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1
A N  O V E R V I E W  O F  E S P O R T S 

I N  H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N

What Is It, How Big Is It, and How Does It Work?

I n Culture Is Our Business, Marshal McLuhan (1970) predicted that elec-
tronic media would restructure human society into tribes of affiliation. 
Kozinets (1999), writing nearly 30 years later, pointed to electronic 

games as offering “an important space from which to examine the intersec-
tion of recreational and relational online modes in the creation and collective 
consumptions of fantasy experience” (p. 262). Now, 50 years after McLuhan’s 
observations and 20 years after those of Kozinets, electronic sports, or esports 
as it is commonly called, offers ample evidence of the prescience of those 
two scholars. Esports is at the center of a global gaming and business phe-
nomenon (Seo, 2013) that includes wide- scale interest and participation by 
a diverse array of people.

Among those esports players are college students who, as part of nonin-
stitutional teams as well as teams affiliated with their colleges and universi-
ties, spend a great deal of effort and time perfecting their skills and sharing 
their experiences with virtual networks of other players. A growing num-
ber of institutions see esports as presenting opportunities such as increasing 
enrollment, student learning and development, and institutional prestige. 
How many students are involved in esports? In what games? What are their 
experiences in esports? How many institutions are offering esports opportu-
nities? In what forms? How is that working out for them? How are esports 
organized as a field? Who, if anyone, is governing intercollegiate esports? We 
will attempt to answer these and other questions about esports and higher 
education throughout the course of this book.
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esports in higher education2

We begin in this chapter by offering an overview of esports. What exactly 
is it, and who is competing in it? Who is attending esport events? How are 
people learning about esports? Who is watching esports and through what 
means? Is it really a sport? Next, we discuss esports as a business and enter-
tainment enterprise before moving into specifically exploring the big- picture 
questions about the connection between esports and higher education.

What Is Esports?

It might be helpful at this point to define esports. As Funk et al. (2018) wryly 
observed, “While all eSports are video games, not all video games should 
be classified as sports” (p. 9). A simple definition is that esports are multi-
player video games that are played competitively, often for spectators, either 
over local area networks (LANs) or online. However, the relatively recent 
emergence of esports as an international phenomenon, the rapidly changing 
nature of the underlying technology, the variety of types of games generally 
included within the field, and the diversity of disciplinary perspectives of 
those seeking to author a definition all make developing a singular and com-
monly accepted definition somewhat of a challenge.

Defining Sports
Those seeking to define esports commonly begin their effort by offering a 
definition of sport itself. A number draw on the work of Tiedemann (2004), 
who defined sport as

a cultural field of activity in which human beings voluntarily go into a real 
or only imagined relation to other people with the conscious intention 
to develop their abilities and accomplishments particularly in the area of 
skilled motion and to compare themselves with these other people accord-
ing to rules put self [sic] or adopted without intending to damage them or 
themselves deliberately. (p. 3)

Wagner (n.d.) refined Tiedemann’s definition of sport by highlighting cul-
tural relevance. He offered the following:

Sport is a cultural field of activity in which people voluntarily engage with 
other people with the conscious intention to develop and train abilities of 
cultural importance and to compare themselves with these other people in 
these abilities according to generally accepted rules and without deliber-
ately harming anybody. (p. 2)
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3what is it, how big is it, and how does it work?

Defining Esports
Working from this definition and noting that in contemporary society tech-
nological skills are culturally important, Wagner (n.d.) went on to define 
esports as “an area of sport activities in which people develop and train mental 
or physical abilities in the use of information and communication technolo-
gies” (p. 3).

Hamari and Sjöblom (2017), in somewhat of a departure from 
Wagner, put the emphasis on “what constitutes the ‘e’ in eSport” (p. 213). 
For them,

the crucial question is then what portions or aspects of the sport have to be 
electronic and/or computer mediated for a sporting activity to be counted 
as an eSport. We argue that the main difference between a sport and an 
eSport comes down to where the player or team activities that determine 
the outcomes of the sport/play are manifested. In traditional sports, all 
outcome- defining activities can be seen to happen in the “real world,” even 
though the sport’s practitioners may employ electronic and computerized 
systems to aid the sporting activities. However, we observe and argue that 
in eSports, the outcome- defining activities happen in a “virtual world”; 
however, it is not the physical and practical circumstances that the player 
inhabits that ultimately defines the outcome of play, but rather the system 
states that exist within the confines of the electronic system (which is con-
trolled by the player and governed by the rules of the eSport’s software and 
technology). (p. 213)

Seo (2013) differentiated esports from other electronic gaming practices in 
that esports “is primarily played to improve consumer abilities in the use of 
digital technologies and playing computer games as a form of competition” 
(p. 1544). Seo also noted that

a computer game played for eSports must feature some objective measures 
of comparison that can be used to judge players’ performances within the 
game. These measures may and often do vary from one computer platform 
to another. For instance, in one computer game, players may be required to 
defeat their opponents, whereas in another game, their performance may 
be judged according to their gaming score. Furthermore, the rules and for-
mats of competition are often governed by the external governing bodies 
and communities of eSports players, which now perform an institutionaliz-
ing role in ensuring the consistency of conduct among various competitive 
computer- gaming practices. (p. 1544)
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esports in higher education4

Types of Esports Games
So what games make up esports, and what are those games like? This section 
offers a typology of the most common forms of electronic games played com-
petitively as esports and offers examples of some of the most popular game 
titles within each of those forms of games (Gambling Sites, n.d.).

Multiplayer Online Battle Arena Games
Multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) games are typically contests with 
two opposing teams made up of individual players. Team sizes vary, but five 
members is common. The team’s objective is to destroy the other team’s base, 
but other goals are sometimes identified (e.g., eliminating all the members of 
the opposing team).

Individual team members have control of a character in the game, and 
those characters are known as heroes. The strength and skill sets of heroes can 
be developed through acquiring experience in the game or through obtaining 
various game items through wager (chapter 5 includes further discussion of 
gambling in esports) or conquest (either capturing an item or buying it from 
the game store using game currency earned through various accomplish-
ments in the game). There are various hero types in the games, and a team 
will typically have a strategy as to the mix of heroes it employs.

