ University. Since 
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ness high for their best performance. 

 

References 
 

Akinbuni, T., & Mashalla, Y. (2014). Impact of 
computer technology on health: computer 
vision syndrome (CVS). Med Practice Rev., 
5(3), 20-30. doi:10.5897/MPR2013.0121. 

Allen, E. (2016, August 19). EternaLEnVy leaves 
Team Secret. Retrieved from 
https://www.espn.com/es-
ports/story/_/id/17347933/eternalenvy-
leaves-team-secret 

Baltezarevic, B., & Baltezarevic, V. (2019). eS-
PORTS AS A NEW PLAYGROUND. 
Physical Education and Sport., 17(1), 23-
30. doi:org/10.22190/FUPES190303005B 

Bavelier, D. (2012, November 19). Your brain on 
video games | Daphne Bavelier. Retrieved 
from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FktsFc
ooIG8&t=468s 

Boyan, A., & Sherry, J. (2011). The challenge in 
creating games for education: Aligning 
mental models with game models. Child 
Development Perspectives, 5(2), 82-87. 

Chappel, D., Eatough, V., Davies, M., & Griffiths, 
M. (2006). EverQuest —It’s just a computer 
game right? an ınterpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis of online gaming addiction. 
International Journal of Mental Health and 
Addiction, 4(3), 205-216. 

Dator, J. (2015, August 6). Team Secret elimi-
nated from The International Dota 2 Cham-
pionships. Retrieved from 
https://www.sbna-
tion.com/2015/8/6/9113991/team-secret-
dota-2-the-international-ti5-virtus-pro-ar-
teezy 

DotaElite. (2016, March 5). Dota 2: EternalEnvy 
- The King Of Throws. Retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=deJkBs
K0eXk&t=106s 

Esanu, A. (2019, August 26). OG’s psychologist 
Mia Stellberg at TI9: “The OG guys are not 
affected by the cliches of esports”. Re-
trieved from https://www.vpes-
ports.com/dota2/ogs-psychologist-mia-
stellberg-at-ti9-the-og-guys-are-not-af-
fected-by-the-cliches-of-esports 

Garcia-Lanzo, S., & Chamarro, A. (2018). Basic 
psychological needs, passion and motiva-
tions in amateur and semi-professional es-
ports players. Aloma, 36(2), 59-68. 

Goodling, L. (2019, April 7). Streamer sets the 
record for most hours streamed in a single 
month on Twitch. Retrieved from 
https://dotesports.com/stream-
ing/news/streamer-sets-the-record-for-
most-hours-streamed-in-a-single-month-
ontwitch 

Hilvoorde, I., & Pot, N. (2016). Embodiment and 
fundamental motor skills in eSports. Sports, 
Ethics and Philosophy., 10(1), 14-27. 
doi:org/10.1080/17511321.2016.1159246 

Holden, J., Kaburakis, A., & Rodenberg, R. 
(2018). 'Esports: Children, stimulants and 
video-gaming-induced inactivity'. Journal 
of Paediatrics and Child Health., 54(8), 
830-831. doi:10.1111/jpc.13897 

Joindota. (2014, November 9). Dota Course at 
Chinese College a Big Hit. Retrieved from 
www.joindota.com/en/news/22899-dota-
course-at-chinese-college-a-big-hit. 

Joindota. (2016, November 4). Lucrative Stream-
ing is Destroying the Careers in China Says 
iceiceice. Retrieved from www.join-



 - 113 - 

dota.com/en/news/46242-lucrative-stream-
ing-is-destroying-the-careers-of-players-in-
china-says-iceiceice 

Joindota. (2019, May 18). Redeye opens up about 
his struggle with mental illness. Retrieved 
from https://www.join-
dota.com/en/news/82427-redeye-opens-up-
about-his-struggle-with-mental-illness 

Karageorghis, C., & Terry, P. (2011). Inside Sport 
Psycholgoy. Champaign, IL.: Human Kinet-
ics. 

Kari, T., & Karhulati, V. (2016). Do E-athletes 
Move? A Study on Training and Physical 
Exercise in Elite E-Sports. International 
Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated 
Simulations (IJGCMS), 8(4). 
doi:10.4018/IJGCMS.2016100104 

Kemp, C., Pienaar, P., & Rae, D. (2020). Brace 
yourselves: esports is coming. South African 
Journal of Sports Medicine, 32, 1-2. 
doi:10.17159/2078-516X/2020/v32i1a7596 

Kocadağ, M. (2019). Investigating Psychological 
Well-Being Levels of Teenagers Interested 
in Esport Career. Research on Education 
and Psychology, 3(1), 1-10. Retrieved from 
https://dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/rep/is-
sue/43787/514950 

Krustofski, N. (2019, December 12). Mental 
Health and Dota 2. Retrieved from 
www.joindota.com/en/news/88580-mental-
health-and-dota-2 

Krustofski, N. (2020, January 27). Update: Ceb 
goes inactive, takes on new challenges at 
OG. Retrieved from www.join-
dota.com/en/news/89549-update-ceb-goes-
inactive-takes-on-new-challenges-at-og 

Lanzo-Garcia, S., & Chamarro, A. (2018). Basic 
psychological needs, passion and motiva-
tions in amateur and semi-professional eS-
ports players. Aloma, 36(2), 59-68. 

Martin-Niedecken, A., & Schattin, A. (2020). Let 
the Body’n’Brain Games Begin: Toward In-
novative Training Approaches in eSports 
Athelets. Movement Science and Sport Psy-
chology., 11, 1-9. 
doi:org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00138 

Mashable. (2017, February 15). Meet the Esports 
Psychologist Who Led Astralis to a 'Coun-
ter-Strike' Championship - No Playing 
Field. Retrieved from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1FB76
xQ8XL4 

Murphy, S. (2009). Video games, competition and 
exercise: A new opportunity for sport psy-
chologists? The Sports Psychologist, 23, 
487-503. 

Nilsson, F., & Lee, J. (2019). Looking into Possi-
ble Mental Factors that Affect Professional 
Esport Players (Dissertation). Uppsala: 
Uppsala University. 

Pereiara, A., Figueiredo, P., Seabra, A., & Brito, 
J. (2019). Evaluation of physical activity 
levels in FPF eSport e-athletes. CIDESD 
2019 International Congress.  

Pereira, R., Wilwert, M., & Takase, E. (2016). 
Contributions of Sport Psychology to the 
Competitive Gaming: An Experience Re-
port with a Professional Team of League of 
Legends. International Journal of Applied 
Psychology., 6(2), 27-30. 
doi:10.5923/j.ijap.20160602.01 

Pickard, J. (2019, January 18). The role of sports 
psychology in esports? Retrieved from 
https://www.redbull.com/int-en/mia-
stellberg-sports-psychology-interview-es-
ports-prism#:~:text=Sports%20psycholo-
gist%20Mia%20Stellberg%20tells,our%20l
atest%20Esports%20PRISM%20episode. 

Poulus, D., Coulter, T., Trotter, M., & Polman, R. 
(2020). Stress and Coping in Esports and the 
Influence of Mental Toughness. Movement 
Sicence and Sport Psychology. 11. 
doi:org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00628 

Riera, J., Caracuel, J., Palmi, J., & Daza, G. 
(2017). Psychology and Sport: The athlete's 
self-skill. Apunts. Educación Física y De-
portes., 127(1), 82-93. 
doi:org/10.5672/apunts.2014-
0983.es.(2017/1).127.09 

Seo, Y. (2013). Electronic Sports: A new market-
ing landscape of the experience economy. 
Journal of Marketing Management., 29(13-
14), 1542-1560. 

Shoenfelt, E. (2019). Mental Skills for Athletes a 
Workbook for competitve Success. New 
York: Routledge. 

Smith, M., Birch, P., & Bright, D. (2019). Identi-
fying stressors and coping strategies of elite 
esports competitors. International Journal 
of Gaming and Computer-Meidated Simula-
tions (IJGCMS), 11(2), 22-39. 
doi:10.4018/IJGCMS.2019040102 

Stanton, R. (2015, June 22). The Secret to eSports 
athletes' success? Lots-and lots- of practice 



 - 114 - 

ESPN. Retrieved from 
http://www.espn.com/espn/story/_/id/1305
3116/esports-athletes puthours-training-
reach-pinnacle 

Steinkuhler, C. (2019). Esports Research: Critical, 
Empirical, and Historical Studies of Com-
petitive Videogame Play. Games and Cul-
ture., 15(1), 3-8. 
doi:org/10.1177/1555412019836855. 

