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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite being the fastest-growing sport ever and increasingly more brands wanting to sponsor 

this market, not much is known about esports sponsorships. Considering that the competitive 

gaming market cannot survive without sponsors, it is vital that brands know what the main effects 

of sponsoring it are as well as what are the best tactics to succeed. Ergo, this research aimed to 

determine what are the main benefits and risks that brands face when sponsoring esports as well as 

what are the main strategies for conducting successful competitive gaming sponsorships. To this 

end, this exploratory research used two different samples and applied a convergent-parallel mixed 

method with equal status. Sample 1 comprised of 22 experts in esports sponsorships who partook in 

a mostly qualitative interview. Sample 2 was composed by 5,638 esports fans who filled out a 

mostly quantitative online survey. Qualitative data was analysed with NVivo 10 and quantitative 

data with SPSS 25. The dataset from each sample was firstly analysed separately and then 

triangulated to determine the hypotheses’ validity. The results showed that esports sponsors can 

mainly benefit from low sponsorship costs, increased brand awareness and sales, improved brand 

image, and from a sustainable investment. They are mainly under the risk of society’s negative 

views on videogames, esports’ disreputable behaviour and corruption, the infancy of this industry, 

and instances of poor performance. The main strategies to succeed are to acquire esports expertise 

before sponsoring, start sponsoring as soon as possible, create relevant-added value, sponsor pro-

gamers and teams, and avoid over-advertising. Although esports have been increasingly more 

studied, investigations on the specific field of esports sponsorships are still rare. Hence, this 

research helps mitigate this knowledge gap, provides the building blocks on which future studies 

can build upon, and reveals valuable new information and guidelines for current and potential 

esports sponsors. 

 

Keywords: Marketing, Sponsoring, Advertising, Market analysis, Esports 
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RESUMEN 

 

A pesar de ser el deporte con más rápido crecimiento y que cada vez más marcas desean 

patrocinar el mercado de los deportes electrónicos, no se sabe mucho sobre los patrocinios en estos. 

Considerando que el mercado competitivo del juego no puede sobrevivir sin patrocinadores, es 

vital que las marcas sepan cuáles son los principales efectos que existen detrás del patrocinio, así 

como cuáles son las mejores tácticas para tener éxito. Esta investigación tuvo como objetivo 

determinar cuáles son los principales beneficios y riesgos que enfrentan las marcas al patrocinar 

deportes electrónicos y cuáles son las principales estrategias que deben llevar a cabo para realizar 

patrocinios en los juegos competitivos. Para ello, esta investigación exploratoria utilizó dos 

muestras diferentes y utilizó un método mixto convergente-paralelo. La muestra 1 estuvo 

compuesta por 22 expertos en patrocinios en deportes electrónicos que participaron en una 

entrevista mayoritariamente cualitativa. La muestra 2, estuvo compuesta por 5.638 fanáticos de los 

deportes electrónicos que completaron una encuesta en línea principalmente cuantitativa. Los datos 

cualitativos obtenidos se analizaron con el software NVivo 10 y los datos cuantitativos con SPSS 

25. El conjunto de datos de cada muestra se analizó primero por separado y luego se trianguló para 

determinar la validez de las hipótesis. Los resultados mostraron principalmente que los 

patrocinadores de deportes electrónicos pueden beneficiarse de los bajos costos del patrocinio, 

obtener una mayor conciencia de marca y ventas, una imagen de marca mejorada y una inversión 

sostenible. Los riesgos que presentan son las opiniones negativas de la sociedad sobre los 

videojuegos, el comportamiento de mala reputación que les envuelve, la corrupción dentro de los 

deportes electrónicos, una industria en crecimiento y los casos de bajo rendimiento. Las principales 

estrategias para tener éxito son adquirir experiencia en deportes electrónicos antes de patrocinar, 

comenzar a patrocinar lo antes posible, crear un valor agregado relevante, patrocinar jugadores y 

equipos profesionales y evitar la publicidad excesiva. Aunque los deportes electrónicos se han 

estudiado cada día más, las investigaciones sobre este campo específico siguen siendo escasas. Por 

lo tanto, esta investigación ayuda a mitigar esta brecha de conocimiento, proporciona los 

componentes básicos sobre los que pueden basarse los estudios futuros en esta área y revela 

información valiosa que da pautas a los patrocinadores de deportes electrónicos actuales y 

potenciales. 

 

Palabras clave: Marketing, Patrocinio, Publicidad, Análisis de mercado, Deportes electrónicos 
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RESUM 

 

Malgrat ser l'esport amb més ràpid creixement i que cada vegada més marques desitgen 

patrocinar el mercat dels esports electrònics, no se sap molt sobre els patrocinis. Considerant que el 

mercat competitiu dels videojocs no pot sobreviure sense patrocinadors, és vital que les marques 

sàpiguen quins són els principals efectes que existeixen darrere del patrocini, així com quines són 

les millors tàctiques per a tenir èxit. Aquesta recerca va tenir com a objectiu determinar quins són 

els principals beneficis i riscos que enfronten les marques en patrocinar esports electrònics i quines 

són les principals estratègies que han de dur a terme per a realitzar patrocinis en els jocs 

competitius. Per a això, aquesta recerca exploratòria va utilitzar dues mostres diferents i va utilitzar 

un mètode mixt convergent-paral·lel. La mostra 1 va estar composta per 22 experts en patrocinis en 

esports electrònics que van participar en una entrevista majoritàriament qualitativa. La mostra 2, va 

estar composta per 5.638 fanàtics dels esports electrònics que van completar una enquesta en línia 

principalment quantitativa. Les dades qualitatives obtingudes es van analitzar amb el programari 

NVivo 10 i les dades quantitatives amb SPSS 25. El conjunt de dades de cada mostra es va 

analitzar primer per separat i després es trianguló per a determinar la validesa de les hipòtesis. Els 

resultats van mostrar principalment que els patrocinadors d'esports electrònics poden beneficiar-se 

dels baixos costos del patrocini, obtenir una major consciència de marca i vendes, una imatge de 

marca millorada i una inversió sostenible. Els riscos que presenten són les opinions negatives de la 

societat sobre els videojocs, el comportament de mala reputació al voltant del videojoc, la 

corrupció dins dels esports electrònics, una indústria en creixement i els casos de baix rendiment. 

Les principals estratègies per a tenir èxit són adquirir experiència en esports electrònics abans de 

patrocinar, començar a patrocinar al més aviat possible, crear un valor agregat rellevant, patrocinar 

jugadors i equips professionals i evitar la publicitat excessiva. Encara que els esports electrònics 

s'han estudiat cada dia més, investigacións sobre aquest camp específic continuen sent escasses. Per 

tant, aquesta recerca ajuda a mitigar aquesta bretxa de coneixement, proporciona els components 

bàsics sobre els quals poden basar-se els estudis futurs en aquesta àrea i revela informació que dóna 

pautes als patrocinadors d'esports electrònics actuals i potencials. 

 

Paraules clau: Màrqueting, Patrocini, Publicitat, Anàlisi de mercat, Esports electrònics 
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ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 

 

Obwohl es sich um die Sportart mit der schnellsten Wachstumsrate aller Zeiten handelt und 

immer mehr Marken diesen Markt sponsern möchten, ist nur wenig über E-Sport-Sponsoring 

bekannt. In Anbetracht der Tatsache, dass der Markt konkurrenzfähiger Videopiele ohne Sponsoren 

nicht überleben kann, ist es wichtig, dass Marken sowohl die Haupteffekte des Sponsorings als 

auch die besten Taktiken für den Erfolg kennen. Daher zielte diese Untersuchung darauf ab, welche 

Hauptvorteile und Risiken von E-Sport sponserndern Marken erwartet werden und was die 

Hauptstrategien zur Durchführung erfolgreicher Sponsorings in diesem Bereich sind, festzustellen. 

Zu diesem Zweck wurden in dieser explorativen Studie zwei verschiedene Stichproben verwendet 

und eine äquivalente, gemischte konvergent-parallele Methode angewendet. Stichprobe 1 setzte 

sich aus 22 E-Sport-Sponsoring-Experten zusammen, die an einem überwiegend qualitativen 

Interview teilnahmen. Die Stichprobe 2 setzte sich aus 5.638 E-Sport-Fans zusammen, die einen 

überwiegend quantitativen Online-Fragebogen ausfüllten. Qualitative Daten wurden mit NVivo 10 

und quantitative Daten mit SPSS 25 ausgewertet. Der Datensatz aus jeder Stichprobe wurde 

zunächst separat analysiert und danach wurden die unterschiedlichen Datensätze trianguliert, um 

die Gültigkeit der Hypothesen zu bestimmen. Die Ergebnisse zeigten, dass E-Sport-Sponsoren vor 

allem von niedrigen Sponsoring-Kosten, erhöhter Markenbekanntheit und Umsätzen, verbessertem 

Markenimage und einer nachhaltigen Investition profitieren können. Diese Sponsoren sind vor 

allem durch die negative Wahrnehmung von Videospielen in der Gesellschaft, durch unehrenhaftes 

Verhalten und Korruption in E-Sport, durch die sich noch im Anfangsstadium befindliche Branche 

und durch unterdurchschnittliche Leistungen gefährdet. Die wichtigsten Strategien, um als E-Sport-

Sponsor erfolgreich zu sein, sind: Sich vorher Wissen im E-Sport anzueignen, so früh wie möglich 

mit dem Sponsoring zu beginnen, einen relevanten Mehrwert zu schaffen, professionelle Spieler 

und Teams zu sponsern und übermäßige Werbung zu vermeiden. Obwohl E-Sport zunehmend 

untersucht wird, ist die Forschung im spezifischen Bereich des E-Sport-Sponsorings noch selten. 

Folglich trägt diese Forschung dazu bei, diese Wissenslücke zu verringern, liefert eine Grundlage, 

auf der zukünftige Studien aufbauen können, und offenbart wertvolle neue Informationen und 

Richtlinien für aktuelle und potenzielle E-Sport-Sponsoren. 

 

Keywords: Marketing, Sponsoring, Werbung, Marktanalyse, E-Sport 
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RESUMO 

 

Apesar de ser o desporto com a taxa de crescimento mais rápida de sempre e de cada vez mais 

marcas quererem patrocinar este mercado, pouco se sabe sobre o patrocínio de esports. 

Considerando que o mercado de videojogos competitivos é incapaz de sobreviver sem 

patrocinadores, é vital que as marcas conheçam quais são os principais efeitos de o patrocinar bem 

como quais são as melhores táticas para suceder. Portanto, esta investigação teve como objetivo 

determinar quais são os principais benefícios e riscos que esperam as marcas patrocinadoras de 

esports e quais são as principais estratégias para realizar patrocínios de sucesso nesta área. Para este 

fim, esta pesquisa exploratória usou duas amostras diferentes e aplicou um método convergente-

paralelo misto de estado equivalente. A amostra 1 foi composta por 22 especialistas em patrocínios 

de esports que participaram numa entrevista predominantemente qualitativa. A amostra 2 foi 

composta por 5,638 fãs de esports que preencheram um questionário online maioritariamente 

quantitativo. Os dados qualitativos foram analisados com o NVivo 10 e os dados quantitativos com 

o SPSS 25. O conjunto de dados de cada amostra foi primeiramente analisado em separado, sendo 

estes depois triangulados para determinar a validade das hipóteses. Os resultados mostraram que os 

patrocinadores de esports podem beneficiar principalmente de baixos custos de patrocínio, aumento 

do reconhecimento da marca e de vendas, melhoria da imagem da marca, e de um investimento 

sustentável. Estes patrocinadores estão principalmente sob o risco das perceções negativas que a 

sociedade tem sobre os videojogos, o comportamento desonroso e a corrupção nos esports, a 

infância desta indústria, e instâncias de baixo desempenho. As principais estratégias para ter 

sucesso como patrocinador de esports são adquirir esperteza em esports antes de patrocinar, 

começar a patrocinar o mais rápido possível, criar valor agregado relevante, patrocinar jogadores e 

equipas profissionais, e evitar publicitar em demasia. Embora os esports estejam sendo cada vez 

mais estudados, investigações na área específica de patrocínios de esports ainda são raras. 