MOBA is a very popular form of esports. Among the most popular 
MOBA games in esports are Dota 2, League of Legends, Smite, and Heroes 
of the Storm.

First-Person Shooter
First- person shooter (FPS) games are one of the earliest forms of esports 
games. They first appeared in the mid- 1970s, and their popularity skyrock-
eted in the 1990s. FPS games are similar to MOBA games in that the com-
mon objectives are to eliminate the other players or to capture the base of the 
other players. FPS games may be played individually against the computer, 
individually against other players, or individually in what is called co- op, 
where players work together as part of a squad. Problem- solving or puzzle- 
solving and strategy (particularly as it relates to selection of weapons and 
battle gear) are important elements of many FPSs.

A distinguishing feature of FPS games is that players view the game from 
the perspective of their character (or avatar). There are also third- person 
shooter (TPS) games. Fortnite, which actually has three versions (coopera-
tive, battle royale, and build- your- own- environment), is one extremely pop-
ular example of a TPS game.
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5what is it, how big is it, and how does it work?

FPS avatars may be enhanced (or healed) through the addition of 
resources, skill sets, or characteristics. These enhancements are acquired 
through activities in the game, wagers, or purchases with game currency 
earned in the course of play.

FPS games are more popular in the Western market. Top FPS games 
in esports include Counter- Strike: Global Offensive, Halo, Battlefield, 
Overwatch, and Call of Duty.

Fighting Games
Fighting games feature two players doing exaggerated or fantastical combat 
with one another. More realistic fighting games such as those about boxing 
or wrestling are commonly classified as sports games, discussed later in this 
section. Some games allow the option for multiple- player combat. Some, 
but not all, fighting games allow the players to make use of weapons. Unlike 
MOBA and FPS, fighting games commonly take place in smaller defined 
spaces.

Players in fighting games select characters with specified characteristics 
and abilities, including special fighting moves triggered through combina-
tions of keystrokes or controller moves. Contests commonly take place in the 
form of timed rounds viewed from the side. Street Fighter and Super Smash 
Bros. are examples of fighting games that are popular in esports.

Real-Time Strategy
In contrast to turn- based strategy games (TBS), in which players alternate 
turns throughout the course of the game, real- time strategy (RTS) contests 
allow players to take simultaneous actions (or no action) as they pursue the 
goals of developing their various game assets for the purposes of beating 
their opponents’ armies, undermining their resources, or capturing their 
territories. RTS games offer an objective overhead view of the terrain in 
the player’s particular area of the game, with a smaller full- game map avail-
able off to the side.

Moss (2017), who credited Dune II producer Brett Sperry with creat-
ing the term real- time strategy game, pointed out the important distinction 
between tactics and strategy. He wrote:

Strategy refers to high- level plans whereas tactics is focused on the finer 
points of execution of specific objectives. In more explicit video game 
terms, strategy is building and managing armies from the buildings you 
add to your base with the resources you mine/harvest; tactics is just the 
combat stuff, with in- depth battleground mechanics that focus on unit for-
mations and positioning and exploiting terrain features to your advantage. 
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esports in higher education6

Real- time strategy usually includes some tactics, but real- time tactics rarely 
includes strategy mechanics. (para. 4)

Many RTS games are best suited for single- player gaming, but there are some 
team games as well. StarCraft II is probably the best known RTS team game. 
Warcraft III, Age of Empires, and World in Conflict are popular RTS single- 
player esports games.

Sports and Racing
Sports games are arguably the oldest of the esports game forms. William 
Higinbotham created Tennis for Two in 1958 as a game to be played on an 
oscilloscope between two players (Reimer, 2005). Since then the form has 
obviously grown in numerous ways. Today sports and racing games include 
titles that mirror real- life sports as well as some that take a more imaginary 
approach.

Sports and racing games are commonly single- player games and increas-
ingly are associated with major sports associations or franchises. Players may 
orchestrate the actions of a single character or those of an entire team in the 
game. Racing games include the subcategories of arcade- style, simulation, 
and kart games.

Sports and racing games are not as popular as some of the other 
types of games identified here, but they do represent a recognizable set of 
esports games. FIFA Football/Soccer, Madden, and NBA22K are exam-
ples of very popular esports realistic sports games. Rocket League is an 
interesting sports- type game in that it is a fantasy game in which players 
use rocket- powered craft to move around balls. Although racing games 
are not as common as sports games in esports, Forza, Gran Turismo, 
and NASCAR are examples of racing games that are used for esports 
competitions.

Miscellaneous
Typologies are rarely perfect; distinctions are rarely fully refined within cat-
egories, and the process of categorization inevitably fails to be fully inclusive. 
Our typology of esports games is no exception. There are a few games that do 
not fit into any of the major types already identified but are very popular all 
the same. Most notable among these is Hearthstone: Heroes of Warcraft, a 
card- based game in which players take turns and use acquired skills and game 
items to compete with one another.
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7what is it, how big is it, and how does it work?

Esports Understood as Part of the Experience Economy
Seo (2013), drawing on the work of Pine and Gilmore (1998), pointed out 
that esports is more than simply the competitions themselves. Writing in 
1998, Pine and Gilmore described an emerging experience economy—one 
driven by people interested in taking part in and sharing experiences of one 
sort or another. Their quadrant model describing the kinds of experiences in 
which consumers may be interested is represented in Figure 1.1.

Seo (2013) described esports in terms of the experience economy

not merely as a form of playing computer games but as a complex phe-
nomenon characterized by the confluence of multiple interrelated expe-
riential performances. For instance, apart from playing computer games 
competitively (escape), eSports experience can be amplified by attending 
eSports events (esthetic), learning about eSports practices (educational), 
and watching eSports media (entertainment). (p. 1543)

We will pick up on Seo’s (2013) point about the broader construct of esports 
by taking some time to discuss who is playing esports (escape), the ways in 
which people attend esports events (esthetic), the ways people learn about 
(train for) esports (educational), and how people watch esports or esports- 
related media (entertainment).

Figure 1.1.  Pine and Gilmore’s model of consumer experiences.

Absorption 

Entertaining 

Passive 

Educational 

Active

Participation 

Esthetic 

Participation
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Note. Adapted from Pine & Gilmore (1998).
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Who Is Competing in Esports?