Szczygiel, E., Zielonka, K., Metel, S., & Golec, J. 
(2017). Musculo-skeletal and pulmonary ef-
fects of sitting position-a systematic review. 

Annals of Agricultural Environmental Med-
icine., 24(1), 8-12. 
doi:10.5604/1231966.1227647 

Szepne, H. V., Csernoch, L., & Balatoni, I. (2019). 
E-sports versus physical activity among ad-
olescents. Baltic Journal of Health and 
Physical Activity, 2, 38-47. 
doi:10.29359/BJHPA.2019.Suppl.2.06 

Talbot, C. (2019, July 26). According to a new 
study Dota 2 has the most toxic online com-
munity. Retrieved from 
www.pcgamesn.com/dota-2/toxic-online-
community 

  



 - 115 - 

Risks in eSports and Company  
Stakeholder Responsibility 

 
By Jadeite Jackson 

 
 
eSports capture the interest of video gamers 
of all ages, from children to adults. The allure 
and passion for eSports continues to grow 
every year, attracting substantial financial in-
vestments into its ecosystem. This creates the 
opportunity for individuals to pursue eSports 
as a legitimate financial career, where aspir-
ing or professional players would often ded-
icate numerous hours to honing their craft. 
However, video gaming done in excess can 
be problematic as players are exposed to the 
increased likelihood of developing health is-
sues due to inherent risks. These factors may 
lead to negative short- or long-term health 
consequences, which can affect the careers of 
eSports players. As a result, there should be 
a duty of care for players existing in the eS-
ports space. This raises the following ques-
tion: who is best equipped to provide a duty 
of care for the eSports player base? This arti-
cle proposes this probable role being satisfied 
by video game publishers. Subsequently, the 
following question could also be raised: why 
video game publishers? The primary reason 
is their role in the video game industry. 
Video game publishers are responsible for 
the manufacturing, distribution and market-
ing of video games (Greenspan et al., n.d.). 
They customarily act as the information pro-
viders to the consumer about the product 
mainly through marketing and public rela-
tions. Thus, they can be responsible for 
providing information towards their entire 
consumer base ranging from eSports causals 
to professionals while impacting the public 
narrative of video games. 

The supposition of video game publishers be-
ing actively involved in social responsibility 
practices tailored to players was previously 
mentioned in published literature. An edito-
rial written by Yousafzai, Hussain and Grif-
fiths titled: “Social responsibility in online 
video gaming: What should the videogame 

industry do?”, suggests that video game pub-
lishers should be actively involved in provid-
ing information and customer care to the 
public to help reduce pathological gaming 
practice (2013). Van Rooij et al. (2010) also 
suggest a dual approach to treating potential 
risks; firstly, enlightening their player base 
about the risks involving gaming addiction 
and secondly, having video game publishers 
provide referral services for troubled players. 
This article intends to expand on both propo-
sitions by identifying, analyzing and evaluat-
ing mental and physical health from the per-
spective of competitive video gaming while 
using social responsibility as a risk treatment 
tool. 

 

Building an eSport Ecosystem and the Role 
of Video Game Publishers 

In the eSports ecosystem, there are funda-
mental differences between “competitive 
video game publishers” and “video game 
publishers of competitive games”. These 
terms can be interconnected with Vera’s et al. 
(2019) concept of the Centralized Manage-
ment Model and the Decentralized Manage-
ment Model. Here, the centralized manage-
ment model refers mainly to “competitive 
video game publishers” whereas the decen-
tralized management model refers mostly to 
“video game publishers of competitive 
games”. In the centralized management 
model, publishers directly manage its own 
eSports events and tournaments. This also 
implies that video game design is intentional 
to fully embrace the essence of competitive 
gaming. Examples of these types of publish-
ers are “Riot Games”; the publishers of 
“League of Legends”, “Valve”; the publish-
ers of “Dota 2” and “Blizzard Entertain-
ment”; the publishers of “StarCraft”, 
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“Hearthstone” and “Overwatch”. In the de-
centralized management model, third parties 
execute events and tournaments without the 
direct control of the publisher. However, 
there are video games titles that may fit both 
models, where the competitive nature of a 
video game can be cultivated through a sec-
ondary game mode or avidly developed by a 
community.  

For example, World of Warcraft (WoW) is a 
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing 
Game (MMORPG), whose game design ar-
chetype is not chiefly based on competitive 
play but focused on interacting with multiple 
players online in a narrative setting by role-
playing through in-game avatars (Sourmelis, 
Ioannou and Zaphiris, 2017). However, 
WoW contains a specific game mode called 
“WoW Arenas”, which is designed specifi-
cally for 2v2, 3v3 and 5v5 player versus 
player (PvP) combat. This competitive game 
mode generated global events such as: “The 
World of Warcraft Arena World Champion-
ship”, where eight (8) teams compete from 
different regions for the title of “Arena 
World Champions” and prize money 
(“World of Warcraft”, 2019). Another exam-
ple is the Super Smash Brothers Series. Cre-
ator of the series, Masahiro Sakurai, purpose-
fully designed these games for recreational 
fun instead of competitive by nature (Co, 
2018, July 9). However, players worldwide 
created their own eSports communities and 
manifested prospering competitive environ-
ments based on their passion for the game. 
Consequently, developers began to modify 
game mechanics and implement constant de-
velopmental changes to the game to satisfy 
the competitive community, which ulti-
mately gave the community a sense of vali-
dation (Ferguson, 2019). From these two ex-
amples, we can infer that any video game 
with a competitive element has the potential 
of being established as an eSports title. 

 

Health in eSports – Through a Risk Man-
agement Lens 

Throughout this article, we define a ‘health 
risk factor’ or ‘health risk’ as “any attribute, 
characteristic or exposure of an individual 

that increases the likelihood of developing a 
disease or injury” (OECD, n.d.). 

The purpose of this article is to present a risk 
management model rooted in the principles 
of Company Stakeholder Responsibility 
(CSR) to mitigate substantial health risks in 
eSports. From a risk management lens, the 
structure for the theoretical analysis will 
adopt a risk management process framework 
established by the International Organization 
of Standardization; ISO 31000. Preference is 
given to ISO 31000: 2018 (“IRM”, 2018) 
standard as this definitive model is designed 
to be nonspecific by its nature, which allows 
for a straightforward application (Lalonde 
and Boiral, 2012). The following aims to ex-
amine existing literature as well as discuss 
why this approach should be given consider-
ation. At first, this article provides a general 
context of eSports and key differences 
among eSports titles. It then explores the 
physical and mental health risks facing play-
ers (risk identification), the consequences 
and likelihood of these risks (risk analysis), 
whether these risks be prioritized (risk eval-
uation) and the theoretical role of the princi-
ples of Company Stakeholder Responsibility 
(risk treatment). 

 

Literature Review 

 

Risk Identification 

This section will identify physical and men-
tal health risk factors, which contribute to 
negative consequences caused by excessive 
gaming and its impact on eSports. 

 

Mental Risk Factors in eSports  

Academic research surrounding video gam-
ing and its mental impact on players has been 
investigated throughout the years before the 
establishment of eSports as a global phenom-
enon. An area of frequent focus is the topic 
of video game addiction. Gaming addiction 
research can be traced back to the 1980’s first 
appearing in psychological and psychiatric 
literature and studies in gaming addiction 
continue to increase subsequently by each 
decade (Griffiths, Kuss and King, 2012). 
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Loton et al. (2016) share six factors that char-
acterize video game addiction: Salience – the 
act of video gaming directly controls players’ 
behavior and mental cognitions; Eupho-
ria/Mood Modification – achieving a sense of 
elevated ecstasy from video gaming; Toler-
ance – increased playing time to achieve said 
euphoric state; Withdrawal – negative feel-
ings associated when suspending video game 
playing; Conflict – constant disputes with 
themselves, others or disregarding obliga-
tions; and Relapse/Reinstatement – incapa-
bility or unwillingness to reduce video gam-
ing time. These ailments overlap with the 
main attributes outlined in the definition of 
“Gaming Disorder” established by the 
World Health Organization: 

A “Gaming disorder is defined in the 11th 
Revision of the International Classification 
of Diseases (ICD-11) as a pattern of gaming 
behavior (“digital-gaming” or “video-gam-
ing”) characterized by impaired control over 
gaming, increasing priority given to gaming 
over other activities to the extent that gaming 
takes precedence over other interests and 
daily activities, and continuation or escala-
tion of gaming despite the occurrence of neg-
ative consequences.” (2018). 