Consequentemente, esta investigação ajuda a mitigar esta lacuna do conhecimento, fornece as bases 

sob as quais futuros estudos podem ser baseados, e revela valiosas novas informações e diretrizes 

para atuais e potenciais patrocinadores de esports. 

 

Palavras-chave: Marketing, Patrocínio, Publicidade, Análise de mercado, Esports 
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DISAMBIGUATION 

 

Esports nomenclature: There is still no consensus in the literature regarding how the word esports 

should be written. Some write it as e-sports, eSports, etc. (Winnan, 2016). However, according 

to the Associated Press (2019), the correct form is esports (one word, no hyphen, and no 

capitalized s). Other forms like e-sports or eSports should only be used when referring to 

formal names. Furthermore, when conducting the empirical data collection for this thesis, the 

esports fan-base was very adamant that it should be written as esports. For these reasons, the 

term was written as esports. 

In-text referencing: This thesis followed the in-text citation guidelines of the American 

Psychological Association (2020), which states that, when a paraphrase continues for multiple 

sentences, the work that is being paraphrased only needs to be cited once. After the work has 

been cited (either at the beginning of the paragraph for narrative citations or at the end for 

parenthetical citations), it is not required to repeat the same citation as long as it is clear that 

the paraphrase is still related to the same work. The American Psychological Association 

(APA) mentions that this avoids unnecessary repetitions that may hamper the reading 

experience. Still, if the following paragraph continues paraphrasing the same work, the citation 

should be reintroduced. 

Numbering: It should be noted that, although this thesis was written in British English, the 

American numerical system was adopted. As such, values with three zeros will be referred as 

thousand, values with six zeroes will be referred as million, values with nine zeroes will be 

referred as billion, values with 12 zeroes will be referred as trillion, and so on. This means that 

terms like thousand million (which usually refers to numbers with nine zeroes in British 

English) will not be used, which in this case will be referred as the American equivalent, 

billion. This applies to all numerical values, including monetary values. 

Videogame nomenclature: There is a disharmony on how the word videogames should be written 

(Wolf, 2008). Since videogame writing is far from mature, Thomas et al. (2007) developed the 

Videogame Style Guide and Reference Manual. In this book, they defend that the correct 

terminology for the term is videogame (no spacing) and that it should always be written as one 

word
1
. Hence, throughout this thesis, it will be written as videogame. 

                                                           
1 It can also be written as game, but only if the context clearly indicates that the term is referring to videogames 

(Thomas et al., 2007). 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

CONTEXT 

 

As part of the ludic field, playing is an activity that is shared by all living things (Karhulahti, 

2015). It precedes the appearance of our society and culture as animals played long before humans 

appeared in this world (Huizinga, 1980). Multiple authors have referred to David Kelley’s 

definition of game (Juul, 2005), which defends that “A game is a form of recreation constituted by 

a set of rules that specify an object to be attained and the permissible means of attaining it” (Kelley, 

2014, p. 40). 

Videogames share several of these elements and are hence perceived as an evolution of 

traditional games (Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Smith, & Tosca, 2008; Juul, 2005), like sports, chess, and 

other board games. They are a product of modern times (Novak & Levy, 2008). According to 

Tavinor (2009), game theorists have been trying to define what videogames are
2
. The simplest 

definition is presented by a plethora of authors, like Barnhart (2008), Collin (2003), Collin (2004), 

Danesi (2009), and Jack and Tsatsulin (2002), who indicate that a videogame is a game played 

through the use of a monitor. Newman (2004) presents a more detailed definition that videogames 

may be considered as all computer-based software focused on entertainment that make use of an 

electronic platform
3
 and involve at least one player. Furthermore, they are characterized by their 

ability to make the player feel like he is participating in a virtual world. That is, they offer an 

“embodied experience” (p. 134). 

The videogame industry has grown tremendously since the creation of the first videogame 

forty years ago (Wolf, 2008) and is now one of the fastest growing sectors overall (ESA, 2018b). It 

is estimated that, in 2020, the videogame industry grew 19.6% and was worth roughly $179.7 

billion, which is more than both the global movie industry (worth $100 billion in 2020) and the 

North American sports market (worth $75 billion in 2020) combined. And it is expected that this 

industry will continue to grow (Witkowski, 2021). 

Within this, esports are an important segment of the gaming industry (Ströh, 2017) that 

evolved on a worldwide scale (Shabir, 2017). The term esports is an abbreviation for electronic 

sports (Brenda, 2017; CGC Europe, 2015; Gifford, 2017; Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017; Shabir, 2017; 

Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), which is also known as eSports (Ströh, 2017), E-Sports (Mooney, 

2018), cyber-athleticism, professional gaming, pro-gaming (Brenda, 2017), competitive gaming, 

egaming, and organized play (AEVI, 2018)
4
. In essence, they refer to professionally organized 

videogame competitions (CGC Europe, 2015) where professional gamers (often dubbed pro-

gamers or pro-players) compete against each other, in videogames
5
, with the objective of winning 

money, prizes, prestige (Mooney, 2018), and championship titles (Newzoo, 2018b)
6
. 

                                                           
2 Like art, the struggle to find a definition for videogames has provided various definitions that have been the target 

of serious criticism (Tavinor, 2009). For example, the concept of games being voluntary is not feasible as some people 

make a living by playing videogames (Juul, 2005). Similarly, not everyone plays them because they are fun. Some play 

them for serious business reasons, spending various hours studying and honing their gaming skills, while undergoing 

serious pain (Rigby & Ryan, 2011). 
3 E.g. coin-operated arcades, computers, game consoles, portable systems (a devise whose main purpose is gaming-

related), mobile systems (a devise not developed with the primary purpose of playing games; Thomas et al., 2007), or 

over the internet (Kerr, 2006). 
4 AEVI is an acronym for Asociación Española de Videojuegos (AEVI, 2018). 
5 Any videogame with a competitive element can possibly enter the esports scene (Shabir, 2017). A videogame that 

is used in esports must feature an objective measure of comparison that allows player’s performances to be judged. These 

measurement forms may vary greatly. For example, in some titles the winner will be the one who defeats his opponents, 

while in another game the victor may be the person with the highest score. Additionally, tournaments may enforce their 

own rules and formats, thus altering the requirements to win the match (Seo, 2013). 
6 At a global level, Newzoo is the reference consultant in the esports sector (AEVI, 2018). 
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There are multiple tier levels, including professional, high-level amateur (SuperData, 2017a) 

and amateur (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017). On the one hand, amateur-level competitions mostly 

happen via the internet with gamers competing from their homes and fans watching via live 

streaming platforms. On the other hand, professional-level tournaments mostly happen at real-

world locations, like an esports arena (Ströh, 2017), a sports stadium, or a large venue (Shabir, 

2017) with the competitions usually being held in front of live audiences and also broadcasted over 

the internet (Gifford, 2017). The professionalization of the scene has made esports similar to 

regular sports. Both have stadiums with extremely large screens, cheering fans, sponsors, large 

prize pools, fierce competition, referees and instant replays (Lopez-Gonzalez & Griffiths, 2016). 

To clarify, esports does not include just one sport. This is a collective term like water sports. 

Within esports there are several different videogames (Ströh, 2017) and even a single tournament 

can contain different games
7
 (Mooney, 2018). Because each videogame requires a very specific set 

of skills to play, it is very unusual for pro-gamers to specialize in more than one videogame (Ströh, 

2017). In short, while sports are comprised of a multitude of different physical activities, esports 

are composed of multiple videogame titles
8
 that people use to compete in (Sylvester & Rennie, 

2017).  

The core of esports is just like that of regular sports. People train to improve their skills, clubs 

are created, tournaments are arranged, and fans enjoy watching their favourite game being played 

at the highest levels of performance (Ströh, 2017). In regards to training, Wagner (2006) states that 

esports are “an area of sport activities in which people develop and train mental or physical abilities 

in the use of information and communication technologies” (p. 3).  

The deep technological attributes of esports led the founder of the competitive team Fnatic, 

Sam Mathews, to define esports as “competition augmented by technology” (Mooney, 2018, p. 8). 

As such, we can say that esports were born out of modernity. That is, they are a product of 

globalisation, affective social changes, and the ubiquitous proliferation of information and 

communication technologies (ICT). This medium only appeared recently due to the current 

existence of the necessary technological and sociological conditions (Carter & Gibbs, 2013). 

Because of this, SuperData (2015) mentions that “eSports is something that we have not seen 

before” (p. 3), it is a new form of worldwide experience sharing and is only made possible by the 

intersection of technology, interactive entertainment, and fandom. In this regard, Michael Wagner, 

a media expert, states that the appearance and growth of esports is a logical consequence of the 

evolution of our own society, which evolved from an industrial society into one based on 

information and communication (Ströh, 2017). 

This industry has enjoyed a tremendous popularity growth in the recent years (Brenda, 2017). 

What began as modest LAN
9
 parties (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017) and private tournaments has 

now turned into a worldwide industry on par with professional sports (CGC Europe, 2015). In 

South Korea, esports have already been officially established as a sport and Westerners are 

working hard for esports to reach such a mainstream status in their countries (Hiltscher & Scholz, 

2017). An example is the United States, which has recognized esports players as professional 

athletes and granted them visas to facilitate the entrance and participation in the country’s 

tournaments (Brenda, 2017). 

The esports industry is quite complex and features a wide number of components and entities 

that make up the ecosystem (Shabir, 2017). These include: consumers (i.e. the fans), pro-players 

                                                           
7 For example, the Major League Gaming (MLG) tournament hosts competitions for StarCraft II: Heart of the 

Swarm, Call of Duty: Ghosts, etc. (Mooney, 2018). 
8 Titles refer to the different videogames (Winnan, 2016). 
9 Local Area Network (Hansen, 2016). 
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and teams, leagues and tournaments
10

, media channels, brands, associations (Ströh, 2017), 

communities, videogame genres and titles, gaming platforms, game developers and publishers, 

event producers
11

 (Shabir, 2017), independent organizations, agencies, service providers (CGC 

Europe, 2015), and locations
12

. An important element of this ecosystem is also the revenue sources, 

which include: sponsoring, merchandising, advertising, betting, ticket sales, prize pools, and media 

rights
13

 (Shabir, 2017). The main elements of this industry will now be presented in brief. 

Because developers and publishers are responsible for the development and commercialization 

of esports’ main element (i.e. videogames; Shabir, 2017), they represent the first level of the 

esports economy (CGC Europe, 2015). Although until the recent past developers paid little 

attention to esports (Shabir, 2017), the popularity of this market has led them to develop an 

increased interest in putting their competitive videogames at the forefront of the esports scene
14

 

(TEO, 2018). Now, the tournaments with the biggest prize pools tend to be organized by game 

publishers and the game that is played is a title from that specific publisher (Ströh, 2017). For 

example, Valve runs a tournament that only features its own game, Dota 2 (Mooney, 2018). When 

third-parties organize tournaments, it is common for publishers to impose some conditions to the 

use of their intellectual properties (IPs) like when, how, and who can organize a tournament around 

their product (Shabir, 2017). As we can see, besides creating videogames, publishers can also act as 

tournament organizers and governing bodies (Ströh, 2017). 

Regarding esports platforms and titles, as of now, the most relevant esports gaming hardware 

(also referred to as platforms or devices) are the personal computer, gaming consoles, and mobile 

devices. From these, the most popular platform in esports is the personal computer due to its 

superior hardware and ability to run all the main esports videogames (Ströh, 2017). According to a 

report by Newzoo (2020c), the five most watched esports titles are League of Legends (LoL), 

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO), Defense of the Ancients 2 (Dota 2), Overwatch, and 

Hearthstone. 