Having broadly defined and described esports, we now turn our attention to 
how many people are competing in esports and who they are. Atari hosted a 
national Space Invaders competition in 1980 that drew 10,000 participants 
(Egency, 2018). We have come a long way from that event. It is difficult to 
find data on the number of people competing in esports worldwide, but data 
are available for the number of people playing various esports game titles. 
Table 1.1 presents select data for August 2017.

Although we cannot discern discrete users from the global data, it is 
reasonable to assert that at least 1 billion people are playing games associ-
ated with esports on an annual basis somewhere around the world. Goldman 
Sachs has estimated the number of monthly esports gamers (those taking part 
in esports as athletes, attendees at events, or viewers online) to be about 167 
million people monthly (Rapoza, 2019), and it seems reasonable to believe 
that a significant portion of that number are actually participating as ath-
letes in esports. One poll found that 58% of Americans aged 14 to 21 years 
old reported having played video games competitively (Ingraham, 2018). 
Other available data from Electronic Entertainment Design and Research 
(EEDAR) on esports players indicate that 64% of esports players are male 
and that the average age (which interestingly varies from game title to game 
title) ranges from 24 to 27 years old (EEDAR, 2015).

TABLE 1.1 
Number of Players Worldwide for Selected Esports Games

Game Players (Millions)

StarCraft II 2.4

PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds 6.8

Counter- Strike: Global Offensive 11.9

FIFA 17 12.3

World of Tanks 12.3

Dota 2 12.6

Hearthstone 23.9

Call of Duty 28.1

League of Legends 100.0

Note. Adapted from Gough (2017).
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9what is it, how big is it, and how does it work?

There are player data available specific to the United States. About 211 
million people in the United States play video games (EEDAR, 2015). A 
little over one third of those video gamers are aware of esports, and 11% (23 
million people) participate in some way. The 23 million individual esports 
participants include those who compete, attend esports events, or watch 
esports.

How Many Are Attending Esports Events?

All right. We have some sense of what esports is and of how many people 
are competing in it. Our next question is how many people attend esports 
events? Here again, it can be difficult to get precise global data in regard to 
attendance. That difficulty stems both from the methodological challenges of 
global data gathering and from concerns regarding data supplied by organ-
izers and promoters of esports events. Nonetheless, we will present what data 
are available with a caveat to our readers to be mindful of these difficulties.

About 40% of those who play esports indicate that they are likely to 
attend an esports event (EEDAR, 2015). Of course, not everyone who 
attends an esports event also plays esports. Family and friends of players, 
sponsors and their guests, members of the media, curious folks, and others 
may also attend.

There are a substantial number of esports events taking place every 
month around the world. These events vary in size from smaller local and 
regional tournaments to larger national and international events. The top 
nine esports events in terms of live attendance are shared in Table 1.2.

The demand is such that at least one city in the United States is 
planning for the construction of an esports arena. The Fusion Arena, a 
65,000- square- foot facility, will be home to the Philadelphia Fusion, the 
city’s team in the professional Overwatch League (Tran, 2019). In addition 
to hosting the team’s home events, the arena will also serve as the center for 
the team’s recruitment, training, and regular competitions.

Learning About Esports

We have described esports, the people who compete, and the people who 
attend events. Continuing with Seo’s (2013) framework for understanding 
esports, how is it that people learn about esports? Who is learning? What 
about training as a form of learning? We will share information in this sec-
tion to round out this answer, but a truly exhaustive discussion would take 
more space than we have here.
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Online Learning
How are people learning about esports? The quick answer is in lots of ways. 
A longer answer is through competing and practicing (more on training later 
in this section). Another answer is through watching esports. Let’s talk about 
how people watch esports and who the people watching are. Here we will 
note that more than 60% of those people who watch esports online indicate 
that one of the reasons they do so is to improve their own play. A cursory 
search on YouTube turns up myriad videos available for those who want to 
learn more about competing in esports, being a competitor, being an entre-
preneur, or the athletes and media celebrities associated with esports. There 
are also a plethora of websites across the internet offering similar information 
and a variety of social media feeds to which one can subscribe. Learning about 
esports, however, is not limited to new media. A quick search of Amazon 
returns a variety of books ranging from learning how to play to learning how 
to be an esports entrepreneur.

TABLE 1.2 
Most Attended Esports Events

Event Location (Year) Reported Attendance

ESL One/Intel Extreme 
Masters

Katowice, Poland (2019) 174,000

League of Legends World 
Final

Beijing, People’s Republic 
of China (2017)

80,000

ESL Dota
Frankfurt, Germany 
(2015)

52,000

League of Legends World 
Final

Seoul, South Korea (2014) 45,000

Overwatch League Grand 
Finals

New York, USA (2018) 20,000

League of Legends World 
Final

Los Angeles, USA (2013) 12,000

ESL Intel San Jose, USA (2014) 12,500

League of Legends North 
American Championship

St. Louis, USA (2019) 10,200

The International Seattle, USA (2015) 10,000

Note. Information from Bet O’Clock (n.d.); ESL (2019); Murray (2018); Pei (2019).
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K–16 Learning

Learning about esports is also not limited to online experiences. There are 
numerous esports summer camps for children across age ranges.

Esports are now a part of the middle school experience of some stu-
dents. Knollwood Middle School in Fair Haven, New Jersey, lays claim to 
the first esports team at a middle school (Bustamante, 2019). The first- ever 
middle school esports league launched in New York (Kids in the Game, 
2019; Newcomb, 2019). Middle school teams and leagues might be new, 
but esports in middle school is not. We found a 2017 posting by a teacher 
from James Monroe Middle School in Albuquerque, New Mexico, solic-
iting donations to support participation in esports by the students at his 
school (Harvey, 2017). What do educators see as the purpose of making 
esports opportunities available in middle school? Hennick (2019) described 
the officials at two schools as wanting “to give their student gamers a chance 
not only to hone their craft but also to learn how to be team players” (para. 
2) and quoted one senior school district official as saying, “What we really 
want is for the students to come out of the sport knowing how to collabo-
rate, how to communicate, how to value and respect their team members” 
(para. 2).