The determining factors for video game ad-
diction have not yet been ascertained but it 
can apply to a combination of contributory 
factors such as game design and the use of 
video games as an avenue for escapism. Fur-
thermore, a key mental risk factor specifi-
cally unique in eSports is the element of com-
petition. This feasible linkage between video 
game addiction and competition positions 
eSports players in a complex situation. It can 
be argued that spending more hours playing 
video games may represent the dedication 
that eSports players display in mastering 
their craft. Consequently, does this also sup-
port the hypothesis that having a mental ad-
diction to video gaming can therefore be ben-
eficial to eSports success? Can addiction be 
misinterpreted as passion and vice versa? For 
an activity with such inherent risks, it is im-
portant that players are always aware of their 
exposure to health issues when playing in ex-
cess and be in full control of their gaming ac-
tivity.  

 

Game Design 

A study done by King, Delfabbro and Grif-
fiths (2011) into linking excessive video 
game playing and game design found that 
structural game design surrounding reward 
systems do contribute considerably to prob-
lematic video game consumption. Various 
games implement reward systems such as 
“loot boxes”, a form of monetary micro 
transactions where players gain access to pre-
mium content through spending money with 
a chance to obtain rare in-game items (King 
& Delfabbro, 2019). Literature draws simi-
larities between these types of transactions 
and real-world gambling (Drummond & 
Sauer, 2018; Zendle & Cairns, 2018; King & 
Delfabbro, 2019), which presents potential 
future ramifications of exposing children to 
the effects of gambling at a developmental 
age. Not all rare skins are random and ob-
tained via a ‘loot-box’ system, but game de-
signers may develop certain skins that can 
only be attained by completing difficult feats 
or achievements. In these specific cases, a di-
rect link is made between appearance and ac-
complishment; therefore, the image of a 
character can be representative of the profi-
ciency or talent of the player. 

Furthermore, a key 
mental risk factor spe-

cifically unique in  
eSports is the element of 

competition 

Video games that are developed intentionally 
for eSports implement in-game calculations 
and ranking/league systems to distinguish the 
skill level amongst players. For example, 
Dota 2 and League of Legends both use a 
“matchmaking rating” or “MMR” to measure 
the skill level of a player based on their wins 
and losses (Newell, 2018, December 10; 
“FirstBlood”, 2019). In conjunction with 
MMR, both games also utilize a ranking sys-
tem where players are placed in distinctive 
leagues represented by a badge or a medal. 
For aspiring eSports professionals, obtaining 
a high MMR or prestigious rank is the best 
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option available to be recognized by profes-
sional players and eSports teams/sponsors. 
Oftentimes, these types of ranks are not per-
manent and require players to either play 
continuously to prevent deterioration of their 
rank, or reattempting this milestone every 
subsequent season (Lee, 2018, November 16; 
“FirstBlood”, 2019). The design of these 
ranking systems encourages players to invest 
more time in playing, which can contribute to 
excessive gaming when attempting to 
achieve or maintain higher rankings for rep-
utation. 

The element of organized social groups gen-
erates another factor of the game design that 
can encourage excessive video gameplay; so-
cial obligation (Hilgard, Engelhardt, & Bar-
tholow, 2013). They state that video games 
involving cooperative play include an ele-
ment of social interaction as players are re-
quired to work together to compete a task. 
Players fulfil predetermined assigned roles 
within the group composition to maximize 
their overall efficiency. Some of these roles 
may be classed as a ‘speciality-type’; where 
fewer players are able to perform these tasks 
because of their high levels of difficulty or 
responsibility. The absence of that player’s 
specialty role may prevent the entire group 
from completing the required activity. Hil-
gard, Engelhardt and Bartholow (2013) refer 
to King and Delfabbro (2009) who state that 
a sense of obligation is formed when the 
group wants to play. This social responsibil-
ity can cause a probable feeling of guilt and 
culpability if the player wishes not to take 
part, therefore forcing players to join and for-
going their initial feelings.  

 

Escapism 

Academic literature substantiates a strong 
link highlighting escapism as being a moti-
vating factor for playing video games (Yee, 
2007; Dauriat et al., 2011). Escapism can be 
defined as the “habitual diversion of the mind 
to purely imaginative activity or entertain-
ment as an escape from reality or routine” 
(Merriam-Webster, 2019). Using escapism 
as a support tool, Kaczmarek and Drązkow-
ski’s (2014) research exploring MMORPG 
escapism and social support systems found 

that players view the virtual environment as 
realistic as the real world. They found that 
online social support can be a useful tool in 
managing with everyday issues. However, 
players were more likely to experience dete-
rioration in their well-being when offline re-
lationships were alienated and substituted 
primarily with online relationships. Hilgard, 
Engelhardt and Bartholow (2013) in their re-
search discovered that players using video 
games as escapism are higher at risk to de-
velop pathological video gaming tendencies. 
On the contrary, Calleja (2010) disagrees 
with the ideology that video games are inher-
ently escapist and argues that digital games 
are no more escapist than other engaging ac-
tivities. Calleja also believes that the well-de-
fined characteristic of escapism in video 
games is having the ability to simulate expe-
riences and not based on their addictive or 
immersive traits. This viewpoint can be sup-
ported with two explanations. Firstly, the fo-
cus of literature surrounding problematic 
video gaming has been mainly focused on 
MMORPGs and not all different types of 
video games (Collins, Freeman, & 
Chamarro-Premuzic, 2012). Secondly, the 
interpretation of all video gamers across aca-
demia and media tends to be homogenous, 
which enforces generalizations of players’ 
behaviors and motives (Yee, 2007). Motive 
for player participation in eSports is im-
portant when considering escapism as a cop-
ing mechanism. If players are using video 
games as a form of escapism, suffering any 
type of adversity in a competitive scenario 
can be damaging to their mental stability and 
overall livelihood. In contrast, players with 
no dependency on video games may be more 
mentally equipped in dealing with adversity 
and detach emotionally. Thus, regarding  
eSports, it is imperative to identify the rea-
sons why players may exhibit excessive gam-
ing habits as motives will differ for each 
gamer (Yee, 2007; Hilgard, Engelhardt, & 
Bartholow, 2013); as the line between ‘prob-
lematic gaming’ and ‘committed practice’ 
can be easily blurred. Further research should 
be done on the factor of escapism specifically 
for eSports titles and its impact on players. 
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Competition 

For any competitive activity, psychological 
strength and high mental fortitude are re-
quired for success. For most professional  
eSports athletes, motivations for gaming are 
more of a job than a recreational activity 
(Bányai et al., 2019). Defeat at the profes-
sional level not only incurs a loss of tourna-
ment earnings, but the potentially losing 
player sponsorship or a placement on a team 
roster. Thus, the ability to cope with failure 
is significant to maintaining a healthy career 
for athletes. Himmelstein, Liu and Shapiro 
(2017) list some mental impediments facing 
competitive gamers within the game such as 
excelling under high pressure situations 
while competing, lacking the ability to con-
trol emotions, inadequate mental preparation 
and difficulty in keeping the emotional sepa-
ration between video games and real life. 
Multiple academic studies explore links be-
tween violent video games and aggression 
(Griffiths, 1999; Sherry, 2001; Anderson et 
al., 2008; Ferguson et al., 2008; Möller & 
Krahé, 2009; Adachi & Willoughby, 2011), 
however, player aggression can possibly 
stem from games that are non-violent. Losing 
and adversity rather than the level of violence 
in a game being played may also contribute 
to aggression. Adachi and Willoughby 
(2011) propose that elements of competitive-
ness, difficulty and the pace of action in non-
violent video games can all contribute to in-
voking aggressive outcomes with each varia-
ble being more important given each game. 
Furthermore, Breuer, Scharkow and Quandt 
(2015) in their study show that experiencing 
a loss in a competitive video game can in-
crease player aggression. With competitive-
ness being the main factor for differentiating 
a video game as eSports, players should have 
an understanding in managing personal ag-
gressive tendencies that may lead to negative 
behaviors.  