Pro-players and teams are the essence of esports (CGC Europe, 2015). While some are not 

owned, others are hired, trained, and managed by large corporations (e.g. the Samsung Galaxy Pro-

Game Team; Ströh, 2017). Some of the most popular teams have become businesses themselves 

(CGC Europe, 2015), operating as profit-oriented organizations. They sign well-paid sponsorship 

agreements, control their own websites and media channels, sell their own merchandise (Ströh, 

2017), have personal trainers and agents (Guinness World Records, 2017), control gaming houses 

(composed of living quarters and training facilities), and hire players from around the world (CGC 

Europe, 2015). Unlike regular sports, most teams do not have a regional affiliation because they 

were created in the online world. Still, some teams have become associated with specific cities, like 

Team EnVyUs which represents Charlotte city from North Carolina (Ströh, 2017). According to 

Settimi (2020), the five most valuable esports teams are TSM
15

 (valued at $410 million), Cloud9 

                                                           
10 Also called events (Ströh, 2017) or competitions (Shabir, 2017). 
11 Also known as event organizers (SuperData, 2015). 
12 Location may play an important role as the size of the audience and game popularity varies from country to 

country. For example, while in Europe the most popular sports games are from the FIFA series, in the United States it is 

games from the Madden series (Shabir, 2017). 
13 There are also multiple careers to be pursued within competitive gaming. For example: pro-gamers, consultants, 

lawyers, agents (responsible for securing sponsorship deals, among other things), journalists, content creators, event 

managers, community managers, sales or account managers (responsibilities include selling advertising space and making 

sponsorship deals with brands), public relations and marketing (primarily responsible for promotion and increasing sales, 

including those of the sponsors), team and organization managers, team staff, broadcasters and production, 

commentators, administrators and referees, and esports recruitment and human resources (Shabir, 2017). 
14 It is believed that professional gaming events generate tremendous exposure and increase purchases of in-game 

content (Ströh, 2017; TEO, 2018). As such, inserting a competitive game into internationally popular esports events has 

the potential of being extremely beneficial (CGC Europe, 2015).  
15 TSM is an initialism for Team SoloMid (Winnan, 2016). 
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($350 million), Team Liquid ($310 million), FaZe Clan ($305 million), and 100 Thieves ($190 

million). However, although there are esports players who make a lot of money, most are not so 

lucky and have extremely low salaries. Just like with sports, absolute dedication is not enough, one 

must have pure talent (Shabir, 2017). Regarding demographics, statistics show that pro-gamers are 

generally between 16 and 26 years old and 85% are male (CGC Europe, 2015).  

The versatility of esports is shown by the diversity of its tournaments (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Competitions can be team-based or singular, depending on the videogame (Shabir, 2017). These 

competitions can range from small amateur tournaments played exclusively via the internet 

(referred to as online tournaments) to large physical events that fill entire football stadiums 

(referred to as offline tournaments) and offer million-dollar prize pools (Ströh, 2017). Still, most 

tournaments start online and culminate offline (Franke, 2015). In offline tournaments pro-gamers 

are in a centre stage playing the game. There are massive screens displaying the live footage of the 

games, which is accompanied by enthusiastic and detailed running commentaries, replays, and 

discussions from sportscasters during breaks (CGC Europe, 2015). According to Nordmark and 

Heath (2021), the five esports tournament series with the highest prize pools are The International 

2019 ($34.3 million), Fortnite World Cup 2019 ($30.4 million), League of Legends World 

Championship 2018 ($6.4 million), Call of Duty League Championship 2020 ($4.6 million), and 

Honor of Kings World Champion Cup 2020 ($4.5 million). Although the central theme of this 

market is the playing of videogames, esports are professional in every aspect, with large 

orchestrated events full of impressive lightshows, sounds, and displays of technology (CGC 

Europe, 2015). 

One of the main differences between regular sports and esports is their broadcasting methods. 

While sports rely on TV broadcastings, esports rely almost entirely on livestreams
16

 over the 

internet. This reliance on the worldwide web is so high that esports can even be considered the first 

sport to gain commercial success without the need to be televised. Contrary to classic TV, streams 

can be watched anytime and anywhere in the world with an internet connection and a mobile 

device. Another advantage of streaming services is that they have live-chats built into the streaming 

interface, allowing viewers to comment and discuss the competitions with other fans and even with 

the commentators or the streamers themselves in real-time (Ströh, 2017). Although there are 

several esports streaming platforms, Twitch and YouTube are the predominant ones (Shabir, 2017). 

Media recipients (i.e. the viewers) are the basis of all large sports industries and esports are no 

different (Ströh, 2017). With 495 million fans in 2020, a figure that has been increasing roughly 

12% per year (Newzoo, 2020c; Statista, 2020a), the esports audience is a key component of the 

esports ecosystem (Shabir, 2017). It should be noted, however, that the audience’s demographics of 

individual videogames can greatly differ (Nielsen Esports, 2017). Nevertheless, when looking at 

esports fans as a whole, 78% are male and 22% are female
17

 (Statista, 2020b). They are aged 

between 18 and 34 (Scholz, 2019), with the average being 26 years old
18

 (Hedlund, Smith, et al., 

2021; Mooney, 2018). Being mostly composed by millennials
19

 (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) and 

Generation Z, their ever increasing technical aptitudes and online affinity have led to the creation 

of e-communities where they quickly find ways of meeting and sharing esports content (Shabir, 

2017). Regarding location, the esports audience is composed by 44% Asia-Pacific, 25% Europe, 

                                                           
16 Contrary to other online technologies, where the video must firstly be downloaded into the computer, streaming 

technology transmits data in a continuous flow, giving people immediate access to the video. In this context, live 

streaming allows viewers to watch the action in real-time (i.e. at the same time that it is happening in the real world). 

Because of this, live streaming has been extremely popular in the esports scene (Mooney, 2018). 
17 Comparatively, 61% of regular sports fans are male (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 
18 Comparatively, the regular sports audience is averaged at 28 years old (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 
19 Also known as Generation Y (Shabir, 2017). 
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19% United States, and 12% the rest of the world. Despite esports’ globality, the Asian market has 

a higher percentage due to the strong acceptance of videogames in the Asian culture (Ströh, 2017). 

Over the years, various esports associations have formed with the objective of driving the 

competitive gaming industry forward. Some examples include: the International Esports Federation 

(IESF), the World Esports Association (WESA), the British Esports Association (BEA), the 

Esports Integrity Coalition (ESIC; Shabir, 2017), and the Korea e-Sports Association (KeSPA). 

However, they are still not very significant (Ströh, 2017). 

Lastly, we have esports sponsorships, which are the main focus of this research. Sponsorships 

are extremely important for esports (Scholz, 2019; Ströh, 2017) because they account for roughly 

between 57% (Newzoo, 2020c) and 74% of this industry’s revenue (Lokhman, Karashchuk, & 

Kornilova, 2018; SuperData, 2017b). For instance, in 2020, of the $1.1 billion that the general 

esports market generated, $636.9 million came from sponsorships, which accounts for 57.9% of the 

total revenue (Newzoo, 2020c). This means that, in its current large scale, the esports market’s 

sustainability is highly dependent on sponsors and it cannot survive without them (AEVI, 2018; 

Lokhman et al., 2018; Mooney, 2018; Newzoo, 2019, 2020c; Nielsen Esports, 2019; ONTIER, 

2018; Scholz, 2019; SuperData, 2018; TEO, 2018). 

 Although competitive gaming only started to gain relevancy as a market in the early 2010s 

(Ströh, 2017), it became a worldwide phenomenon (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017) in less than a decade 

(Shabir, 2017). Because of this, esports are recognized, not only as the world’s fastest-growing 

sport market (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017), but also as one of the fastest-growing industries in 

general (Winnan, 2016). Its relevancy (CGC Europe, 2015) along with its captivating global reach 

(BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017) and attractive economic strength (Shabir, 2017) is luring a wide 

number of consumer brands aiming to use it as an important marketing channel (CGC Europe, 

2015). As a result, there are increasingly more and more brands heavily investing in esport 

sponsorships (Winnan, 2016). For example, just in 2016, more than 600 esports sponsorship deals 

were signed (Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017) and, in 2020, brands spent roughly $844 million 

to sponsor this industry (Independent, 2020). Table 1 presents an extensive list of some of the 

brands that (according to the literature) are, or have, sponsored esports. 
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Table 1 

Prominent esports sponsors in the literature 
5-Hour Energy (Jenny et al., 2018) Korean Air (CGC Europe, 2015) 

Adidas (Simon, 2016; Taylor, 2012)  Logitech (CGC Europe, 2015) 

Alienware (CGC Europe, 2015; Li, 2016) Manchester City Football Club (Shabir, 2017) 
Amazon (Hollist, 2015; Stein & Scholz, 2016)  Mercedes-Benz (SuperData, 2017a) 

AMD (CGC Europe, 2015) Microsoft (Funk, Pizzo, & Baker, 2018; Shabir, 2017) 

American Express (CGC Europe, 2015; Li, 2016) Modern Times Group (Stein & Scholz, 2016) 
ASRock (CGC Europe, 2015) Monster Energy (Li, 2016) 

ASUS (CGC Europe, 2015; Lu, 2017) Mountain Dew (Li, 2016) 

Audi (Shabir, 2017) MSI (CGC Europe, 2015) 
AXE (CGC Europe, 2015) Nerdist (Shabir, 2017) 

Azubu (CGC Europe, 2015) Newegg (Li, 2016) 

BenQ (CGC Europe, 2015) Nintendo (Taylor, 2012) 
Bic (Taylor, 2012) Nissan (Jenny et al., 2018) 

Bison Group (CGC Europe, 2015) NVIDIA (CGC Europe, 2015; Li, 2016) 

Bud Light (Ströh, 2017) Old Spice (Taylor, 2012) 
Cellucor (CGC Europe, 2015) ONE.de (Ströh, 2017) 

Chinese Global Mobile Game Confederation (Szablewicz, 2016) Pantech (Taylor, 2012) 

Cineplex (Stein & Scholz, 2016) Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) Football Club (Shabir, 2017) 

Cisco Systems (CGC Europe, 2015) Pepsi (Lu, 2017) 

Coca-Cola (Jenny et al., 2018; Ströh, 2017) PepsiCo (Ströh, 2017) 

Coke Zero (CGC Europe, 2015) Philips (CGC Europe, 2015) 
CompUSA (Li, 2016) Pizza Hut (Li, 2016) 

Cooler Master (CGC Europe, 2015) PokerStars (Shabir, 2017) 

Corsair (CGC Europe, 2015) Pringles (CGC Europe, 2015) 
Creative (CGC Europe, 2015) Puma (Taylor, 2012) 

Crucial (CGC Europe, 2015) Razer (CGC Europe, 2015; Li, 2016) 

Dell (Jenny et al., 2018) Red bull (Funk et al., 2018; Jenny et al., 2018) 
Domino’s Pizza (AEVI, 2018) ROCCAT (CGC Europe, 2015) 

Doritos (Shabir, 2017; Taylor, 2012) Rockstar (Ströh, 2017) 

Dr Pepper (Taylor, 2012) Samsung (CGC Europe, 2015; Funk et al., 2018) 
El Corte Inglés (AEVI, 2018) Sapphire (CGC Europe, 2015) 

Epson (CGC Europe, 2015) Scan Computers (Winnan, 2016) 

ESPN (Keiper, Manning, Jenny, Olrich, & Croft, 2017) Sennheiser (CGC Europe, 2015) 
GameStop (Shabir, 2017) Shinhan Bank (Taylor, 2012) 

GEICO (Ströh, 2017) SK Telecom (Li, 2016) 

Gigabyte (CGC Europe, 2015; Szablewicz, 2016) Sony (Shabir, 2017) 
Gillette (Jenny et al., 2018) Sound Blaster (Li, 2016) 

Google (Shabir, 2017) South Korean Air Force (Gifford, 2017) 

Government of China, specifically Beijing (Szablewicz, 2016) SteelSeries (CGC Europe, 2015; Li, 2016) 
Government of South Koreaa (Taylor, 2012) Suzuki (Taylor, 2012) 

Gunnar (Zolides, 2015) Symantec (CGC Europe, 2015) 

Hauppauge (CGC Europe, 2015) T-Mobile (CGC Europe, 2015; Li, 2016; Ströh, 2017) 
Hitbox (CGC Europe, 2015) Tencent (Lu, 2017) 

Hot Pockets (Taylor, 2012) The Kraft Group (SuperData, 2017a)  
HP (Nichols, 2017) Toshiba (CGC Europe, 2015) 

Hyundai (Jenny et al., 2018) Turtle Wax (Ströh, 2017) 

iBUYPOWER (Li, 2016) Twitch (Shabir, 2017) 
IGN (Shabir, 2017) Ubisoft (Li, 2016) 

Iiyama (CGC Europe, 2015) Verizon (Ströh, 2017) 

Intel (Jenny et al., 2018; Keiper et al., 2017) Visa (Lokhman et al., 2018) 
Jin Air (Gifford, 2017) Vodafone (Ströh, 2017) 

Kaspersky (CGC Europe, 2015) Volkswagen (Simon, 2016; Taylor, 2012) 

Kimikuro (Taylor, 2012) Western Digital (CGC Europe, 2015) 
Kingston HyperX (CGC Europe, 2015) XMG (CGC Europe, 2015) 

Korea Telecom Freetel (KTF; Jin, 2010). YouTube (Shabir, 2017) 

Korean Aegis Gaming Networks Inc. (Szablewicz, 2016) Zowie (Ströh, 2017) 
a Specifically via its Ministry of Information and Communications and Ministry of Culture and Tourism (Taylor, 2012). 