Learning about esports also takes place in high schools across the 
United States. The High School Esports League is one example of a group 
that promotes the inclusion of esports as part of the curricular and cocur-
ricular offerings of secondary schools (High School Esports League, 2019). 
It also partners with the National Association of Collegiate Esports in help-
ing move students from competing in esports at the high school level to 
competing as part of a college or university team. The North American 
Scholastic Esports Federation (NASEF) is another organization similar to 
the High School Esports League in its mission and scope (NASEF, 2019). 
On a much grander scale, the National Federation of State High School 
Associations (NFHS) partners with online gaming company PlayVS to 
expand esports opportunities at high schools across the country (NFHS, 
2019). The partnership began in 2018. Participating schools field teams that 
compete in two seasons in a year, playing games approved by the relevant 
state association. The high schools are required to have faculty advisers and 
access to the internet. Students taking part in the program pay $16 per 
month to participate.

We will discuss the intersection of esports and higher education later in 
this chapter. For now we simply note that esports is a part of the curriculum 
and cocurriculum at an increasing number of higher education institutions.
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Lifelong Learning
Esports is not limited to the span of the K–16 education system. When it 
comes to esports, learning is very much a lifelong phenomenon. Shacknews, 
a gaming media company, has recently begun to host the Shack Champions 
League for players who are more than 30 years old (Brightman, 2018). There 
is even an interest in esports among chronologically blessed persons. The 
Silver Snipers from Stockholm, Sweden, sponsored by Lenovo, boast that 
they are the oldest esports team in the world, with every member being 
at least 60 years of age (Breshnan, 2019). Athletes competing in these age 
ranges are no doubt learning and training just as do their junior colleagues.

Training
Training for athletes can be considered a form of learning. The training avail-
able to esports athletes is increasing in sophistication as it is informed by the 
growing body of knowledge available about what it takes to become success-
ful in the sport and to sustain a high level of competitiveness over a period 
of time. Being an esports athlete can take a significant toll. The hours can 
be long, stress can be high, and the lifestyle can be isolating, not to mention 
the demands from coaches, fans, sponsors, and others can draining (Lajka, 
2018). As with athletes competing in all sports, training for esports athletes 
incorporates physical, mental, and nutritional elements (Durrani, 2017; 
Jacobs, 2015).

The training facility opened in 2018 for Team Liquid, a professional 
esports team, reflects the advances being made in training for esports athletes 
(Smith, 2018). The 8,000- square- foot facility in Santa Monica, California, 
offers players healthy food prepared by a chef on staff, access to coaches, 
space for game review, and practice facilities (actually, distinct spaces for 
each of the different teams that Team Liquid fields for various games). The 
team members have access to a nutritionist and sports psychologist and gym 
memberships. There is also an on- site video production area to support 
development of outreach and marketing videos by the athletes. Perhaps most 
significantly, there are no living quarters, as the older model of a team house 
has proven to be isolating for esports athletes and to exacerbate stress.

Training opportunities in esports are not limited to the most elite 
athletes. Higher Level Gaming, an enterprise of the poker media com-
pany Card Player, is a company that provides esports training material to 
a broader audience (Card Player staff, 2019). Their audience comprises 
athletes new to esports and those with less advanced skills. Gamer Sensei 
(2019), in contrast, is an example of a company offering online access to 
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13what is it, how big is it, and how does it work?

skilled esports professionals.GamerSensei’s target audience is athletes of 
average ability who aspire to enhance their skills.

Watching Esports

We now turn our attention to the entertainment aspect of esports (Seo, 
2013). That is to say, we consider the experience of people watching esports. 
Some of our readers may well be wondering whether people really watch this 
stuff and, if so, how many, and how, and why. This section will address each 
of those questions.

Number of Viewers
The numbers of people competing in esports and attending esports events are 
substantial, but they are dwarfed by the numbers of people who watch esports. 
Literally millions of people watch esports on a regular basis, with the Asian 
market being the largest (Goldman Sachs, 2019). Nearly 60% of Americans 
between the ages of 14 and 21 report watching esports either live or via record-
ing (Ingraham, 2018), and one study reports 21% of males 16 to 24 years of age 
watched an esports tournament in the past month (Buckle & Mander, 2018). 
Nearly 80% of esports viewers are under 35 years of age (Goldman Sachs, 2019). 
Over 600,000 watched the North American League of Legends Championship 
Series Spring Split Finals (Pei, 2019). Table 1.3 presents additional data on view-
ership for esports tournaments.

Esports viewers, it should be noted, watch more than tournaments. They 
also watch streamed broadcasts hosted by esports celebrities, well- known esports 
athletes or popular esports media figures. These streams cover the gamut of 
esports topics, including what games are hot, tips for better play, news about 
tournaments, information about athletes, and more (Gallucio, 2019).

Viewing Venues
Although viewers may only occasionally see esports content on cable televi-
sion (Chapman, 2018; Lingler, 2016) most are watching streamed broadcasts 
on the internet. Top platforms in the United States for esports streaming 
are Twitch and YouTube (Buckle & Mander, 2018). How much are people 
watching on these platforms? The hours of viewership on Twitch in June 
2019 for the top esports games are shown in Table 1.4, and the hours of 
viewership on YouTube in June 2019 for the top esports games are shown in 
Table 1.5.
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Why Do People Watch?
Why do people watch? According to EEDAR (2015), 70% of those who 
watch say it is to watch the game being played at a high level, 60% want to 
improve their own play, and 55% watch when they cannot play. Interestingly, 
around one third of those who watch say they do so to support a particular 
team or a particular player (a fact that ought to be of interest to higher educa-
tion institutions considering streaming their esports teams).

But Is It a Sport?

Readers should have a clear understanding by now of esports and of how 
significant it is as a social phenomenon. However, there may be some (per-
haps more than a few) who are asking themselves whether esports can truly 
be considered a sport.

In the Affirmative
Addressing esports’s status as a sport requires that one begin by defin-
ing sport. Recall that earlier in this chapter we shared Tiedemann’s (2004) 
definition and Wagner’s (n.d.) extension of that definition to incorporate 
cultural considerations. We have already presented the work of several 
scholars (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017; Seo, 2013; Wagner, n.d.) who, using 

TABLE 1.3 
Number of Viewers for Select Esports Tournaments

Event Year Viewership (Millions)

Mid- Season Invitational 2018 60

Intel Extreme Masters 2017 46

League of Legends World Championship 2016 43

League of Legends World Final 2002 27

Crossfire Stars World Championship 2017 37

League of Legends World Final 2013 32

League of Legends World Championship 2015 36

League of Legends World Final 2002 27

Note. Adapted from Bet O’Clock (n.d.); Gough (2019).
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the definitions provided by Tiedemann (2004) and Wagner (n.d.), have 
concluded that esports is a form of sport.