To produce optimum 
levels of gameplay in 
competitive fighting 
video games, players 

are often required to 
learn and practice com-
plex inputs, which can 
be challenging to per-

form consistently due to 
its complexity 

Video game athletes can also display intense 
gaming habits that can blur the line between 
what can be considered an addiction and 
training. Extensive hours of video gaming 
are somewhat mandatory for professional 
gamers as they are encouraged to maintain 
this effort to keep ahead of their competition 
(Griffiths, 2017). Therefore, aspiring profes-
sional gamers should duly understand how to 
negate risks associated with competition and 
preparation.  

 

Physical Risk Factors in eSports 

Arduous Usage of Gaming Input Devices 

The equipment required to participate in eS-
ports is dependent on the stipulations of the 
game and the preference of the player. Com-
mon types of input devices for eSports titles 
are hand-held controllers, arcade controllers 
and the combined use of a keyboard and 
mouse. These input devices are reliant on the 
movement of the players’ hands and wrists 
and does not require full body movement. 
Although physical functions are required for 
these devices, a common critique against 
classifying eSports as a sport is the emphasis 
on physicality or the apparent lack thereof. 
Jenny et al. (2016) draw a comparison be-
tween fine motor skills, frequently displayed 
in eSports versus gross motor skills, fre-
quently displayed in sports. They refer to 
Haiback, Reid and Collier (2011) who define 
gross motor skills being associated with large 
muscle groups for moving the body and fine 
motor skills for smaller muscle groups, 
which is required for increased accuracy and 
control in movement. Jenny et al. state that 
eSports involves fine motor skills while be-
ing in sedentary state and lacks physical 
gross motor skills. However, it can be argued 
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that sedentary activities do not negate the 
possibility of sustaining short-term and long-
term injuries while performing fine motor 
skills.  

To produce optimum levels of gameplay in 
competitive fighting video games, players 
are often required to learn and practice com-
plex inputs, which can be challenging to per-
form consistently due to its complexity. Most 
traditional fighting games such as ‘Street 
Fighter’ and ‘Mortal Kombat’ implement the 
use of combinational attacks or ‘combos’ that 
are prevalently used as they inflict more 
damage than basic attacks (Moriyama et al., 
2014). Intricate inputs are normally required 
to perform these combos, which maximize 
damage output and increase the chance of 
victory. Thus, professional gamers reinforce 
these actions, often strenuous, by repeatedly 
drilling these complicated inputs so that they 
can be bound to their muscle memory. 

Real-time strategy (RTS) games such as 
‘StarCraft 2’ involves the development of an 
army to defeat the opponent’s base by utiliz-
ing the micro and macro management of said 
army. Professional StarCraft II players can 
average around 500 to 600 actions per minute 
(APM) during a single game (Lejacq, 2013, 
October 24). Lewis, Trinh and Kirsh (2011) 
explore the correlation between APM and 
chance of victory in strategic video game 
play. They conclude that players who can 
perform more actions in game increase the 
chance of victory since these actions allow to 
frequently manipulate the strategic aims of 
the game. Although there are other contribu-
tory factors to winning, players constantly 
practice in maintaining a high APM, thus in-
creasing the chance of manifesting long-term 
negative effects on players without proper 
physical maintenance. 

Sedentary Behavior and Computer Vision 
Syndrome (CVS) 

Owen et al. (2010) defines sedentary behav-
ior as “sitting, lying down, and expending 
very little energy.” eSports players tend to 
spend a significant number of hours exhibit-
ing sedentary behavior while viewing a mon-
itor. The duration of time can be spent not 
only on playing eSports games but viewing 
other types of eSports content such as tutorial 

videos, live tournament games and replays. 
Without the habit of performing at least mod-
erate physical activity, players are prone to 
increasing the probability of developing ill-
nesses caused by sedentary behaviors such as 
cardiovascular diseases and type 2 diabetes 
(Dustan et al., 2012). Extensive computer 
screen time can lead to ‘Computer Vision 
Syndrome (CVS)’ or ‘Digital Eye Strain’; 
which the American Optometric Association 
defines as eye and vision-related issues from 
extensive screen usage where the intensity of 
negative effects is directly proportional to 
screen usage (2019). Common symptoms of 
CVS are eye strains, headaches, blurred vi-
sion, dry eyes and neck and shoulder pain; 
with the contributing factors of CVS being 
the computer screen, demographics of the 
user, characteristics of the human eyes, loca-
tion of the computer and the use of the com-
puter (Yan et al., 2008; American Optomet-
ric Association, 2019).  

These health risks factors can oftentimes be 
ignored by players. In contrast to traditional 
sport where athletes would take mandatory 
breaks due to physical exhaustion, eSports 
players can oftentimes overlook physical dis-
comfort or persevere through mental exhaus-
tion. Performing these behaviors over ex-
tended periods of time can lead to developing 
short-term and long-term physical health is-
sues. Awareness of these health factors can 
go unnoticed to players who ignore these red 
flags. Thus, players should be aware of the 
consequences of these practices and their im-
pact. 

 

Risk Analysis – Consequences and  
Likelihood 

The integration of physical and mental risk 
factors may lead to detrimental conse-
quences. This chapter will now examine 
these consequences to its players and the  
eSports industry and present-day factors that 
increase the likelihood of these health risks 
in eSports. 

 

Physical Consequences in eSports 

Repetitive Strain Injuries and Deep Vein 
Thrombosis 
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Frequent and improper gaming practices may 
lead to repetitive strain injuries. The term 
‘Repetitive Strain Injury’ (RSI) is an over-
arching expression that defines discomfort in 
the areas of the muscles, nerves and tendons 
resulting from recurrent use over a period of 
time, which normally affects upper areas of 
the body such as forearms, elbows, wrists, 
hands, neck and shoulders (NHS, 2018). The 
overall reliability on computers in the work-
place intensify the research focus of RSIs af-
fecting employees, which help explore ways 
in identifying, assessing and treating RSIs. 
However, academic research specifically in-
volving RSIs and eSports has been unex-
plored. Contributory factors to this lack of re-
search can be the new-found acceptance of 
video gaming globally and the time required 
to perform longitudinal research to thor-
oughly investigate the relationship between 
RSIs and video gaming through a competi-
tive lens. However, the lack of academic lit-
erature does not negate the risk exposure of 
players to these RSIs. Common RSIs that 
gamers are exposed to are: de Quervain’s Te-
nosynovitis (or Gamer’s Thumb), Carpal 
Tunnel Syndrome (CTS), Trigger finger and 
Tennis Elbow (Motus, 2018). The following 
are some brief definitions of these RSIs: 

• De Quervain’s disease affects the ten-
dons responsible for moving the thumb, 
which causes pain and inflammation 
along the wrist and weakens the ability 
to grip objects (Patel, Tadisina, & Gon-
zalez, 2013).  

• Carpal Tunnel Syndrome is the com-
pression of the median nerve located in 
the wrist causing pain, numbness and a 
tingling sensation throughout the hand 
and arm (OrthoInfo, 2019).  

• Trigger Finger is a condition that locks 
the fingers or thumb when they become 
bent resulting from repeated movement 
or inflammation (WebMd, 2019).  

• Lateral Epicondylitis or ‘Tennis Elbow’ 
is inflammation that occurs after strain-
ing the muscles attached to the elbow re-
sponsible for straightening the wrist 
(NHS, 2017). 