 

Sponsorships are major marketing tools (Nicholls, Roslow, & Dublish, 1999; Shabir, 2017) 

and a valuable complement to numerous marketing programs (Shabir, 2017). They are an important 

instrument of the communication mix (Ströh, 2017) and vital to achieve several marketing and 

organizational objectives (Masterman, 2007) because they present an opportunity for brands to 

reach consumers’ minds and hearts (Nicholls et al., 1999). Because of this, since 2009, the general 

global spending in this marketing tool has increased about 4.1% per year, with the worldwide 

sponsorship market being valued, in 2015, at $57.5 billion (Wang, 2017). 

It is essential here to clearly define what a sponsorship really is. In essence, a sponsorship is a 

commercial partnership (Quester & Farrelly, 1998) that involves the financial or friendly support of 
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certain activities with the objective of reaching particular business goals (Shabir, 2017). This is a 

marketing strategy that seeks to benefit both the sponsor and the sponsored party. Currently, the 

generally most accepted definition of sponsorship is the one presented by the International 

Chamber of Commerce (Collett & Fenton, 2011). According to this organization, a sponsorship is: 

 

Any commercial agreement by which a sponsor, for the mutual benefit of the sponsor and 

sponsored party, contractually provides financing or other support in order to establish an 

association between the sponsor’s image, brands or products and a sponsorship property, in 

return for rights to promote this association and/or for the granting of certain agreed direct or 

indirect benefits (International Chamber of Commerce, 2011, p. 22). 

 

The International Chamber of Commerce (2011) also states that a sponsor is “any corporation 

or other legal entity providing financial or other sponsorship support” (p. 22) and that a sponsored 

party is “any individual or other legal entity owning the relevant rights in the sponsorship property 

and receiving direct or indirect support from a sponsor in relation to the sponsorship property” (p. 

23)
20

. 

In light of this, we can say that a company behaves as a sponsor when, through a contractual 

basis, supplies a party (e.g. an organization, institution, group, or person) with products, services or 

financial capital in exchange for the right to use the sponsored party, and its activities, to 

communicate
21

 (Ströh, 2017). Hence, a sponsor is any organization or individual who places and 

pays for advertising
22

 (Caruth & Stovall, 1994). In esports, companies may choose to partner with 

pro-players or teams, with events, or even with broadcasting platforms (Shabir, 2017). Some 

brands provide the sponsored party with cash, while others provide equipment (Chalmet, 2015). 

For instance, when sponsoring players or teams brands may choose to provide peripherals (e.g. 

mice and headphones), financially support the players’ travel costs, or pay their salaries. In relation 

to tournaments, sponsors may pay for prize pools and other operational costs (Taylor, 2012). 

 

 

ISSUES 

 

Despite the great economic growth (Franke, 2015) and increasingly more brands being 

interested in sponsoring esports (Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), not much is known about this market 

(Cunningham et al., 2018; Lokhman et al., 2018). Although there have been increasingly more 

studies about esports (Brenda, 2017; Burton, 2017; Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017), research on it is still 

very scarce (Burk, 2013; Chalmet, 2015; Crawford & Gosling, 2009; Franke, 2015; Kozachuk, 

Foroughi, & Freeman, 2016; Lee & Schoenstedt, 2011; Scholz, 2010b; Scholz, 2019; Schwartz, 

2017; Ströh, 2017). There are even several authors who stress that this industry needs more 

attention from the academic and scientific community (Brenda, 2017; Faust, Meyer, & Griffiths, 

2013; Franke, 2015; Korpimies, 2017; Scholz, 2019; Weiss & Schiele, 2013; Wolf & Perron, 

2014). Furthermore, according to Franke (2015) and Lokhman et al. (2018), it is urgent to research 

                                                           
20 For further sponsorship descriptions, I recommend the reading of the International Chamber of Commerce 

(2011), pages 22 to 25. 
21 Sponsorships should not be confused with advertisements. While advertisements are the messages that someone 

pays to be presented to people in order to inform or influence them (Shabir, 2017), the sponsor is the entity that paid for 

that advertisement to happen. As such, advertising can be described as a form of non-personal paid promotion and 

presentation of goods, services, or ideas by an identified sponsor (Caruth & Stovall, 1994; Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

Also, contrary to patronage, where someone (i.e. a patron) contributes for altruistic motives (i.e. donates), in a 

sponsorship the contributor clearly expects to benefit from the transaction and to reach particular commercial goals 

(Bennett, 1999; Ströh, 2017). 
22 An example would be a TV program sponsor (Caruth & Stovall, 1994). 
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the field of esports because the speed at which scientific studies are releasing is not enough to keep 

up with this industry’s growth. 

Authors like Cunningham et al. (2018) also defend that researchers should start performing 

empirical investigations about esports. According to the authors, the majority of the actual data is 

theoretical in nature. Because of this, it is hard to develop hypotheses and research questions, 

design methodologies, analyse data, and draw conclusions. These authors stress that empirical 

studies on competitive gaming will allow esport knowledge to move from a conjecture position to a 

state where it will be possible to identify and explain how, when, and why multiple esports 

phenomena exist or might happen. 

At the moment, the bulk of research has been focused on the debate over the recognition of 

esports as a legitimate sport
23

 (Brenda, 2017; Franke, 2015; Jenny, Manning, Keiper, & Olrich, 

2017; Kane & Spradley, 2017; Ströh, 2017), on the interfaces and technologies used by the industry 

(Brenda, 2017), on the professionalization of the scene, and on the general esports community 

(Franke, 2015). As evidenced, there are several aspects of esports that have not received enough 

attention (Brenda, 2017; Taylor, 2012). One of these is the esports market (Ströh, 2017). For 

instance, very few studies have attempted to analyse esports from a marketing (Cunningham et al., 

2018; Franke, 2015; Seo, 2013) or business perspective (Korpimies, 2017; Scholz, 2019). Some of 

the very few literature include: Hedlund, Fried, and Smith (2021) and Scholz (2019), who cover the 

management and business side of esports; Franke (2015), who analyses the marketization of 

esports; Seo (2013), who analyses the esports marketing landscape as a new element of the 

experience economy; and Borowy (2012), who analyses esports from a historical and marketing 

perspective. 

Regarding studies on the sponsorship of competitive gaming, while there is an extensive 

literature on the sponsorship of regular sports (Chalmet, 2015), there is little research on the 

specific theme of esports sponsorships (Bouaoui, 2016; Chalmet, 2015; Korpimies, 2017). Ströh 

(2017) even clearly states that “research with clear focus on sponsoring in esports is rare” (p. 67). 

A couple of the few studies on this include: the analysis on the power that sponsors have in the 

esports industry by Breuer (2011), a report on the fans’ evaluation of esports sponsoring by The 

Nielsen Company (2015), a research that touches on endemic sponsors by Eventbrite (2015), and 

an examination of the effectiveness of non-endemic sponsoring in esports by Ströh (2017). 

Within the scope of esports sponsorships, we find that there is scant research on how 

sponsoring competitive gaming benefits sponsors (Hallmann & Giel, 2018). There are even several 

authors like Cunningham et al. (2018), Funk et al. (2018), Hallmann and Giel (2018), and Ströh 

(2017), who report that more research is needed on what are the benefits of sponsoring esports. Part 

of the small literature that covers this includes: Burton (2017), who briefly talks about some of the 

sponsoring opportunities that esports may present; Saarnisto (2017), who analyses to what extent 

sponsorships in esports affect the consumers’ buying behaviour; Bouaoui (2016), who analyses the 

effectiveness of esports sponsorships on brand image and brand awareness; and Pitkänen (2015), 

who analyses what are the value offerings that sponsorships in esports provide. 

It is important that brands know what benefits they are likely to reap from their esports 

sponsorships so that they do not aim for unlikely ROIs. As CGC Europe (2015) points out, the 

increasing popularity of esports means that it is vital for brands to comprehend what are the 

opportunities presented by competitive gaming. 

There also seems to exist very little research on what the risks of sponsoring esports are. While 

Crompton (2015) informs that there is a small literature on the risks of general sponsorships, Ströh 

(2017) particularly stresses the need for research on the possible negative effects of sponsoring 
                                                           
23 A plethora of authors like Hilvoorde (2016), Holt (2016), Şentuna and Kanbur (2016), and Owens (2016) have 

analysed if competitive gaming can be considered a sporting activity. 
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esports. One of the few studies that briefly touch on this include Burton (2017), who provides a 

short indication of some aspects of esports that sponsors should be cautious about. 

It is relevant for brands to be aware of what are the risks that come with sponsoring esports. 

The importance of this is stressed by Scholz (2019), who indicates that risk evaluation is a vital 

element of all business models. Ströh (2017) also defends the relevancy of this by stating that 

brands must be aware of the threats of sponsoring competitive gaming because they can lead to 

serious negative effects. 

Also, it seems that not much is known about how to conduct successful esports sponsorships. 

Burton (2017), Cunningham et al. (2018), and Funk et al. (2018) specifically comment that not 

much is known about how sponsors can capitalize on esports. Some of the few literature on this 

area include: Korpimies (2017), who investigates how sponsorships are conducted in esports and 

Chalmet (2015), who analyses how esports sponsorship relations are handled and maintained. 

It is vital that brands understand what strategies are most likely to lead to a successful esports 

sponsorships. As Shabir (2017) reports, it is essential that brands implement efficient and solid 

strategies to ensure success, sustainability, and growth within this new market. The author 

continues by noting that only those who successfully navigate the esports space will reap 

substantial rewards. 

As it is possible to observe, research into the field of esports sponsorships is extremely lacking 

in areas that are highly important for sponsors and academia to be aware of. There is a scarcity of 

studies that cover the benefits and risks of esports sponsoring and the strategies that these brands 

are implementing to succeed in this new and unknown market. Ergo, this research addresses the 

problem of the lack of scientific research on the specific topic of the main benefits and main risks 

of sponsoring esports and the main strategies to conduct successful esports sponsorships. 

The relevancy of studying esports sponsorships is justified by authors like Ströh (2017), who 

mentions that, since sponsors are the economically most important component of the esports 

industry and this market is increasingly attracting more sponsors, the sponsorship of esports is a 

vital marketing field to be researched. 

 

 

OBJECTIVES 

 

For the aforementioned reasons, and looking to tackle the aforesaid issues, this research had 

one general aim that was divided into three specific objectives, which are now presented. 

 

General aim: Determine what are the main benefits and risks that brands face when 

sponsoring esports as well as what are the main strategies for conducting successful 

competitive gaming sponsorships. 

 

The fulfilment of this general objective will allow both existing and potential sponsors to 

better understand the benefits and risks that are more likely to come with the sponsoring of esports. 

For potential sponsors, specifically, knowing what benefits they are more likely to reap and what 

risks they are more prone to encounter will allow them to make more informed decisions, 

particularly on whether to invest in this new field or not. The identification of the most appropriate 

strategies will also inform potential esports sponsors of how best to tackle this new and unfamiliar 

industry. This will also enable current esports sponsors to have a better understanding how efficient 

their sponsorships are and to become capable of orchestrating more refined and effective future 

approaches that will allow for a better reciprocal exchange of value between the brands and esports 

fans. Ultimately, this research will assist in the promotion of the sustainability of this new market. 
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In terms of academia, this research will help reduce the knowledge gap on esports sponsorships and 

provide new data and methodologies on which future studies may build upon. It is also expected 

that this research will encourage the development of more studies in this field. 