In the Negative
Other scholars, however, have reached a different conclusion. Hallmann 
and Giel (2018) are representative of those who argue that esports is not 
a form of sport. They used Rodgers’s (1977) four criteria for sports (two 
required and two ideal) in making their case:

1. It must involve physical activity.
2. It must be practiced for recreational purposes.
3. It should ideally involve an element of competition.
4. It should ideally have a framework of institutional organization.

Hallmann and Giel (2018) specifically cited Hamari and Sjöblom 
(2017) and argued that their description of esports lacks any reference to 

TABLE 1.4 
Hours Viewed by Game on Twitch

Game Twitch Total Hours 
(Millions)

Twitch Esports Hours 
(Millions)

League of Legends 81.4 23.2

Dota 2 41.4 21.5

Overwatch 27.1 16.9

Counter- Strike: Global  
Offensive

27.3 13.7

Hearthstone 19.3 6.1

Rocket League 4.8 2.7

StarCraft II 4.6 2.2

Call of Duty: Black Ops 4 6.3 2.0

Fortnite 77.5 1.9

Magic: The Gathering Arena 5.9 1.9

Note. Total hours includes all esports content. Esports hours are only those where content was generated 
by professionally organized esports competitions. Adapted from Newzoo (2019).
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physical activity. Although Hallmann and Giel accepted that esports meets 
the recreational purpose criterion for sports articulated by Rodgers (1977), 
they contended that the physical activity associated with esports is not of a 
sufficient level to warrant meeting the first of Rodgers’s two required criteria. 
They did accept that esports involves competition, and they acknowledged 
some limited organizational structures associated with esports, though they 
found these to be somewhat lacking in regard to supporting a claim of sports 
status. Despite their skepticism that esports currently constitutes a form of 
sport, Hallman and Giel (2018) conceded that “one can argue that eSports is 
close to but not yet equivalent to sports. However, . . . eSports will likely be 
officially accepted as a sport” (p. 17).

It has been the experience of the authors that coaches and other profes-
sional staff in intercollegiate athletics can be among those at colleges and 
universities most resistant to accepting esports as a form of sport. Their 
objections commonly reflect either the arguments made by Hallmann and 
Giel (2018) or the resistance of the National Collegiate Athletics Association 
to embrace esports.

TABLE 1.5 
Hours Viewed by Game on YouTube

Game YouTube Total Hours 
(Millions)

YouTube Esports Hours 
(Millions)

League of Legends 18.3 8.1

Arena of Valor 4.9 3.1

PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds 11.9 1.2

Clash Royale 2.6 1.0

Counter- Strike: Global Offensive 6.3 0.7

Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six: Siege 1.5 0.7

Dota 2 4.0 0.6

Fortnite 26.2 0.5

Warface 1.0 0.3

Street Fighter V 0.4 0.3

aNote. Total hours includes all esports content. Esports hours are only those for which content was gener-
ated by professionally organized esports competitions. Adapted from Newzoo (2019).
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Our Thoughts
We understand that the question of what constitutes a sport is worth consid-
ering as a matter of legal concern. There are ramifications related to licensing, 
taxation, employment law, and other areas of business operations. The issue 
of amateurism also arises as a consequence of designating a particular activ-
ity as a sport (more on that as it relates to esports and higher education in 
chapter 6).

We note, too, that there is one significant difference between esports and 
all the other activities commonly considered to be sports—the issue of own-
ership. No one owns soccer, football, baseball, track, or water polo. The rules 
of competition for those activities are decided by their relevant organizing 
and governing bodies. Esports is different. The games undergirding esports 
are the intellectual property of the corporate entities holding the rights to 
those properties. Each entity determines what is offered in the game and 
what the rules are for play.

That being said, we find ourselves wondering about the extent to which 
the objection to esports being considered as a sport reflects elitist and ableist 
notions. Hallmann and Giel (2018) seemed to be asserting that one has to be 
able to move in certain ways and at certain rates in order for the competitive 
enterprise in which they are involved to be deemed worthy of designation as 
a sport.

In the end, we find ourselves in agreement with Funk et al. (2018) on 
whether esports can rightly be classified as sport. They stated:

It may take more than consistency with formal definitions to convince 
sceptics that eSport truly deserves to take a place alongside football, base-
ball, cricket, and tennis. . . . Lagaert and Rose (2016) contend that an 
essentialist definition of sport is not possible in any case, as any such defini-
tion is necessarily simultaneously both too broad and too narrow, excluding 
activities that are widely- accepted as sport, while including activities that 
are not. In their view, a one- size- fits- all definition cannot be developed, in 
particular because sport itself is a fluid concept and individuals within the 
sport field compete to assert their preferred interpretations. Ultimately, it 
may not matter whether eSport is sport. (p. 9)

We are mindful that a similar debate took place in the late 1990s regarding 
whether or not student affairs had a sufficient philosophical core to allow 
for it to be counted as a profession (see Bloland et al., 1994). There were 
thoughtful arguments on both sides of that conversation, but, in the end, 
what really mattered is that those involved in the field conducted them-
selves professionally. Over time, the force of their collective effort carried 
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the discussion to a de facto decision. We believe such will be the case with 
the question of whether or not esports is a form of sport. Whether one 
accepts esports as sport or not, the obligation of all of us fortunate enough 
to work with students is to support them in their learning and develop-
ment regardless of the label we assign to their activity.

Esports as Business

Whatever else one believes about esports, one must accept that it is really 
big business. Do you recall the typology of forms of esports games shared 
earlier in this chapter? In terms of sales, the top- grossing game franchises (all 
versions of a particular game title) as of 2018 for each of the forms are Call 
of Duty (FPS), $17 billion; Street Fighter (fighting), $11.2 billion; Warcraft 
(other), $10.6 billion; FIFA (sports and racing), $10.1 billion; League of 
Legends (MOBA), $8.4 billion; and StarCraft (RTS), $1 billion (“List of 
highest grossing video game franchises,” 2019).