Intensification of these injuries can lead to 
video game players sustaining career-ending 

injuries or even developing life-threatening 
complications. One of the world’s best 
League of Legends players for “Cloud9”, Hai 
Lam who was 23-years-old at the time, was 
forced to retire from competitive gaming due 
to a repetitive strain injury affecting his 
wrists (Kedmey, 2015, April 27; Lam, 2018, 
July 18). Professional Super Smash Brothers 
Melee (SSBM) competitor, Aziz “Hax” Al-
Yami, age 21 at the time, had to forcefully 
abstain from tournaments due to extreme 
hand pain even after two prior hand surgeries 
(Lee, 2016, May 1). Blood clots from seden-
tary behaviour can result in life threatening 
ailments. One 20-year-old woman in China 
almost died from developing deep vein 
thrombosis (DVT) after playing a video 
game for almost 40 consecutive hours while 
sitting (Jou, 2013, April 29). Another 20-
year-old man suffered from DVT and died 
after records show evidence of long gaming 
sessions, with some sessions being up to 12 
hours (BBC, 2011, July 30). 

 

Mental Consequences in eSports 

Competition inherently involves high pres-
sure situations with the possibility of creating 
a winning or losing scenario. These situa-
tions manifest from multiple internal and ex-
ternal expectations, which are dependent on 
the success of the player. Expectations can 
exaggerate negative feelings such as anxiety 
and stress, which can be detrimental to a suc-
cessful performance in any competitive set-
ting leading to burnout. An example of this at 
the professional level of eSports is SSBM 
player, Justin “Plup” McGrath in 2015, suf-
fering a panic attack at the largest fighting 
game tournament, Evolution Championship 
Series, causing him to start medical treatment 
after the episode (Erzberger, 2018, August 
24). Therefore, mental preparation in dealing 
with stress and anxiety should be a staple for 
the success of any current or aspiring eSports 
athlete. 

Having the ability to cope mentally with los-
ing may present itself as aggression and can 
affect the emotional well-being of the player 
and the safety of others. The display of ag-
gressive behavior when losing or after a loss, 
which is commonly expressed in video game 
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vernacular as “raging”, is a common occur-
rence in video gaming. These aggressive ac-
tions between players are normally expressed 
through verbal or written communication 
online, which represents a form of cyber-bul-
lying. Physical violence between players in 
video games is rare but the potential for its 
occurrence is highly possible. In 2018, a 
mass shooting took place at an American 
football eSports event in Jacksonville Florida 
where a participant with a known history of 
mental illness, killed 2 individuals and in-
jured 10 others before taking his own life 
(Pagliery, Devine, & Griffin, 2018, August 
28). An eyewitness from the event stated af-
ter the shooter was eliminated from the com-
petition, he inquired the location of other spe-
cific gamers before his attack (James & Pe-
rez, 2018, August 30). Although this was a 
one-off event, the relationship between men-
tal health and video gaming unfortunately 
creates the possibility of these acts of vio-
lence being repeated. 

 

Likelihood 

This article suggests two root causes that 
may increase the likelihood of these health 
risks: 1) the rapid growth of eSports and 2) 
the dearth of guidance for aspiring eSports 
athletes.  

 

Growth of eSports 

Newzoo projects that the eSports industry 
will become a 950 million-dollar entity by 
the end of 2020 (Newzoo, 2020a). eSports 
viewership has steadily increased over the 
past two years, with the audience total being 
395 million in 2018, 443 million in 2019 and 
a projected 10.5% increase to 495 million by 
the end of 2020 (Newzoo, 2020a). The figure 
representing the total audience is divided into 
two parts: “Occasional Viewers” and  
“eSports Enthusiasts”, where eSports enthu-
siasts are defined as “all people who engage 
with games through playing, viewing gaming 
content and/or hardware or peripheral own-
ership” (Newzoo, 2019b). From this defini-
tion, we can deduce that the number of play-
ers actively participating in eSports would 
also increase. A growing overall interest in 

eSports along with an increasing player base 
may intensify the desire and effort for more 
individuals to pursue professional eSports as 
a full-time career. Thus, insufficient 
knowledge of physical and mental health 
risks facing players may lead to a wider pop-
ulation being affected by the consequences of 
said risks. 

 

The Dearth of Guidance for Aspiring eSports 
Athletes 

For athletes aspiring to pursue a professional 
career in any sporting activity, the support 
and cultivation of athletes can be traced from 
amateurism to professionalism. At an ama-
teur level, athletes are exposed to sporting ac-
tivities, commonly at a young age and under 
the tutelage of coaches, mentors, guardians 
and/or parents. Here, amateur athletes learn 
techniques and lifestyle suggestions to opti-
mize their abilities in the respective sport. 
This type of support transfers over at the pro-
fessional level, where players earn income 
through endorsements, player contracts 
and/or tournament earnings. In eSports, as-
piring eSports athletes play eSports titles 
generally for recreational purposes and are 
responsible for their own playing habits. 
Overall guidance is severely lacking for as-
piring professional eSports athletes although 
recently, academic institutions are beginning 
to play a role in holistic eSports develop-
ment. In North America, 128 colleges and 
universities compete in varsity collegiate  
eSports in multiple athletic leagues (Morri-
son, 2019, February 11). North American 
colleges are also recruiting students to com-
pete for their school by providing full schol-
arships (Asarch, 2019, May 30). Universities 
in the United Kingdom implement eSports in 
their curriculum courses, which focuses on 
both the competitive and business aspects of 
eSports (Sacco & McVean, 2020). In South 
Korea, ambitious competitors can enrol into 
gaming academies officially recognized by 
the South Korean government, where players 
are placed under the guidance of coaches not 
only to improve their skills but also develop 
attributes such as sportsmanship and profes-
sionalism (Kim, 2018, September 21). Alt-
hough this is a step forward for managing as-
piring eSports players, a gap still exists since 
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it is only beneficial to players attending these 
institutions. 

 

Risk Evaluation – Low, Medium or High 
Priority? 

Health risks factors facing players should be 
considered as a high priority for video game 
publishers and by extension the eSports in-
dustry. An epidemic of these primary health 
risks can lead to extensive secondary risks, 
such as legal, social and reputational risks 
possibly affecting the overall eSports indus-
try. Tangible examples of these risks can be 
the over-regulatory response to video game 
addiction by the South Korean government 
(legal) and the official classification of video 
games as a risk for problematic behavior (so-
cial), which affects the overall perception eS-
ports (reputational) since all eSports are fre-
quently labelled under an overarching cate-
gory. 

 

Legal Risk 

The first sign of eSports being a staple in a 
country’s source of entertainment can be 
traced to the popularization of Blizzard’s 
1998 video game, StarCraft, in South Korea. 
StarCraft games were broadcasted on local 
television with the aid of computer-to-televi-
sion broadcasting technology, which helped 
boosted its popularity across Korea (Wagner, 
2006). The popularity of eSports combined 
with the developments in internet technology 
spawned the creation of “PC Bangs”. These 
are 24/7 social gaming cafés equipped with 
high-end computers and high-speed internet, 
which can be accredited as the cornerstone 
for gaming and eSports in South Korea 
(Bräutigam, 2016, November 16). These ad-
vancements in technology unfortunately 
aided in the materialization of internet and 
online video game addiction amongst youths. 
In attempt to curb this crisis, the South Ko-
rean government enacted a “Shutdown 
Law”, which prohibited gamers under the 
age of 16 from playing online games between 
midnight and 6 a.m. unless given permission 
from their parents (Sung-mi, 2016, July 19). 
Király et al. (2018) refer to an experiment 
done by Davies and Blake (2016) to measure 

the effectiveness of this law. This study sug-
gests that this policy, if properly enforced, 
can control the time spent playing games, 
however it may be more unfavourable to its 
players than intended. It was observed that 
players were keener to play after the curfew, 
became upset when required to stop playing 
and negatively affected their gaming experi-
ence.  

 

Social Risk 

As mentioned previously, the World Health 
Association in 2018 categorised excessive 
gaming officially as a disorder in their 11th 
Revision of the International Classification 
of Diseases (ICD-11), which ultimately cor-
relates video gaming as a social risk in devel-
oping behaviours commonly associated with 
a disorder. On the contrary, academic re-
searchers have strong reservations for the of-
ficial classification of the term ‘gaming dis-
order’. The stance by Van Rooij et al. (2018) 
was one of caution as they argued that there 
is insufficient evidence to warrant this classi-
fication. They urged that the exploration of 
underlying motivational factors of problem-
atic gaming should be foremost. Bean et al. 
(2017) also discuss the possibility of ‘moral 
panic’ as a factor for the classification, stat-
ing that WHO officials were compelled by 
Asian countries and stakeholders to include 
video gaming as an addiction disorder.  