To achieve the general aim, three objectives must be completed. 

 

1
st
 objective: Determine the main benefits that brands reap when sponsoring esports. 

 

In other words, the research question was: What are the main benefits that brands reap when 

sponsoring esports? Here we will seek to uncover and specify the benefits that esports sponsors are 

most likely to enjoy. 

 

2
nd

 objective: Determine the main risks that brands face when sponsoring esports. 

 

In other words, the research question was: What are the main risks that brands face when 

sponsoring esports? Popular as they are, it is still crucial to identify and compose a list of the 

dangers that are most likely to accompany and harm the brands that sponsor this industry. 

 

3
rd

 objective: Determine the main strategies that brands should use for conducting successful 

esports sponsorships. 

 

In other words, the research question was: What are the main strategies that brands should use 

for conducting successful esports sponsorships? The esports market is very different from the 

regular sports industry. Hence, it is essential for sponsors to know the best ways to approach it. 

 

 

METHODS 

 

The first step to reach these objectives was to thoroughly review the literature related to the 

topic of interest. After this, the conclusions of the literature review and the resulting hypotheses 

were presented. The methodology used to test these hypotheses was composed of an exploratory 

approach focused on convergent-parallel mixed methods with equivalent status. Specifically, there 

were two samples whose data were simultaneously collected and the data from these two different 

samples had the same level of importance to validate the hypotheses. The study setting was non-

contrived, the researcher had an overt stance, and the time horizon was cross-sectional. Sample 1 

was comprised of 22 experts in esports sponsorships (sampled through a nonprobability purposive 

expert heterogeneous method and treated as a multiple-case study). Only one expert was 

interviewed per organization and, in total, Sample 1 was composed of experts employed at seven 

endemic esports sponsors (EES), eight non-endemic esports sponsors (NEES), and seven marketing 

agencies (MA). These individuals were interviewed through digital platforms and provided mostly 

qualitative data that was analysed with the help of NVivo 10. Sample 2 was comprised of 5,638 

esports fans (sampled through a nonprobability purposive heterogeneous method). They filled out 

an online survey which provided mostly quantitative data that was analysed with SPSS 25
24

. The 

two datasets were analysed separately, but the hypotheses’ validity was verified by triangulating 

both samples’ data. 

 

 
                                                           
24 Although SPSS was previously used as an abbreviation for Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, it now 

stands for Statistical Product and Service Solutions (Tavakoli, 2012). 
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STRUCTURE 

 

The structure of this thesis was linear-analytic. This is the traditional and most common 

arrangement used in research papers (McLeod, 2003; Mills et al., 2010; Yin, 2014). As such, after 

the introduction (which exposed the context, identified the problems that need solving, and 

presented the objectives that seek to tackle the aforementioned issues), this research undergoes a 

thorough literature review. After this, the conclusions of the literature review and resulting 

hypotheses are revealed. Subsequently, the methodology is exposed and a detailed explanation 

(supported by relevant literature) is provided for each of the chosen methods. Afterwards, the 

empirical results are revealed. This is followed by a discussion of the results. Lastly, the overall 

conclusions are presented along with the limitations of the research and suggestions for future 

studies. 

 

 

CLOSING 

 

We sought to acquire a better understanding of the esports sponsorship phenomenon via a 

thorough analysis of the literature, followed by an empirical observation in accordance with the 

aforementioned objectives and methods. As a result, we expect to have contributed to the 

mitigation of the knowledge gap and promoted further scientific research in this field. We hope to 

have created a canvas of useful and workable material to inform and help guide current and 

potential esports sponsors. 
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CHAPTER 1 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Research tends to start with the analysis of the existing literature
25

 and develops from there 

(Neuman, 2014b). Because of this, the literature review is one of the most important elements of 

any research (Kumar, 2014; Rubin & Babbie, 2011). This is the process by which a justified and 

detailed analysis and commentary is given about the merits and defects of a key corpus within a 

specific area of interest (Saunders et al., 2016). It is often written in a narrative style (Patall & 

Cooper, 2008) and presents a summary of the theoretical and empirical discussions (Bordens & 

Abbott, 2018) that are relevant to the topic being studied (Beins & McCarthy, 2012; Patall & 

Cooper, 2008). In essence, it can be considered as an aggregation of previously accumulated 

knowledge (Howitt & Cramer, 2014). 

The development of a literature review usually requires that researchers locate, obtain 

(Bordens & Abbott, 2018), read, analyse, evaluate, and summarise document information related to 

the area of interest, which will then be synthesized into a cohesive text (Adler & Clark, 2011; 

Gliner, Morgan, & Leech, 2017). Its objective is to review and paint a picture of what is the current 

state of the body of knowledge (Adler & Clark, 2011; Bryman, 2012). Specifically, it must analyse 

what others have said, what has been scientifically researched, what theories have been created 

(Babbie, 2013, 2014; Rubin & Babbie, 2011) or applied, which research methods were used, and 

who are the main contributors of the area (Bryman, 2012), while also providing explanations of 

variables and concepts (Adler & Clark, 2011). 

The review must also indicate if data is consistent, or if different studies present conflicting 

results (Babbie, 2013, 2014; Bryman, 2012; Patall & Cooper, 2008; Rubin & Babbie, 2011), and 

propose potential reasons for such inconsistencies (Patall & Cooper, 2008). It must indicate what 

controversies have been found (Bryman, 2012), point the limitations of the existing corpus (Lune & 

Berg, 2017), uncover flaws that could be remedied (Babbie, 2014), and find what still remains 

unanswered (Adler & Clark, 2011). This will help to narrow down the research topic, and 

determine the direction of the research so that it is focused on filling the gaps of the current body of 

knowledge (Leavy, 2017). Hence, it is be pivotal in detecting potential testable hypotheses and in 

proposing useful methodologies and strategies (Adler & Clark, 2011). 

The higher the scientific or academic level of the study, the more vital it is to perform a 

thorough review of the literature (Kumar, 2014). In fact, the creation of a deep review that covers a 

substantial share of previous works is one of the most vital elements of conducting research (Adler 

& Clark, 2011). It is paramount that the researcher is aware of, not only the current state of the art, 

but also of the older studies which have informed the contemporary discussions (Brough, 2019). In 

the same vein, the review must ensure that it provides the reader with a clear understanding of what 

the research is about and how it is contributing to the existing corpus (Lune & Berg, 2017). 

Although a detailed review can take a lot of time, it will result in a more robust research and in 

an overall better understanding of reality (Adler & Clark, 2011). The absence of a meticulous 

review brings forth the possibility of several risks, including: omitting essential theoretical insights 

and approaches, not presenting meaningful new data, or even simply presenting a replication of an 

existing study (Brough, 2019). Despite of how recent the topic of interest may be, it is very likely 

that it has already been covered in some way or form. Hence, this will allow the researcher to avoid 

creating a duplicate study (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). 

In short, a literature review will allow to us to “learn from and build on what others have 

done.” (Neuman, 2014b, p. 126). Essentially, it will justify the study (Adler & Clark, 2011), and 

serve as an argument to the formation of the research aims, predictions, or hypotheses (Coolican, 
                                                           
25 The most common sources used in literature reviews include: books, academic journals and scientific articles, 

government documents, and popular literature, including magazines and newspapers (Adler & Clark, 2011). 
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2014). As such, the literature review sets the stage for the present study to relate to, and advance, 

the previous studies
26

 (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). 

 

 

1.1. MAIN BENEFITS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

Competitive gaming is now a major marketing channel for consumer brands (CGC Europe, 

2015) that provides companies with multiple (Härig, 2015) and innovative sponsoring opportunities 

(Shabir, 2017), be it at the tournament arenas, on the live streams, or even on the websites (Franke, 

2015). Because of this, esports have attracted the attention of several large brands (AEVI, 2018) 

willing to invest significant amounts of money to take advantage of the opportunities that this 

industry offers (Wilson, 2017). 

Sponsorships can be undertaken for a multitude of reasons (Vance, Raciti, & Lawley, 2016). 

The most commonly perceived benefits are related to brand equity
27

 and to the building of 

relationships (Yang et al., 2008). Specifically, the most common opportunities and benefits of 

general sponsorships mentioned by authors include: increased brand awareness, improved brand 

image (Crompton, 1994; Nicholls et al., 1999; Vance et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2008) and appeal 

(BPP Learning Media, 2015), forming of opinions (Nicholls et al., 1999), building of a corporate 

image, reaching a niche audience (Bennett, 1999), creation of networks within a target market 

(Yang et al., 2008), brand image transfer (BPP Learning Media, 2015), fostering community 

goodwill (Vance et al., 2016), driving sales (Bennett, 1999; Crompton, 1994; Nicholls et al., 1999), 

product trial, corporate hospitality opportunities (BPP Learning Media, 2015; Crompton, 1994), 

establishing a communication with the companies’ employees (e.g. increasing employee pride and 

unity), raising the company’s profile with financial institutions and shareholders, communicate 

with customers (Crompton, 1994), as well as reaching multiple other objectives (Bennett, 1999). 

Looking at the sponsoring opportunities that niche professional sports offer, Greenhalgh and 

Greenwell (2013) concluded that its major benefits are related to the existence of fewer sponsorship 

clutter, the ability to reach a more targeted fan-base, the increased flexibility of sponsorship 

contracts (including higher flexibility to reach the brand’s goals), and better cost-effectiveness. 

In relation to the reasons why companies sponsor esports, it is believed that brands seek to 

perform product development and promotion, penetrate the market and reach the community, 

develop the brand, and increase their visibility, brand loyalty, and sales. Brands now see esports as 

a marketing channel (Pitkänen, 2015) because this medium has proven to be highly exploitative 

(Stein & Scholz, 2016) and filled with unprecedented marketing (Seo, 2013) and sponsoring 

opportunities that are able to bring significant positive effects to brands (Franke, 2015). The 

industry has obvious opportunities (Brickell, 2017) from where sponsors may reap several rewards 

(Shabir, 2017). According to Craig Levine (CEO of ESL North America), various companies have 

already been able to find strong success in esports (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

There is an extensive list of characteristics that have turned esports into an extremely attractive 

advertising environment (Ströh, 2017). However, the potentialities of this market are still unknown 

to many companies (CGC Europe, 2015). As such, the following subchapters of this section will 

present the benefits of sponsoring esports that are most commonly mentioned in the literature. 

 

                                                           
26 Afterwards, it will also be an important element in linking the empirical data with what has already been 

researched. That is, it will allow to integrate and compare (either supporting or contradicting) the study’s findings with 

the previously existing knowledge, and show how the new empirical findings contributed to the advancement of the 

current body of knowledge (Kumar, 2014). 
27 The additional or subtracting value that is applied in consumers’ minds when reacting to a product or marketing 

of a brand they know (Kotler et al., 2020). 
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1.1.1. Low sponsorship costs 

 

Contrary to regular sports, esports’ growth has been driven by an enthusiastic and committed 

community whose affinity goes beyond the simple spectator angle. In the early years of esports 

(when competitions had a much smaller scope), most tournaments were completely funded by 

event organizers and by the community itself, with no help from sponsors or investors. However, 

contemporary competitive gaming has reached a scale where it cannot survive without sponsors 

(Winnan, 2016). 

Although Craig Levine (CEO of ESL North America) states that, in esports, there is not a 

single revenue source that outshines all others (Nielsen Esports, 2017), these statements go against 

a large literature on esports revenues. For example, Marco Niemann (ESL senior sales manager) 

states that between 30% to 40% of ESL tournaments’ revenue comes from sponsors (Ströh, 2017). 