Game sales, however, do not make up the largest share of esports rev-
enue. Table 1.6 shows a breakdown of revenue sources for 2017 and those 
predicted for 2022.

The financial future of esports, according to Goldman Sachs (2019), 
will be in media fees and sponsorships. In other words, other big businesses 
will want to be associated with esports because esports attracts the kinds of 
customers those businesses seek to cultivate.

Exactly how much money are we talking about? Total esports revenues 
globally in 2018 were around $1 billion (Rapoza, 2019). The United States 
and Canada accounted for $409 million of that total and China for another 
$210 million.

TABLE 1.6 
Revenue Sources by Share of Esports Revenue

Source 2017 (%) 2022 (%)

Sponsorship 38 35

Advertising 22 14

Other 17 7

Media rights 14 40

Tickets/local 9 4

Note. Adapted from Goldman Sachs (2019).
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Media
YouTube and Twitch are currently the major platforms for esports media. Of 
the two, Twitch is a far larger presence. It signed a 2- year deal for streaming 
rights with the Overwatch League in 2018 reportedly worth $90 million 
(Fischer, 2018).

Other media companies are looking to make inroads into the market-
place. We have already noted that broadcast television and cable television 
have not proven to be particularly viable forums for esports. However, a 
number of the media companies operating broadcast and cable networks 
have internet- based communications. That is where they see themselves 
making connections with esports.

Sponsors
As mentioned, sponsorships are a big part of esports business. Sponsors sup-
port events, teams, individual players, and broadcasts. The corporations act-
ing as sponsors in esports include some of the largest and most successful 
companies across a host of business sectors and include both endemic (those 
who produce goods or services used in esports) and nonendemic brands. 
Examples of endemic sponsors include Comcast Xfinity, Intel, and Twitch 
(Egency, 2018; Hayward, 2019; Meola, 2018). Some of the nonendemic 
sponsoring brands for esports are AT&T, Adidas, Airbus, Audi, BMW, 
Betaway (gambling platform), Coca- Cola, Domino’s, Geico, Honda, KFC, 
Kia, Kraft Group, Mercedes- Benz, Mobil 1, Monster Energy, Mountain 
Dew, Puma, New Era, Nike, Nissan, Red Bull, Snickers, State Farm, Tinder, 
and T- Mobile (Egency, 2018; Hayward, 2019; Meola, 2018).

Professional Sports
One interesting development is the growing number of relationships 
among various traditional professional sports groups and esports. Although 
revenue in North America from esports falls well short of that from other 
major professional sports (the national football and baseball leagues each 
took in more than $10 billion in 2017, according to Ingraham, 2018), 
these other sports are paying close attention to the esports world. The 
National Basketball Association (NBA) was one of the first to see the value 
of developing esports partnerships. Initial involvement began with invest-
ments by NBA owners in various esports enterprises and grew from there to 
the current partnerships between the NBA itself and the NBA game fran-
chise (Holmes, 2019; Wolf, 2017). Mark Cuban, an owner in the NBA, 
invested in 2015 in a legal esports betting company, and Stephen Kaplan, 
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co- owner of an NBA team, bought into an esports team in that same year. 
Not long after, a number of NBA athletes began to invest in esports teams 
as well. Eventually, the Miami Heat took an ownership position in the 
Misfits, which competes across a number of esports games. Then, in 2017, 
the NBA announced it would organize an NBA 2K league. The league 
has 21 teams, and players are paid a minimum salary of $33,000 for a 
6- month contract. That base can be augmented with endorsement deals 
and prize purses from competitions. There is even a draft for the NBA 2K 
league much like the draft for the NBA itself.

There is also an eNASCAR Heat Pro League comprising 16 teams, some 
sponsored by NASCAR racing teams like Richard Childress Racing and Joe 
Gibbs Racing, and also using a draft (Swerdlow, 2019). The National Football 
League (NFL) is working with the Madden game franchise on the Madden 
NFL Championship Series. Major League Soccer (MLS) has eMLS, which is 
associated with the FIFA eWorld Cup. The National Hockey League (NHL) 
has the NHL Gaming World Cup Championship. Finally, Commissioner 
Rob Manfred of Major League Baseball, the only other major professional 
sports association in the United States not previously mentioned, announced 
in 2019 that it plans to move forward with building out its esports presence 
(Strickland, 2019).

Connection Between Esports and Higher Education

Let us review. Esports is a form of sports in which a lot of people from 
around the world are taking part, including a substantial number of peo-
ple in North America. The ways in which people are taking part in esports 
include competing, attending events, learning, and watching programming. 
Finally, esports is big business—really big.

So what is the connection between esports and higher education? 
Interestingly, the connection is almost as old as esports itself. One of the 
first competitions, named the Intergalactic Spacewar Olympics, was held in 
1972 on the campus of Stanford University with the grand prize being a 
year’s subscription to Rolling Stone magazine (Baugh, 2019). A fair number 
of college students are participating in esports. Thanks to the interest of those 
students and of potential students, higher education is discovering esports, 
and the interest appears to be reciprocal. Esports companies began offering 
college scholarships as early as 2016 (Weller, 2016). Chris Hopper, who 
heads League of Legends publisher Riot Games, said,

We’re thinking through ways to build out our competitive pipeline beyond just 
the [League Championship Series]. . . . As a kid growing up, I had countless 
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leagues and clubs to play soccer or basketball or baseball, and we think that 
our work in building out the collegiate competitions and scholarship offers, 
as well as our partnership with PlayVS to make League of Legends an official 
high school varsity sport, will pay great dividends in the future. (quoted in Pei, 
2019, para. 13)

How Many Institutions Are Involved in Esports?
It can be difficult to say precisely how many colleges and universi-
ties offer esports programs at any given moment, for two reasons. First, 
the numbers are changing rapidly. Second, there is no single repository 
for the information or authoritative research on which to rely. We esti-
mate that in early 2019 approximately 500 higher education institutions 
offered esports programs in the form of club teams or varsity intercollegi-
ate athletics (McClellan & Arnett, 2019; Next College Student Athlete 
[NCSA], 2019). No information is currently available on how many more 
institutions may offer esports in the form of recognized student organi-
zations (RSOs). These institutions span the North American continent 
and include 2- year and 4- year institutions; religiously affiliated, techni-
cal, and liberal arts; metropolitan and rural; in athletic associations and 
not in associations; and public and private institutions. A good number 
of the institutions offering esports programs are small to medium- sized 
institutions with modest selectivity profiles, but larger institutions are also 
involved. Some see esports as a vehicle that allows smaller institutions and 
less well- known institutions to compete with larger and more widely rec-
ognized ones (Keeler, 2018).