 

Reputational Risk 

These two situations can give credence to the 
potential over-arching effect that govern-
ments and organizations can impact the over-
all eSports industry. In both cases, it can be 
argued that implementing sweeping posi-
tions such as these can be considered incon-
venient to most players rather than the minor-
ity. The fundamental trigger for these wide-
ranging reactive responses is the social per-
ception. Negative perceptions surrounding 
gaming activities will not only generate legal 
and social repercussions but may affect fi-
nancial stakeholder involvement. Companies 
may be inclined to withdraw from eSports as 
companies may not want to endorse an indus-
try that develops physical deterioration or 
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mental illness of its core player base. This 
narrative can therefore create a reputational 
risk for competitive video gaming. The 
grouping of all eSports under one umbrella 
also blurs possible health issues that may be 
unique to only one type of eSports genre. 
Thus, these health issues can be perceived to 
have an overlapping effect on the entire  
eSports industry. 

 

Risk Treatment 

Current Practices 

Owners of eSports teams place high priority 
in maintaining the physical and mental well-
being of their sponsored eSports players. 
Professional eSports organizations are heav-
ily investing in infrastructure to act as holis-
tic eSports training facilities, equipped with 
high-end computer hardware, gym facilities 
and personal chefs (Byrne, 2019, January 
16). eSports teams are currently utilizing the 
services of sports psychologists to provide 
players with various ranges of mental health 
support such as building self-confidence, an-
ger management, individual counselling and 
team building exercises (Jurkic, 2019, Janu-
ary 3). Physiotherapists are being hired by 
eSports sponsors to teach their players proper 
ergonomics, hand and wrists exercises and 
provide rehabilitation services (Ring, 2017, 
October 10). Physiotherapists also utilize so-
cial media and streaming services to promote 
their services by providing free educational 
content and exercises to prevent and treat in-
juries to video gamers (Jolly, 2019, July 29). 
Although this is a progressive step to manag-
ing health risk factors, there are some limita-
tions to providing these services on a general 
scale. One limitation is the financial strength 
of the eSports sponsor. Sponsors may be un-
able to provide such comprehensive services 
for their players as it would be costly to 
maintain. The absence of regulatory control 
is also a factor as sponsors are not mandated 
to deliver these services for their players. A 
third limitation is the distribution of health 
information to the public. Lack of exposure 
limits the impact of health practitioners’ free 
services as they may only be viewed by play-
ers actively seeking their content. 

This article suggests that a Company Stake-
holder Responsibility approach may address 
these limitations. We will now briefly cover 
the concepts that shape Company Stake-
holder Responsibility. 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility and Stake-
holder Theory  

Corporate Social Responsibility has been 
heavily discussed by academics throughout 
history (Carroll, 1999) with multiple differ-
ent definitions according to the facet of the 
‘social responsibility’ being determined. An 
analysis by Dahlsrud (2008) examined the 
definitions of Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity. The author discovered that each defini-
tion fell into one or more of the following 
five dimensions; stakeholder, social, eco-
nomic, voluntariness and environmental. 
Although corporate social responsibility can 
satisfy these multiple dimensions in accord-
ance with the type of activity being imple-
mented, the foundation of corporate social 
responsibility remains constant for any busi-
ness; providing a duty of care to society 
while maximizing profits for their sharehold-
ers (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). In some 
cases, pursuance of corporate social respon-
sibility by businesses is not purely philan-
thropic as financial opportunities may arise 
from these practices. Carroll and Shabana 
(2010) refer to Kurucz et al. (2008) by argu-
ing the following as benefits for businesses 
that may practice ethical and philanthropic 
responsibilities associated with corporate so-
cial responsibility: reducing cost and risk ex-
posure; achieving a competitive edge; im-
proving business reputation and legitimacy 
and; seeking beneficial results for all parties 
through synergistic value creation.  

On the contrary, corporate social responsibil-
ity actions may be viewed as untrustworthy 
by businesses whose goods or services are 
linked with negative publicity. Yoon, 
Gürhan-Canli and Schwarz’s (2008) study 
explores the relationship between companies 
with bad reputations and corporate social re-
sponsibility. It was found that consumer per-
ception of the company’s corporate social re-
sponsibility activities was based on the level 
of salience and the information source. When 
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considering activities with high benefit sali-
ence for a company, they discovered that 
consumers were sceptical of the company’s 
intentions, which crafted a negative outlook 
of the company if these activities were self-
promoted instead of from a neutral source. 
However, consumers viewed activities of 
low benefit salience for a company as more 
genuine when promoted from neutral source. 
Considering the potential advantages and 
disadvantages of corporate social responsi-
bility practices, it is therefore imperative to 
evaluate the current social perception of the 
business, which ultimately determines the 
business approach to Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility activities for maximum effec-
tiveness.  

The concept of Stakeholder Theory was first 
theorized by R.E. Freeman in his 1984 publi-
cation titled “Strategic Management: A 
Stakeholder Approach” (Stieb, 2009). Bird et 
al. (2007) outline the overall purpose of this 
approach as extending the resources of a 
company to satisfy the needs of an expansive 
range of stakeholders instead of primarily its 
shareholders. There are some intersectional 
traits between the concepts of Corporate So-
cial Responsibility and Stakeholder Theory, 
but they do have their own dissimilar traits. 
A key distinction that Freeman and Dmytri-
yev (2017) identify is the perspective; how 
the company is viewed through the lens of 
each concept. They state that Stakeholder 
Theory values the interests of all interde-
pendent stakeholders of a company whereas 
Corporate Social Responsibility caters to the 
overall responsibility of the public over the 
value of stakeholders. 

 

Company Stakeholder Responsibility 

Company Stakeholder Responsibility can be 
considered the union of both Corporate So-
cial Responsibility and Stakeholder Theory 
or a “Stakeholder approach to Corporate So-
cial Responsibility”. This concept developed 
by Freeman and Velamuri (2006) aimed to 
address two inadequacies of Corporate So-
cial Responsibility: (I) corporate social re-
sponsibility encourages the philosophy that 
business and social issues can be addressed 

independently and (II) corporate social re-
sponsibility is only applicable to corpora-
tions and not all different types of organiza-
tions. This led to the ideology of Company 
Stakeholder Responsibility and the following 
ten principles: 

“(1) We see stakeholder interests as going to-
gether over time.  

(2) We see stakeholders as real people with 
names and faces and children. They are com-
plex.  

(3) We seek solutions to issues that satisfy 
multiple stakeholders simultaneously.  

(4) We engage in intensive communication 
and dialogue with stakeholders, not just those 
who are ‘friendly’.  

(5) We commit to a philosophy of volunta-
rism – to manage stakeholder relationships 
ourselves, rather than leaving it to govern-
ment.  

(6) We generalize the marketing approach.  

(7) Everything that we do serves our stake-
holders. We never trade off the interests of 
one versus the other continuously over time.  

(8) We negotiate with primary and secondary 
stakeholders.  

(9) We constantly monitor and redesign pro-
cesses so that we can better serve our stake-
holders.  

(10) We act with purpose that fulfils our 
commitment to stakeholders. We act with as-
piration toward our dreams and theirs.” 
(Freeman & Velamuri, 2006, pp.16-22). 

These principles were intentionally designed 
to be used as a business tool for further de-
velopment by businesses (Freeman and Ve-
lamuri, 2006). Therefore, these principles of 
Company Stakeholder Responsibility are de-
liberately fluid by design, focusing on the so-
cial qualities of Corporate Social Responsi-
bility and its stakeholders. It can then be as-
sumed that the relevance of each principle is 
purely subjective to the business; as each 
principle may be weighted different based on 
the purpose and goals of the company. Each 
principle may also be more beneficial to one 



 - 126 - 

group of stakeholders over another, conse-
quently providing varying levels or types of 
value for each stakeholder. 