Shabir (2017) also disproves ESL’s CEO claims of balanced revenue sources. According to the 

author, in 2017, esports sponsorships amassed a total revenue of $266.3 million
28

, advertising had a 

revenue of $155.3 million
29

, the revenue from game publisher fees reached $115.8 million
30

, media 

rights had a revenue of $95.2 million
31

, and the revenue from ticket sales and merchandise reached 

$63.7 million
32

. As the data shows, the most lucrative areas were sponsorships and advertising, 

which accounted for about 60% of the global esports revenue. 

There is a wide literature indicating that sponsorships and advertisements account for the great 

majority of esports earnings. For instance, Lokhman et al. (2018) state that they account for 74% of 

esports’ total revenue; Nichols (2017) and Ströh (2017) mention 75%; ONTIER (2018) allude that 

it is between 70% and 80%; SuperData (2018) affirm 70%
33

; and the most recent data from 

Newzoo (2020c) indicates 57%. 

As evidenced, unlike regular sports, like football, which can rely on TV rights, private 

investors, advertising, sponsors, player sales, etc., most esports organizations are entirely 

dependent on sponsor support (Taylor, 2012). In fact there is an extensive list of authors who 

mention that esports are dependent of sponsors (Callus & Potter, 2017; CGC Europe, 2015; 

Holden, Kaburakis, & Rodenberg, 2017; Nichols, 2017; ONTIER, 2018; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 

2012; Winnan, 2016), that most of its income and revenue comes from sponsoring brands
34

 (AEVI, 

2018; Lokhman et al., 2018; Mooney, 2018; Nichols, 2017; ONTIER, 2018; Seo, 2013; Shabir, 

2017; Simon, 2016; Ströh, 2017; SuperData, 2015, 2017b, 2018; Taylor, 2012; TEO, 2018; 

Winnan, 2016), and that it requires sponsors in order to grow and stay sustainable (Nichols, 2017; 

Shabir, 2017). 

Sponsorships are the most important financial source for esports teams (AEVI, 2018; Mooney, 

2018; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Pro-players need sponsorships to be able to focus on their 

games and have better training conditions (Peša, Čičin-Šain, & Blažević, 2017). Even pro-gamers 

with large fan-bases tend to earn more from endorsing brands than the best players do from prize 

pools (SuperData, 2015). Sponsorships are also vital for the competitions themselves (AEVI, 2018; 

Mooney, 2018; Shabir, 2017) as sponsor support will directly affect the appeal and frequency of 

the tournaments (Callus & Potter, 2017). 

                                                           
28 A 57.7% increase in relation to 2016 (Shabir, 2017). 
29 A 21% increase in relation to 2016 (Shabir, 2017). 
30 A 17.9% increase in relation to 2016 (Shabir, 2017). 
31 A 81.5% increase in relation to 2016 (Shabir, 2017). 
32 A 42.4% increase in relation to 2016 (Shabir, 2017). 
33 Comparatively, prize pools account for just 11%, betting and amateur tournaments account for only 10%, and 

merchandise and ticket sales account for simply 9% (SuperData, 2018). 
34 For example, competitive gaming teams are often completely financed by sponsors (Winnan, 2016). 
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Because sponsorships are at the heart of the esports economic model (Taylor, 2012; Winnan, 

2016), being the main funding source for most organizations and crucial in making the high-end 

professional scene a viable business (Taylor, 2012), tournament organizers are always looking for 

ways to attract more sponsors and investors (O‘Beirne, 2010; Shabir, 2017). They try to organize 

events that attract the attention of sponsors and are concerned about providing positive returns on 

investment (ROIs) for them (O‘Beirne, 2010). Team owners are constantly competing for sponsors 

(Taylor, 2012) and pro-teams are battling to see who is able to get the best sponsorships 

(Korpimies, 2017). 

Due to their importance, tournament organizers, team owners, and other agents dedicate a 

great portion of their time to flourish these relations. They work very hard to locate and convince 

brands that sponsoring esports provides a beneficial return on investment
35

 (Taylor, 2012)
36

. 

Because of this, it is relatively cheap to sponsor esports. This means that companies with much 

smaller budgets than McDonald’s, Gatorade, or any of the usual sport sponsors can still sponsor 

this market (Winnan, 2016)
37

. 

One of the main differences between regular sports and esports (and also one of professional 

gaming’s most distinctive aspects) lies in the esports’ dichotomy of online and offline tournaments. 

The fact that there are both online and offline tournaments means that companies have the 

possibility of organizing or sponsoring just online tournaments. These online competitions are even 

cheaper to sponsor than offline events and, just like their offline counterparts, also allow sponsors 

to reach the worldwide competitive gaming audience at a very low cost (Ströh, 2017). This has 

allowed smaller brands to use esports to advertise their products to millions of viewers from around 

the world for relatively modest sums of money (Winnan, 2016). Additionally, unlike other sport 

marketing campaigns, in esports it is cheaper to address the audience in a focused and non-

scattered manner (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Besides low investment costs, it is also important to know if these small investments can turn 

into positive ROIs. Luckily it seems that they can. The videogame industry is nowadays an 

incredibly powerful market. Just to give an idea, 2015’s top performing media release was not the 

James Bond movie Spectre, not the tickets for U2’s global tour, and not Adele’s new album. It was 

Fallout 4, a videogame that made $750 million, just on launch day. Furthermore, while Grand 

Theft Auto V almost made $1 billion on its first day, it took Avatar (the highest grossing movie of 

all time) 17 days to accumulate the same amount of revenue (Winnan, 2016). 

If we count the esports and general videogaming industry as one, then it is possible to see that, 

in 2014, this market surpassed the global music industry by $20 billion (Keiper et al., 2017). 

Gaming and esports are now seen as a booming sector that is five times bigger than the global 

record music industry; and this market is still growing. With an estimated value of $107 billion in 

2017, the videogame industry is almost comparable to the physical sports industry, which is valued 

                                                           
35 Return on investment (ROI) is a measurement of how productive a marketing investment was. This is calculated 

by dividing the marketing profits by the marketing expenses (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 
36 Still, brands should be aware that, while teams and tournament organizers that are little known have to actively 

seek for sponsorships, those that have already established themselves and are widely known among the community do 

not have to contact brands for sponsorship deals. These well-known entities are constantly being approached by brands 

that are interested in sponsoring them (Korpimies, 2017). Some teams, like the Evil Geniuses, have won so many 

tournaments with large prize pools that they have become economic powerhouses themselves. Due to their success, they 

are able to sign sponsorship contracts with mainstream and highly popular brands like Monster Energy (Li, 2016). 
37 Still, it is important to note that, although esports are cheap to sponsor, they are so only when compared to other 

entertainment media with large audiences. Any brand that wishes to sponsor esports still needs to invest vast amounts of 

money (Winnan, 2016). Several companies tend to approach esports with a false notion of how much they will have to 

invest in order to obtain a particular amount of exposure. For example, some brands think it will cost no more than 

10,000€ for an esports organization to publicize them with three posts per month on social media when some esports 

organizations may ask for values of up to 100,000€ (Korpimies, 2017). 
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at $124 billion. And while the estimated population of videogame players is of about 1.7 billion 

people, the sport-playing population is just around 1.6 billion athletes (Winnan, 2016). 

Entering into the specifics of esports, this market has also evolved into an economically 

important ecosystem with strong revenues, which is attractive for sponsors looking to invest in it 

and reap positive returns. While in 2015 the esports industry had a global general revenue of $462 

million (Ströh, 2017), this value increased to $493 million in 2016, to $655 million in 2017 

(Newzoo, 2018a), to $776 million in 2018, to $950 million in 2019, and to 1.1 billion in 2020 

(Newzoo, 2020c)
38

. As for the future, Newzoo (2020c) estimates that, in 2023, esports will have a 

revenue of $1.5 billion. As viewership and participation increases, so will the revenue of the 

industry (Keiper et al., 2017). According to Newzoo (2020c), the general esports revenue is 

expected to grow between 14.9% and 22.4% per year
 39

. 

Regarding data specifically on esports sponsors, Jenny et al. (2018) states that they have been 

investing over $500 million per year and Newzoo (2018a) expects that, by 2021, sponsors will be 

investing 1.3 billion. As for brand investment revenues (i.e. media rights, sponsorships, and 

advertising), they reached $230 million in 2015 (Newzoo, 2017), $350 million in 2016 (Newzoo, 

2017, 2018a), $468 million in 2017, $694 million in 2018 (Newzoo, 2018a), and $897 million in 

2019 (Newzoo, 2019). In terms of specific revenues of esports sponsorships, they reached $266 

million in 2017 (Newzoo, 2017), $359 million in 2018 (Newzoo, 2018a), $456 million in 2019 

(Newzoo, 2019), and $636 million in 2020
40

 (Newzoo, 2020c). As these figures show, esports 

sponsorship revenues have been benefiting from a continuous yearly growth (Ströh, 2017). 

According to Newzoo (2018a), between 2016 and 2017, brand investment revenues increased by 

33.7%; between 2017 and 2018 they increased by 48.2%; and between 2018 and 2021 they will 

increase by 99.5%. 

There are some examples of sponsors who reaped tremendous ROIs from these sponsorships. 

In South Korea, some sponsors have reported ROI ratios of 500%. For example, SK Telecom
41

 (the 

owner of the T1 team) has estimated that the company’s promotion of their team through just 

traditional offline media (e.g. TV, magazines, and newspapers) has already made them earn $16.5 

million (Taylor, 2012). 

Audi is another brand that had very favourable ROIs from sponsoring esports. When Nielsen
42

 

and RFRSH Entertainment
43

 joined to study the value being delivered to Audi for sponsoring the 

pro-team Astralis, they found that the media exposure that Audi received during the ELEAGUE 

and DreamHack tournaments was valued at over 10 times the companies’ investment. Most of this 

exposure came from live broadcasts and social and digital media buzz. According to the study, 

82% of the received value from the broadcasts came from the ELEAGUE tournament because of 

team Astralis excellent performance in reaching the Grand Finals and winning the tournament 

(Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

                                                           
38 There is a very uneven collection of data regarding esports (Ströh, 2017). For example, while Shabir (2017) 

estimates that, in 2015, the esports industry had a global revenue of $325 million, Goetomo (2017) predicts $612 million, 

and Winnan (2016) refers $748 million. With regards to 2016, Mooney (2018) states that esports’ revenue almost reached 

$900 million. In relation to 2017, while Keiper et al. (2017) estimates that the esports market received $465 million in 

revenue, Shabir (2017) indicates $696 million, and SuperData (2018) $756 million. Regarding 2018, Jenny et al. (2018) 

estimates $1.2 billion and Winnan (2016) $1.9 billion. 
39 Comparatively, SuperData (2017a) defends that esports’ revenue is growing 12% per year and Winnan (2016) 

refers that it is growing 50%. 
40 Comparatively, Ströh (2017) mentions that, for 2015, esports sponsorships and advertising reaped a total of 

$578.6 million in revenue. In relation to 2017, SuperData (2017b) estimates that the revenue, from sponsorships and 

advertisements, reached $839 million (this value is 5% higher than the total sponsorship revenues from the 2015-2016 

season of NBA). 
41 SK Telecom is the biggest provider of mobile phone services in South Korea (Goetomo, 2017). 
42 Nielsen is a company specialized in managing performance that also studies what consumers want and buy 

(Nielsen Esports, 2017). 
43 A company specialized in esports marketing and media rights (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 
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All these data are quite important because sponsors always want to see the benefits of their 

investments and the projected ROIs of their esports sponsorships (Franke, 2015). It is undeniable 

that, among other benefits, esports sponsors may expect positive ROIs (Shabir, 2017) and a low 

entry barrier in terms of required investment (Winnan, 2016). Because of this, multiple companies 

are supporting the entire esports scene (Lu, 2017; Santarnecchi, Feurra, Galli, Rossi, & Rossi, 

2013) and investing millions of dollars in the sponsoring of tournaments and teams (Jenny et al., 

2018). These brands are making the most of the opportunities that esports present and generating 

considerable ROIs (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

 

 

1.1.2. Increased brand awareness 

 

Brand awareness is related to an individual’s capability to recall a brand (e.g. logo, trademark, 

symbol, etc.) and to his ability to identify a brand with visual or acoustic aids (Burmann et al., 

2017; Keller, 2013; Lee & Jee, 2016). That is, brand awareness consists of both brand recall and 

brand recognition (Burmann et al., 2017; Keller, 2013). 