Why Are Institutions Involved in Esports?
Although there is no published research yet on what motivates colleges and 
universities to develop esports programming, we believe the following to be 
among the most common purposes (with enrollment being the strongest of 
the motivations and the rest listed in no particular order):

•	 Strengthening enrollment (recruiting and retention, particularly of 
males)

•	 Creating revenue streams (cultivating new sponsors, donors, and 
partners)

•	 Fostering student development and learning (both curricular and 
cocurricular)
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•	 Expanding student career opportunities (e.g., introducing, encourag-
ing, and supporting students in game design or esports management)

•	 Increasing institutional recognition/prestige (through team com-
petitiveness; association with current technological, commercial, and 
entertainment developments; or connection to nationally and inter-
nationally recognized brands)

•	 Enhancing institutional image (esports programming as symbolic of 
being innovative, modern, and inclusive)

•	 Shifting campus culture (emphasizing that athletic and intellectual 
pursuits are both valued and that all sorts of students can represent 
the university)

•	 Adding intercollegiate athletic and club team opportunities available 
for all genders

There are other ways to pursue these same outcomes. So why are colleges 
and universities looking to esports? The answer may be, at least in no small 
part, money. There are dollars available from donors, partners, and sponsors 
to help support program development in this area. In addition to the per-
ception that there is money out there, esports are also seen as comparatively 
inexpensive when compared to other initiatives that might be undertaken for 
the same purposes (Hennen, 2019).

Esports Programming at Colleges and Universities
Higher education is expanding its approach to esports “beyond the screen 
and into academic opportunities” according to Zimmerman (2018, para. 4). 
Esports programming in higher education can be described as taking place as 
part of either the curriculum or cocurriculum.

Student experiences, including learning and development, are shaped by 
both what goes on inside their college or university and outside of it. The 
internal activities, meaning those which are formally and legally functions 
of the college or university, may be understood as either curricular or co- 
curricular in nature. (Sun & McClellan, 2019, p. 55)

Of course, in a robust learning environment, these two areas of activity are 
purposefully and thoughtfully interconnected.

Curriculum
The curriculum includes those activities “directly associated with the speci-
fied academic functions of the institution—specific courses and classes; 
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majors and minors leading to degrees; grading and advancement policies; 
and required internships or practicum are all examples of elements of the 
curriculum” (Sun & McClellan, 2019, p. 55).

MIT’s inclusion of an esports panel for several years at their Sloan Sports 
Analytics Conference is an example of an academic presentation outside the 
structure of a course or credential program. So too is the summer Esports 
101 course offered by the University of Oregon’s Warsaw School of Sports 
Marketing in partnership with Turner Sports. Syracuse University also 
worked with an industry partner, Twitch, in developing its esports curricu-
lum (Reames, 2018). Miami University, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, 
and University of South Carolina are just a few of the colleges and univer-
sities with courses addressing esports (Funk et al., 2018). Becker College 
offered the first bachelor’s degree in esports management. Emerson College, 
University of California at Irvine, and Shenandoah University are examples 
of higher education institutions offering undergraduate courses in this area 
(Zimmerman, 2018).

Ohio State University is planning an interdisciplinary esports program 
that will span its engineering, education and human ecology, arts and sci-
ences, business, and medicine colleges. It will include design and production 
content and offer undergraduate and graduate degrees as well as certificates. 
The program will be housed in a 4,000- square- foot facility that will include 
an 80- seat esports arena. The facility will also be home to the institution’s 
varsity esports team (Busta, 2018; Zimmerman, 2018).

Cocurriculum
The cocurriculum includes

those programs, practices, and services made available through the college 
or university to its students for the purpose of enhancing student learning 
and development and which are intended to augment and supplement the 
institution’s curricular offerings. Student organizations, campus housing, 
intercollegiate athletics, and campus conduct codes and processes are all 
examples of co- curricular student life. (Sun & McClellan, 2019, p. 56).

Cocurricular esports offerings at colleges and universities commonly take one 
of three forms: RSOs, club teams, or intercollegiate varsity athletics. Each of 
the three will be addressed in this section.

RSOs present the simplest and quickest way for esports to be added to 
the cocurriculum. Driven by student interest and organized by students, the 
recognition process for student organizations on most campuses often takes 
a few weeks to a month or so. Most institutions require that an RSO has a 
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staff or faculty adviser and that the officers of the RSO agree to be responsible 
for ensuring that the student group adheres to the required policies and prac-
tices of the host institution. RSO status typically affords the group access to 
campus room reservations, campus vehicle reservations, and the opportunity 
to apply for funding. RSOs are official entities of the host institution and so 
may make use of the college or university name within institutional guide-
lines. An esports RSO is an attractive option for students who want to come 
together with fellow students at their college or university to enjoy compet-
ing with one another in esports and learning from one another about esports.

Club teams are a particular form of RSO in that they are created with the 
express purpose of competing with other clubs, at higher education institu-
tions or elsewhere, in a particular sport. The recognition process is similar to 
that for RSOs; an adviser is commonly required, and student leaders agree 
to be responsible for the club team’s compliance with institutional rules and 
guidelines. Institutional support for club team athletes is limited if available 
at all. Club team student- athletes do not receive athletic scholarships from 
their college or university.

Varsity intercollegiate athletics are organized and managed by the 
higher education institution itself, unlike RSOs and club teams that 
are student- managed programs. Student- athletes competing in varsity 
intercollegiate athletics may receive athletic scholarships. Colleges and 
universities in the United States involved in intercollegiate athletics com-
monly belong to one of three member- driven governance associations: the 
National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA), the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), or the National Junior College 
Athletic Association (NJCAA). Both NAIA and NJCAA are partners with 
the National Association of Collegiate Esports (NACE), a membership 
organization that promotes intercollegiate esports and helps organize 
leagues. The NCAA has yet to partner with NACE as the NCAA has con-
cerns regarding the issue of amateurism as it relates to esports (an issue 
addressed in more detail in chapter 6).