 

Findings 

The following was based on the results col-
lected from the author’s research from their 
master’s dissertation. 

To help shape the model, a questionnaire was 
distributed to rank the hypothetical impact of 
treating health risks if video game publishers 
were to implement said principles. Questions 
were designed using a Likert Scale format as 
participants were asked to rate each principle 
based on their applicability in addressing 

health risks. The values in figure 1 represent 
the actual count of all responses. There were 
37 responses in total.  

This data was further analyzed by construct-
ing a scale with the use of these rating ques-
tions. Values were assigned to each response 
with the use of coding and reverse coding for 
negative responses (Saunders, Lewis, & 
Thornhill, 2016). The coding was as follows: 

-3: Extremely unimportant; -2: Unimportant, 
-1: Slightly unimportant, 0: Neither unim-
portant nor important (Neutral); 1: Slightly 
important; 2: Important; 3: Extremely im-
portant 

The results are depicted in figure 1. 

 

Figure 3: Rating of Company Stakeholder Responsibility Principles by eSports Players in  
Treating Potential Health Issues 

eSports – CSR Model 

The role of video game publishers and cor-
porate social responsibility has been briefly 
mentioned in academic literature; however, 
no studies have explored developing a theo-
retical model on how video game publishers 
can act more socially responsible for the di-
rect betterment of its players. Thus, based on 
the results and findings, this article proposes 
a socially based model for video game pub-
lishers. This will attempt to incorporate ac-
tions that may minimize excessive gaming 
health risks factors facing eSports players. 
From aggregating the results from the CSR 
rating analysis, it illustrates that eSports 
players believe that each principle had an 

ability to treat health risks, but each principle 
varies in their individual potential impact. To 
facilitate in constructing this model, this pa-
per separates and groups these principles by 
hierarchy, which will aid in shaping the 
model based on the rankings from the results. 
The principles are classified into the follow-
ing general categories of relevance: High 
Relevance, Medium Relevance and Low 
Relevance. The design of the model was in-
fluenced by these results. 

High Relevance (score of 50 and above) 

Principle (4) - We engage in intensive com-
munication and dialogue with stakeholders, 
not just those who are ‘friendly’. 
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Principle (3) - We seek solutions to issues 
that satisfy multiple stakeholders simultane-
ously. 

Principle (2) - We see stakeholders as real 
people with names and faces and children. 
They are complex. 

Principle (5) - We commit to a philosophy of 
voluntarism – to manage stakeholder rela-
tionships ourselves, rather than leaving it to 
government.  

Principle (9) - We constantly monitor and re-
design processes so that we can better serve 
our stakeholders.  

Medium Relevance (score of 40-49) 

Principle (1) - We see stakeholder interest as 
going together over time. 

Principle (10) - We act with purpose that ful-
fils our commitment to stakeholders. We act 
with aspiration towards our dreams and 
theirs.  

Principle (8) - We negotiate with primary 
and secondary stakeholders.  

Low Relevance (score of 39 and under) 

Principle (7) - Everything that we do serves 
our stakeholders. We never trade off the in-
terests of one versus the other continuously 
over time. 

Principle (6) - We generalize the marketing 
approach. 

The original numbering chosen by Freeman 
and Velamuri (2006) in their academic liter-
ature was used to maintain uniformity. The 
model considers the weighting of these 
scores as a guide in developing its multiple 
stages. It is imperative to note that these 
scores are based on the subjective hierar-
chical quantitative analysis of respondents, 
which is used as a general starting point for 
developing a proposed, introductory theoret-
ical model regarding eSports and CSR.  

 
Figure 2: eSports - CSR Model 

 

First (1st) Stage: – Initiation 

Initiation correlates to the philosophy of 
Principle (5) and the approach to volunteer-
ism (high). Before embarking on creating so-
lutions to reduce health risks, video game 
publishers will have to first willingly intend 
to adopt this approach. Publishers will first 
have to understand and accept the potential 
impact of the health risks to their business 
and the global eSports business environment 
in which they operate. This will require video 
game publishers to recalibrate their approach 
to video games where ensuring the well-be-
ing of players becomes a priority alongside 
financial profits.  

The rise in eSports popularity expatiate the 
awareness to health risks surrounding video 
gaming, which may justify further social ad-
vocacy for video game companies to assume 
responsibility for the consequences of these 
risks. This can lead to over-regulation 
through government intervention, which 
publishers and developers will be legally 
bound to comply. A proactive approach may 
decrease the severity of government sanc-
tions or even negate the possibility of gov-
ernment intervention. This stage may be the 
most significant to accept, but also the most 
challenging to implement. Acceptance of this 
approach verifies to the public that video 
gaming/eSports present inherent risks to its 
players. If this narrative is managed incor-
rectly, it can produce external pressures from 
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society that can jeopardize the growth of the 
eSports industry. It may also be difficult for 
publishers to rationalize volunteerism as a 
necessity because of the current upward trend 
of the eSports business. 

 

Second (2nd) Stage: – Collaboration and As-
sessment 

The second stage is “Collaboration and As-
sessment”, which satisfies the viewpoints es-
tablished by both Principle (4) (High) and 
Principle (8) (Medium), which promotes 
thorough discussions, negotiations and alli-
ances with all primary and secondary stake-
holders, including critics. This stage draws 
insight proposed by Yousafzai, Hussain and 
Griffiths (2013) from their editorial “Social 
responsibility in online video gaming: What 
should the video game industry do?” They 
suggest that video publishers should collabo-
rate with academics, healthcare and the video 
game industry to combat pathological gam-
ing patterns. However, for the purpose of this 
model, the concept of collaboration focuses 
on addressing health risks caused by exces-
sive gaming of eSports players and not solely 
pathological gaming. It is important that  
eSports publishers understand holistically 
the categories of risks of their player base so 
that these risks can be properly treated. eS-
ports publishers should liaise with current 
eSports stakeholders who provide services in 
identifying, assessing, and treating health 
risks related to competitive video gaming 
such as physiotherapists, academic research-
ers, psychologists and establishing relation-
ships with global organizations such as the 
World Health Organization (WHO). Stake-
holders may impart significant value in ad-
dressing these risks; however, they may be 
firm criticizers of the current nonchalant ap-
proach of video game publishers to improve 
the well-being of their players. Negotiations 
with stakeholders will help cultivate mutual 
long-term in providing continuous well-be-
ing for eSports players. 

 

 

 

 

Third (3rd) Stage: – Marketing 

This stage satisfies the following two princi-
ples: principle (3) - seeking solutions to is-
sues that satisfy multiple stakeholders simul-
taneously (high) and principle (2) - we see 
stakeholders as real people with names and 
faces and children; they are complex (high).  

Video game publishers are responsible for 
the manufacturing, distribution and market-
ing of video games. The main responsibility 
of publishers that this model will consider is 
their marketing function. After collaborating 
with stakeholders and assessing the major 
health risks of the video game’s player base, 
publishers can utilize a multitude of methods 
to disseminate knowledge regarding health 
risks. A knowledge-based marketing method 
that can be beneficial for eSports publishers 
is adopting a “thought leadership” approach. 
McCrimmon defines the basis of thought 
leadership as “the power of ideas to trans-
form the way we (people) think” (2005). In 
terms of marketing, a thought leadership 
marketing strategy can be described as estab-
lishing a business as an expert and leader in 
their field through the creation and distribu-
tion of exceptional knowledge for its stake-
holders (FirstPageSage, 2019). A content 
creation approach through social media and 
streaming platforms can be valuable for dis-
tributing knowledge. This method should be 
highly considered as eSports players custom-
arily follow video game publishers through 
multiple online platforms. The thought lead-
ership marketing approach can benefit from 
digital distribution as players routinely view 
eSports content online. Types of content cre-
ation that video game publishers can use are, 
but are not limited to, frequent posts regard-
ing the ramifications of excessive gaming 
through social media; audio/video podcasts 
and blogs with healthcare professionals 
through streaming services and utilizing in-
fluencer marketing by sponsoring popular 
eSports/streamers to promote physical and 
mental well-being.  