Brand awareness first occurs when a consumer becomes conscious of a brand’s existence (Lee, 

Yang, Mizerski, & Lambert, 2015). After this, the degrees of brand awareness can range from only 

recognizing a brand with the help of stimulus (i.e. stimulus-based brand awareness), to having the 

brand deeply entrenched in the consumers’ minds (i.e. memory-based brand awareness). In 

stimulus-based brand awareness, brand recognition (the weakest form of brand awareness) refers to 

when someone is only able to recognize and categorize a brand with the help of visual or acoustic 

stimuli and brand familiarity (the second weakest) describes a state where someone already has 

some sort of subjective felling of familiarity with a brand. In relation to memory-based brand 

awareness, brand recall (the second strongest form of brand awareness) refers to consumers who 

are able to remember a brand without the help of any sort of stimulus, and top of the mind 

awareness (the strongest form) describes someone who has deep and dominant knowledge about 

the brand. These two strongest forms of brand awareness are vital in influencing the consumer’s 

buying decision (Burmann et al., 2017). 

In essence, brand awareness is related to how strongly entrenched a brand is in a person’s 

memory and this embeddedness is reflected by that person’s ability to correctly identify the brand 

in different situations and conditions (Keller, 2013; Mao & Zhang, 2013). However, brand 

awareness can also be used as a measurement tool for a company to identify how many people are 

aware of its brand (Burmann et al., 2017). As a measurement tool, brand awareness describes how 

widely known a brand is among consumers and the associations that that specific brand triggers in 

consumers’ minds (Jin & Cedrola, 2017). 

Companies increase brand awareness though advertising (Lee et al., 2015). However, it should 

be noted that an advertising campaign with the purpose of raising brand awareness does not 

necessarily seek to advertise a specific product or service. Its goal is simply to make consumers 

aware of the brand as a whole and consider it when deciding what to buy (Fincanon, 2010).  

Companies must be aware that high brand awareness is generally not obtained overnight. It is 

often slowly built over time. As such, brands should not consider their sponsoring efforts a failure 

if an event increases their brand awareness by only a small percentage (Rowley & Williams, 2008). 

Additionally, the levels of brand awareness are unstable because they tend to be at their highest 

during a sponsorship operation and abruptly fall soon after (Ferrand, Torrigiani, & Povill, 2007). 
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Brand awareness is very important for multiple reasons (Keller, 2013; Lucas, 2015). It is the 

initial step of branding
44

 any product (Lee et al., 2015). It is only after brand awareness is created in 

a consumer’s mind that he will be able to learn and be influenced by it (Choi, 2014). As such, 

brand awareness also influences the creation of a brand image (Keller, 2013). 

When a consumer thinks about a product category, the brands that he will remember will be 

the ones which are more deeply rooted in his mind. Thus, when making a low-involvement 

purchase, the consumer will tend to buy the brand that is at the top of his mind (Lucas, 2015). The 

brand with the highest awareness level in the consumer’s mind is the one that is more likely to be 

chosen (Keller, 2013). Because of this, brand awareness tends to influence the company’s overall 

market performance (Choi, 2014). 

As people become more aware of a brand, they will start understanding how that specific 

brand can solve their particular desires or necessities (Lee et al., 2015). The more entrenched and 

salient a brand is in a person’s mind, the more consideration that brand will receive during the 

consumer’s purchase decision process (Keller, 2013; Schlegelmilch, 2016). As such, increased 

visibility will result in extra revenue through sales (Pitkänen, 2015) and will also make people 

more likely to talk about the brands that they know (Choi, 2014). 

In short, brand awareness is one of the most important elements in the building of brand equity 

(Burmann et al., 2017; Zavattaro, 2014). It is important for the consumers’ decision making 

process; it is a required predecessor for the existence of sales and profitability; it positively impacts 

market performance; and it helps to shield the company from multiple risks (Choi, 2014). 

Interestingly, the main goal of most sponsorships is also to build brand awareness (Korpimies, 

2017). This promotional tool has the potential of allowing brands to reach broad audiences via the 

mass media (Ströh, 2017). For example, sponsorships through radio, TV, or print media have the 

potential of reaching millions of people (Nicholls et al., 1999). When talking about what brands 

find most important when deciding if they should sponsor an esports event, O‘Beirne (2010) 

mentions that “it is all about brand awareness at the end of the day” (p. 76). 

In the case of massively popular brands, sponsorships will only result in a minimal awareness 

increase. Because of this, these companies will usually use sponsorships for other purposes. 

However, when awareness is low, or when a company has several rival products, sponsorships can 

be quite impactful (Crompton, 1994) as these give companies the opportunity to stand out between 

all the advertising clutter, communicate the existence of their brands to specific target-groups, and 

inform them about the brands’ benefits (Nicholls et al., 1999), their products’ attributes (Crompton, 

1994), and where and how to obtain them (Nicholls et al., 1999). Because of this, brands want to 

show their logos to as many people as possible (Korpimies, 2017) and, by embracing esports, 

sponsors will be able to, not only explore a new market (Stein & Scholz, 2016), but also reach a 

massive (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016) new target-audience (Heere, 2018). 

Competitive gaming tournaments sell out entire famous arenas (e.g. Madison Square Garden 

and Staples Centre) and receive significant media coverage (e.g. from Turner Sports and ESPN
45

). 

Because of this, the investing in esports has become an international phenomenon (Funk et al., 

2018). By entering the esports industry you are able to connect your businesses with the global 

market. This is because competitive gaming allows any entrepreneur to reach a worldwide audience 

(Stein & Scholz, 2016). The popularity of live streaming systems and services has reached such a 

high level that this technology is now seen as a competitor of traditional TV (Pires & Simon, 

2015). 

In essence, the most important aspect for sponsors is the amount of visibility they will get 

(Pitkänen, 2015) and esports provide sponsors with massive amounts of exposure (Shabir, 2017). 
                                                           
44 The act and strategy of building a name and image for particular product or brand (Baker, 1998). 
45 ESPN is an initialism for Entertainment and Sports Programing Network (Ströh, 2017). 
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Due to this, esports provides sponsors with the great opportunity to market and promote their 

products (Taylor, 2012). 

 

 

1.1.2.1. Massive audience 

 

Despite being in its infancy (Shabir, 2017) and being unknown to several people (CGC 

Europe, 2015), the truth is that competitive gaming has had a broad following (Jenny et al., 2017). 

The millions of viewers that compose the tremendous esports audience (CGC Europe, 2015) has 

put competitive gaming on par with some of the most popular sports, both in terms of interest and 

following (Shabir, 2017).  

The number of esports viewers is constantly (Shabir, 2017) and rapidly increasing. It is 

estimated that this audience was composed by 204 million fans in 2014 (Newzoo, 2016a), 235 

million in 2015 (Newzoo, 2017), 281 million in 2016 (Newzoo, 2018a), 335 million in 2017 

(Newzoo, 2019), 395 million in 2018, 443 million in 2019, and 495 million in 2020 (Newzoo, 

2020c)
46

. As we can see, the number of esports viewers is rapidly growing (BI Intelligence & 

Elder, 2017). According to Newzoo (2020c), the esports fan-base grew 12.3% between 2018 and 

2019 and 11.7% between 2019 and 2020. Comparatively, Newzoo (2016a) points out that this 

audience grew 11.2% between 2014 and 2015 and 13.3% between 2015 and 2016, so this does not 

point to there being a deceleration regarding this growth rate.  

There is no denying that the number of the esports fans is rising (BI Intelligence & Elder, 

2017). In 2016, the esports audience was already bigger than the entire American Football 

audience, which was composed of 151 million people, rivalled the size of the NFL
47

 fan-base 

(Winnan, 2016), and was close to the size of the baseball audience (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). In 

South Korea (home to one of the biggest esports audiences), the number of people who spectate 

competitive gaming is the same as the combined number of people who watch football, baseball 

(very popular in South Korea) and basketball. The fan-clubs of esports are even larger than the 

ones from singers or actors (Taylor, 2012). 

The appearance of streaming technologies is one of the driving factors for the sudden 

appearance and growth of the esports audience (Shabir, 2017). It is estimated that 13% of all live-

stream viewers in the world watch esports (SuperData, 2015), that 24% of all videogame content 

viewed online is related to esports (Ströh, 2017), and that at any given time there are about 500,000 

people watching esports content on Twitch (Winnan, 2016). 

Competitive gaming tournament broadcasts, especially via online streaming, are able to reach 

millions of people (Ströh, 2017) and are amidst the most viewed online broadcastings (CGC 

                                                           
46 Because this is still a recent and unfamiliar industry, different reports have presented different results (Ströh, 

2017). For instance, for the year of 2014, while Goetomo (2017) stated that there were 89 million viewers, Mooney 

(2018) declared that there were 204 million fans. Similarly, while a report from SuperData (2015) estimates that in 2015 

there were 134 million esports fans, Ströh (2017) found a report from the same research company (i.e. SuperData 

Research) that estimates the existence of 188.3 million. For 2016, SuperData Research calculates that the esports 

audience grew to 218.4 million (Ströh, 2017) and Gifford (2017) claims the existence of 256 million viewers. In relation 

to 2017, Winnan (2016) estimated that the esports audience was composed only by 145 million viewers. Other reports 

present even higher figures. SuperData (2017b) and SuperData (2018) declare an audience of 258 million, BI Intelligence 

and Elder (2017) defend that about 300 million esports viewers exist, and Shabir (2017) and Statista (2019) estimate 385 

million people. As for 2018, although SuperData (2017b) calculates 299 million, Statista (2019) stated that the size of the 

esports fan-base in 2018 reached 395 million people. For 2019, SuperData (2017b) estimates 330 million and Ströh 

(2017) calculates 427 million. 
47 NFL is an initialism for National Football League (Smith et al., 2017). 
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Europe, 2015). Table 2 presents the some of the most viewed esports tournaments
48

 that are 

mentioned in the literature. 

 

Table 2 

Highly viewed esports tournaments 

No. of online viewers Tournament Reference 

75 million League of Legends Grand Finals 2017 AEVI (2018) 

60 milliona Mid-Season Invitational 2018 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

46 million Intel Extreme Masters Katowice 2017 AEVI (2018) 

43 millionb LoL World Championship 2016 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

37 million CFS World Championship 2017 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

36 millionc LoL World Championship 2015 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

34.08 million Intel Extreme Masters Katowice 2016 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

32 milliond LoL World Championship 2013 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

31 million DreamHack Masters Malmö 2017 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

27 millione LoL World Championship 2014 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

27 millionf ESL One Cologne 2015 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

25.09 million DreamHack Cluj-Napoca 2015 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

25 million ESL One Hamburg 2017 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

20 million ESL One New York 2016 Esports Marketing Blog (2018)  

20 million The International 2014 Esports Marketing Blog (2018) 

20 million 2016 Call of Duty Championship Guinness World Records (2017) 
a During the event, the viewership numbers peaked at 19.8 million concurrent viewers (Esports Marketing Blog, 2018). 

Also, it should be stated that the report from Riot Games (the developers of the game that was being played) stated that 

the number of unique viewers had reached 127 million, the company latter released another document with a more 

accurate number of 60 million unique viewers (Fusco, 2018). 
b Viewership peaked at 14.7 million concurrent viewers (Esports Marketing Blog, 2018). 
c Viewership peaked at 14 million concurrent viewers (Esports Marketing Blog, 2018). 
d Viewership peaked at 8.5 million concurrent viewers (Esports Marketing Blog, 2018). 
e Viewership peaked at 11 million concurrent viewers (Esports Marketing Blog, 2018). 
f Viewership peaked at 1.3 million concurrent viewers (Esports Marketing Blog, 2018; Guinness World Records, 2017). 

 

The popularity of competitive gaming has led it to have a bigger audience than some regular 

sporting events (Mooney, 2018). For example, in 2016, there were more males, aged between 18 

and 24, watching the Spring Championship of Major League Gaming than the Rose Bowl game, 

the NCAA
49

 Basketball Tournament, or the first round of the NBA
50

 play-offs (Winnan, 2016). 