Colleges and universities may also compete in intercollegiate athletics, 
including esports, as part of a league, or they may stand as independent com-
petitors. Although not sanctioned by the NCAA, 12 of the 14 members of 
the Big Ten conference have partnered with Riot Games (the publishers of 
League of Legends) and the Big Ten Network to stream a season of competi-
tions (Rovell, 2017).

Robert Morris University (Moore, 2017) was the first university to offer 
athletic scholarships to esports players in 2014 when it offered scholarships 
in two tiers—35% of tuition and 70% of tuition. The University of Pikeville, 
Maryville University, Southwestern University, and Columbia College are 
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examples of other institutions that also began offering such scholarships 
around that time. In a first- of- its- kind event, the University of Utah added 
a varsity esports program in 2017, becoming the first school from one of 
the Power Five conferences to do so (University of Utah, 2017). Marquette 
University purports to be the first NCAA Division I institution with an 
esports program housed within its athletics department (Bauer- Wolf, 2019). 
Today there are about 200 colleges and universities offering varsity scholar-
ships to esports athletes, with a value of roughly $15 million per year (an 
amount that more than tripled between 2015–2016 and 2018–2019), with 
the average scholarship being worth around $5,000 (Heilweil, 2019).

Colleges and universities with varsity esports programs offer training and 
competition facilities for their athletes, as well as scholarships, coaches, and 
trainers. Facilities may range from fairly modest converted spaces (a former 
classroom or computer lab) to specially designed suites of rooms (Liu, 2019). 
Some institutions with varsity intercollegiate programs have also created 
spectator venues where fans can cheer their team on during competitions. 
The University of California at Irvine in 2016 took the step of being the first 
public research university with an esports arena (University of California, 
Irvine, 2016).

Organizational Structure
Although recent data are not available, one report has noted that, among 
NACE members, 47% of esports programs are located within student affairs, 
40% within athletics, and 13% within academic affairs (Bauer- Wolf, 2019). 
Chapter 2 will offer insights and advice about establishing a successful esports 
program, including how to decide where the program ought to be placed 
within the institution’s organizational structure.

As an important additional note regarding esports programming in 
higher education, much more takes place on campuses than what is officially 
recognized and organized through the formal curriculum and cocurricu-
lum. When it comes to esports, there can be established and well- recognized 
individual athletes and teams of athletes operating on campuses even before 
(or even while) the institution has made a conscious decision to engage in 
esports programming.

Who Is Providing Guidance and Governance?
One of the strengths of American higher education is its guidance and gov-
ernance systems. Standards for programs and services, including ethical 
principles to guide decision- making, are promulgated by disciplinary, pro-
fessional, and sports associations as well as accrediting entities. Procedures, 
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including processes for thoughtful review and inclusive discussion, are estab-
lished and clearly understood.

Tespa and the National Association of Collegiate Esports (NACE) cur-
rently serve to provide guidance for colleges and universities interested in or 
involved in esports. Both are membership- driven organizations.

Tespa, formerly known as the Texas eSports Association, was founded at 
the University of Texas, Austin, in 2012 as a campus gaming group. Tespa 
entered into a partnership with Blizzard Entertainment (publisher of sev-
eral esports game titles) to support expansion of the organization (“Tespa,” 
2019). Today Tespa has over 270 chapters and more than 100,000 registered 
players and alumni from across Canada and the United States (Tespa, 2019). 
Of those, about 28,000 are registered players (Heilweil, 2019). The organiza-
tion promotes esports in higher education, helps members organize leagues, 
and offers its own competitions. Tespa leagues and competitions make use of 
the games published by Blizzard Entertainment. Tespa claims to be the larg-
est operator of collegiate esports leagues, with more than 1,200 colleges and 
universities having competed in their tournaments, where about $3 million 
in scholarship prizes have been awarded. It works in partnership with Twitch 
and ESPN, among others (Tespa, 2019).

Like Tespa, NACE is a membership organization. For purposes of expe-
diency, NACE was originally chartered as a subsidiary of the NAIA, and it 
is in the process of becoming an independent not- for- profit organization, 
according to Michael Brooks, NACE executive director (personal com-
munication, 2019). It currently has around 150 colleges and universities as 
members (National Association of Collegiate Esports, 2019a). Its focus is 
on colleges and universities interested in or already competing in intercol-
legiate varsity esports. It offers information on how to set up programs, a 
job listing portal, and discussion space for higher education professionals 
(athletic directors, coaches, and others) to talk about esports. NACE claims 
to have distributed $15 million in scholarship prizes at its tournaments that 
feature a number of games from different publishers (National Association 
of Collegiate Esports, 2019a). NACE notes the following as being among 
the titles used by its members in competition: Apex Legends, Counter 
Strike, FIFA, Fortnite, Hearthstone, League of Legends, Madden, NBA 2K, 
Overwatch, Paladins, Rainbow Six, Rocket League, Smite, and Super Smash 
Bros. (National Association of Collegiate Esports, 2019b). NACE lists a 
number of partners on its website. Two of particular interest are BeRecruited 
and Next College Student Athletes, both involved in helping institutions 
recruit esports student- athletes. As noted previously, both the NAIA and 
the NJCAA are also NACE partners. The High School Esports League, also 
mentioned previously in the chapter, is included among NACE’s associates.
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27what is it, how big is it, and how does it work?

Neither Tespa nor NACE began as governance organizations. NACE took 
steps to become a governance organization at its 2019 national conference. 
Those steps will be described and discussed in greater detail in chapter 5.

Conclusion

Hopefully we have provided readers with information about esports and its 
connection to higher education that answered questions and raised some as 
well. Moving ahead, chapters 2 and 3 will address how to establish and main-
tain successful esports programs across a variety of institutional types and 
settings. Chapter 4 will discuss esports from the perspective of the student- 
athlete. Ethical and legal concerns for consideration in collegiate esports pro-
grams will be addressed in chapter 5, and chapter 6 will highlight important 
themes from throughout the book as well as point us toward the future of 
esports in higher education.
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