Publishers can also undertake traditional 
marketing techniques such as:  

• Use of advertising slots on popular video 
streaming platforms such as Twitch and 
YouTube to promote quick and simple 
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hand exercises when viewing streams. 
Short public service announcements 
promoting the importance of physical 
and mental well-being during these ad-
vertising slots may also be beneficial.  

• Raising awareness at physical video 
game events such as eSports tourna-
ments and video game conventions. 

• Sponsorship/philanthropy of academic 
research in the areas of video games, 
health risks factors and eSports.  

• Sponsorship of eSports related content 
online to include well-being practices 
(tutorials videos, tournament videos,  
eSports programmes, etc…) 

It is imperative that publishers produce con-
sistent content that are educational, valuable 
and genuine for all age groups (Zottola, 
2019, August 15), as player interest and par-
ticipation in eSports are wide-ranging from 
children to adults. Health risks factors caused 
by excessive gaming affect players of all 
ages; therefore, publishers should consider 
various marketing approaches to benefit 
players across all age groups. This approach 
also “humanizes” players, viewing them as 
not just a consumer, but real individuals that 
can face exposure to health risks factors 
stemming from video game practices. 

 

Fourth (4th) Stage: – Review and Redesign 

The review and redesign stage correlate 
mainly with Principle (9) (high); constantly 
monitoring and redesigning processes so that 
we (video game publishers) can better serve 
our stakeholders (eSports players). This step 
will examine the influence of publishers’ var-
ious marketing strategies and redesign ap-
proaches where necessary. Measuring short 
term impact may be difficult to determine for 
this type of marketing strategy. A direct way 
of quantitative analysis can be calculating the 
frequency of content viewership across so-
cial media or commonly referred to as “num-
ber of hits” per content shared. A qualitative 
approach can be performing unstructured in-
terviews with players of all levels at tourna-
ments to assess their interaction with the con-
tent. Assessment and feedback from players 

will provide a comprehensive picture be-
tween successful and unsuccessful methods. 
As a result, publishers, in collaboration with 
their stakeholders, should then aim to im-
prove on ineffective methods through contin-
uously reviewing and redesigning said meth-
ods. From the diagram model, the fourth 
stage feeds back into the initiation stage. This 
is a critical step to acknowledge that this ap-
proach is a cyclic process as video game pub-
lishers need to continually provide this sup-
port for its players. This in turn provides con-
stant information and guidance for eSports 
players and displays a level of commitment 
from video game publishers.  

 

Remarks 

This model aims to provide eSports players 
at all levels with knowledge to minimize the 
health risks generated by excessive gaming. 
For aspiring professional eSports players, 
this familiarity of health risks factors from 
the beginning can be beneficial to player lon-
gevity when competing in eSports tourna-
ments. Players would be well-informed of 
optimal techniques that reduce physical and 
mental health risk factors, which can be ad-
vantageous to their prospective eSports ca-
reer. Therefore, this theoretical model by na-
ture when viewed holistically addresses two 
incessant principles of CSR when consider-
ing aspiring professional eSports players: 
Principle (1) - We see stakeholder interest as 
going together over time (medium) and Prin-
ciple (10) - We act with purpose that fulfils 
our commitment to stakeholders. We act with 
aspiration towards our dreams and theirs 
(medium).  

Should video game publishers adopt this 
model? 

Video game publishers adopting this ap-
proach may experience different advantages 
according to their relationship within their 
eSports ecosystem. In a centralized eSports 
management model where publishers and de-
velopers are responsible for their own eS-
ports events, video game publishers may 
mimic the role of an over-arching eSports 
federation by providing a duty of care to its 
players. This may alleviate potential exces-
sive laws and regulations if governments 
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were to intervene. It would also signify a 
sense of maturity and professionalism of 
their eSports ecosystem, which can encour-
age further financial investors. In a decentral-
ized model where third-party tournament or-
ganizers are mainly responsible for eSports 
management, direct engagement from video 
game publishers may help validate and grow 
the budding eSports community for that 
video game. This in turn may encourage new 
players into eSports and may garner support 
from the community for other published 
games.  

Can video game publishers adopt this 
model? 

Implementation can be limited by the re-
sources available to video game publishers. 
Proactive implementation of this model in-
volves heavy collaboration with other busi-
nesses than may not be currently involved in  
eSports. Building relationships between mul-
tiple stakeholders can be time-consuming 
and expensive to implement. Therefore, the 
publishers practicing these principles require 
a holistic approach when investing in this 
strategy. Support from shareholders should 
also be essential before undertaking this ap-
proach. The primary function for video game 
publishers is maximizing profit, thus video 
game publishers will be required to under-
stand the equilibrium necessary to create har-
mony between generating profits and provid-
ing a duty of care to its players. 

 

Conclusion 

The growing popularity of the eSports indus-
try creates a multitude of new opportunities 
for investors, businesses and competitive 
video gamers alike. Financial investments 
from renowned corporations and substantial 
tournament earnings create an allure for as-
piring eSports players to pursue eSports as a 
financial career. This creates a scenario for 
players to optimize their skills, which en-
courages players to increase their playing 
time and the intensity with which they play. 
However, excessive gaming has been linked 
with severe physical injuries of all levels of 
video gamers. Video gaming has also been 
discussed in academia to inherently contain 

factors that contribute to mental health addic-
tion. With eSports being promoted as a new-
found career choice while incorporating the 
additional element of competition, this can 
intensify existing risk factors and introduce 
new risks factors concerning all players of 
eSports titles. Widespread publicity of health 
issues affecting players may create emergent 
secondary risks, which may cause over-regu-
latory governmental intervention due to soci-
etal pressures. For an activity that poses in-
herent health risk factors that cannot be 
avoided, knowledge of preventative 
measures can be a justifiable risk treatment 
option to improve the performance and the 
longevity of its players.  

This article suggests a 4-step cyclic approach 
that video game publishers can adopt to treat 
health risks factors through marketing; initi-
ation; collaboration and assessment; market-
ing; review and redesign. These steps were 
built on the principles of Company Stake-
holder Responsibility and its design was 
based on feedback from eSports players. 
Stage one involves initiation, which will re-
quire video game publishers to care for the 
management of their player base without be-
ing coerced by governmental bodies. Stage 
two encompasses collaboration and assess-
ment, which entails the proactive coopera-
tion between video game publishers and 
other eSports stakeholders to assess the risks 
of their player base. Stage three involves 
marketing, which assumes a thought leader-
ship marketing approach. This approach cre-
ates and distributes knowledge to its stake-
holders, aiming to provide solutions to these 
risks and appreciate that their player base are 
more than just consumers of their product. 
Stage four deals with reviewing and rede-
signing of marketing approaches and revalu-
ation of stakeholder involvement based on 
the effectiveness of their marketing strate-
gies. This theoretical model may be effective 
for video game publishers; however, this ef-
fectiveness is dependent on the sincerity of 
their efforts and prior to the possible exacer-
bation of health risks factors caused by ex-
cessive video gaming. Pursuance of these ac-
tions after societal or governmental pressures 
may appear disingenuous, which can affect 
the reputation of video game publishers and 



 - 131 - 

the eSports industry. To implement this ap-
proach is also dependent on the commitment 
and resources available for video games pub-
lishers. 

Widespread publicity of 
health issues affecting 

players may create 
emergent secondary 

risks, which may cause 
over-regulatory govern-
mental intervention due 

to societal pressures 

This article simply acts as a starting point for 
an expansion of further research involving 

CSR and video gamers. One scope can be the 
further analysis of the model and how this ap-
proach can be implemented from the views 
of multiple stakeholders such as players, 
publishers, healthcare professionals and aca-
demics. Furthermore, research can examine 
the applicability of this approach to not only 
eSports related games but being established 
as standard practice by publishers across all 
genres of video games. A third topic of re-
search can be an evaluation of excessive 
gaming across multiple eSports titles; do all 
eSports expose their player base to the same 
level of risks? If not, what are the distin-
guishing factors that contribute to this diver-
sity? A fourth area of research relating to ex-
cessive video gaming and physical health 
risks factors can be the exposure facing video 
game streamers and the relationship between 
monetary gain and excessive gaming prac-
tices. 
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