More people watched the 2015 League of Legends World Championship than the 2015 NBA 

finals. Specifically, while the 2015 League of Legends World Championship was watched by about 

36 million people (Mooney, 2018), the 2015 NBA finals were watched by 19.9 million (Statista, 

2018b). Also, while the 2010 Winter Olympics opening ceremony was watched by 32.7 million 

people
51

 in the United States (Statista, 2018a) and the 2012 Summer Olympics opening ceremony 

was watched by 40.7 million people
52

 in the same country (Statista, 2016), the LoL World 

Championship 2016 was watched by 43 million people (Esports Marketing Blog, 2018; Gifford, 

2017; Statista, 2018c) and the Intel Extreme Masters Katowice 2017 was watched by 46 million 

(AEVI, 2018; Esports Marketing Blog, 2018; Statista, 2018c). Furthermore, while the 2012 jump 

from the edge of space by Felix Baumgartner was watched by 52 million people on YouTube (Li, 

2016), the Mid-Season Invitational 2018 was watched by 60 million esports fans (Esports 

Marketing Blog, 2018; Fusco, 2018). These extremely high viewership levels that have led various 

                                                           
48 According to Newzoo (2016b), when considering all esports-related views on Twitch, the esports tournament 

organizers with the highest viewership share on that platform are: Riot Games (with 28% of all views related to esports 

on Twitch), ESL (23%), DreamHack (11%), Valve (9%), StarLadder (9%), MLG (5%), BeyondTheSummit (5%), and 

others (10%). 
49 NCAA is an initialism for National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA, n.d.). 
50 NBA is an initialism for National Basketball Association (Smith et al., 2017). 
51 The 2018 edition was watched by only 28.3 million people in the United States (Statista, 2018a). 
52 The 2016 edition was watched by only 26.5 million people in the United States (Statista, 2016). 
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brands like HyperX, ROCCAT, Scan Computers, and Intel to sponsor esports in order to generate 

awareness in this massive community (Winnan, 2016)
53

. 

These comparisons are quite important because high visibility is the reason why regular sports 

are, by far, the most popular sponsorship medium. For instance, regular sports are responsible for 

three-quarters of the sponsorship investment in the United States and the United Kingdom 

(Bennett, 1999). This is where esports gain their significance as there are esports titles that, even 

just by themselves, have bigger online audiences than some regular sports (Franke, 2015). For 

example, in 2017, League of Legends had 157 million viewers per month, PlayerUnknown’s 

Battlegrounds had 102 million, Hearthstone had 83 million, Dota 2
54

 had 65 million, Overwatch 

had 63 million, and Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO) had 43 million (SuperData, 2018)
55

. 

Studies have shown that over half of the esports audience watches live gaming tournaments at 

least once a week (Shabir, 2017). But it is not just high viewership levels (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 

2017), there are also long viewing sessions. In terms of daily viewership hours, a report by Statista 

(2017), showed that most esports fans spend between 1 and 4 hours watching esports content. All 

of these viewership and internet traffic data are valuable metrics for sponsors as brands like to 

know the reach that their sponsorships will have (Li, 2016). 

While the general media has neglected esports, the organizations that have conquered this 

medium are now able to reach millions of interested viewers every single day and possess a 

tremendous reach on popular social media like Facebook and Twitter (CGC Europe, 2015). This is 

because the esports audience makes use of multiple popular social platforms and likes to talk about 

esports in these channels. Specifically, 57% of them use Facebook, 42% use Twitter, 36% use 

Instagram, 34% use Snapchat, and 22% use Reddit. This further enhances the reach of esports 

(Nielsen Esports, 2017). All of these factors associated with esports’ high popularity have attracted 

several sponsors (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Moreover, pro-players also tend to have their own media channels where they deliver 

messages from their sponsors. Even when not in tournaments, these pro-gamers stream their 

practice sessions to thousands of interested viewers eager to learn their tactics. The wide media 

reach that these simple training sessions generate is also a precious asset (CGC Europe, 2015). For 

example, in relation to Twitch, the most watched Dota 2 channel belongs to an esports broadcaster 

named Starladder1 who holds over 337 million views as of 29 march 2017; the most watched 

individual channel belongs to Michael “imaqtpie” Santana, who has accumulated more than 198 

million views; and Jaryd “summit1g” Lazar is the individual Counter-Strike (CS) streamer with the 

most followers on the platform and the fourth most followed on Twitch overall, having over 1.8 

million followers (Guinness World Records, 2017). 

Some esports players possess extremely large fan-bases. For example, BoxeR’s fan club has 

more than half a million members. People recognize him on the street and hold signs with his face 

and name during matches (Li, 2016). As is evident, pro-gamers are treated as celebrities (Kuhn, 

2009). Pro-teams like Fnatic, one of the best and most respected esports teams across the global 

community, have more than 3 million followers on social media (Winnan, 2016). The popularity of 

esports players is so large that when Lee “Faker” Sang-hyeok, considered by some as the best 

League of Legends player in the world, created his own Twitch channel, all it took was one hour of 

                                                           
53 Still, even the 75 million viewers from the 2017 League of Legends Grand Finals (AEVI, 2018) cannot come 

close to the 114.4 million from the Super Bowl XLIX, which made it the most watched TV program in the United States’ 

history (Statista, 2015), nor to the 3 billion that compose the total viewership of all matches of the real-world FIFA 2018 

World Cup (FIFA, 2018). 
54 Dota is an acronym of Defense of the Ancients (Ströh, 2017). 
55 However, it is important to note that not every esports title has such high viewership levels (Southern, 2017). The 

first Vainglory World Championship had a peak viewership of 25,000 concurrent viewers and its most viewed match on 

YouTube, with happened during the 2015 edition of Vainglory’s World Invitational, had just over 546,000 views as of 25 

April 2017 (Guinness World Records, 2017). 
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live streaming for him break the record for the most viewed twitch stream by a single individual. 

The stream peaked at 245,000 concurrent viewers (Guinness World Records, 2017). 

Pro-players are able to attract a fan-base that rivals the size of those of regular sports, which 

shows how significant the reach of a single pro-player is (Franke, 2015). Some of the most popular 

pro-gamers have over 30,000 concurrent viewers watching all of their daily practice sessions on 

Twitch. Because of this, those who have amassed a large group of followers can make money from 

their Twitch channel by the number of views they receive (Mooney, 2018) and by selling 

advertising space during their broadcasts (Mooney, 2018; TEO, 2018). 

Even after retiring, some pro-players continue their gaming careers as videogame streamers. 

This is because, even as mere streamers, these personalities are able to attract more than 100,000 

online viewers. As such, brands tend to hire some of these players to become streamers that support 

and advocate the companies’ products (Lu, 2017). 

Competitive gaming is filling various stadiums (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017). When it was 

announced that tickets were being sold for the 2015 edition of The International in Seattle, all it 

took was 10 minutes for all the 10,000 tickets to be bought (Gifford, 2017). This is especially true 

for the finals of the most prestigious tournaments, which are now selling out entire large arenas 

(AEVI, 2018; Stein & Scholz, 2016; Ströh, 2017) and football stadiums with thousands of fans. 

Some examples of sold out arenas include: the Lanxess Arena (Germany’s biggest multi-purpose 

hall), which was used during the ESL One Cologne (Ströh, 2017); the Commerzbank Arena in 

Frankfurt (a 2006 Football World Cup stadium), which was used for the ESL One Frankfurt 

(Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017; Ströh, 2017); and the Wembley arena (one of the biggest venues in the 

world), which was used for 2015 edition of the League of Legends Championship Series (Winnan, 

2016). 

Entering into the specifics of the live attendance of some offline tournaments: 40,000 people 

filled the Seoul World Cup Stadium during the finals of the 2014 LoL World Championship (CGC 

Europe, 2015; Guinness World Records, 2017); 45,000 esports fans sold out the Sangam Stadium 

(the venue that hosted football matches during the 2002 FIFA World Cup) during the 2014 League 

of Legends World Championship finals (Winnan, 2016); 45,000 joined to watch the finals of the 

Pro Evolution Soccer 2016 UEFA Euro 2016 in France (Guinness World Records, 2017); 50,000 

people gathered at the Beijing Olympic Stadium to watch the 2017 finals of League of Legends 

(AEVI, 2018); and 120,000 fans reunited at the Gwangalli Beach in Busan (South Korea) to watch 

the finals of the SKY Proleague tournament (Gifford, 2017). 

There are tournaments occurring all over the world (Shabir, 2017). Just in 2015, Newzoo 

registered 112 major offline esports tournaments
56

. The popularity of these types of tournaments 

has become so high that it led to the recent construction of various venues especially dedicated to 

esports and more are being planned around the world
57

 (Ströh, 2017).  

In short, contrary to early gaming tournaments, which drew just a couple hundred fans, 

nowadays the main esports events are capable of selling out major stadiums with capacities for 

over 40,000 people and of attracting millions of online and TV viewers (Mooney, 2018). Proof of 

their global attractiveness was shown when the 2014 edition of the League of Legends World 

Championship was broadcasted in 19 different languages (Chalmet, 2015). 

Also, the higher the prize pool, the most views a tournament will get (Shabir, 2017; SuperData, 

2015). The constant increate of esports popularity has led to an increase in the prizes for the 

                                                           
56 The location of these events was relatively equally distributed between the three main regions (i.e. United States, 

Europe and Asia). Still, the United States holds a little more of these events (Ströh, 2017). 
57 Some locations include London and Los Angeles (Stein & Scholz, 2016). 
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winners of these tournaments
58

. In the beginning years of esports it was very rare for a main prize 

to exceed $1,000. However, nowadays winning teams are presented with millions of dollars 

(Mooney, 2018). The international is one of the best examples of the constant increase of monetary 

prize pools. While The International 2013 offered just $2.8 million, The International 2014 

awarded $10 million, The International 2015 granted $18 million (Esports Earnings, 2021)
59

, The 

International 2016 bestowed $20 million
60

 (Esports Earnings, 2021; Guinness World Records, 

2017), The International 2017 presented $24 million, The International 2018 delivered $25 million, 

and The International 2019 offered $34 million (Esports Earnings, 2021)
61

. Prize pools of such 

value are higher than those of popular regular sports like tennis, golf, cycling, and marathon 

running (Lu, 2017). And statistics show that competitive gaming’s monetary awards will continue 

to grow (SuperData, 2017b). 

Companies are offering such high awards because they know that high prize pools attract the 

top pro-players and a lot of media attention (SuperData, 2017b). Because of the extremely large 

audience and prize pools within esports, the competitive gaming scene can no longer be seen as a 

marginal phenomenon. Competitive gaming is now a worldwide industry of economic significance 

(Ströh, 2017). When the first esports tournaments appeared, money was scarce. The competitions 

were held in hotel lobbies and the prize pools were just a couple thousand dollars. At the present 

time, prize pools have become much larger and the number and variety of tournaments much 

bigger (Shabir, 2017). 

As we can see, esports have become a spectator sport (Brenda, 2017; Franke, 2015; Mooney, 

2018) and are now a potential marketing tool to build an audience (Franke, 2015). Their mass 

appeal has already proven that they are not as niche as people think (Winnan, 2016). In fact 

SuperData (2015) mentions that, with its millions of viewers, esports can no longer be considered a 

niche market. 

Being an online and globalized phenomenon, esport viewership is comparable to that of 

regular sports and, although this medium has already reached a tremendous scope, it still has a lot 

of room to grow. It is expected that in the near future, the esports industry will rival that of major 

sports leagues (Shabir, 2017). The increasing (Funk et al., 2018) and massive number of esports 

viewers has caught the attention of several corporations (CGC Europe, 2015) and attracted multiple 

sponsors to esports, including some major brands like Red Bull, Samsung
62

, and Microsoft (Funk et 

al., 2018). Competitive gaming viewership provides brands with an opportunity to reach esports 

fans (Ströh, 2017). The extremely high online viewership numbers has made them quite attractive 

to consumer brands looking to target young adults (CGC Europe, 2015) and the more people watch 

esports the more revenue will be generated for advertisers (Ströh, 2017). 

 

                                                           
58 In terms of overall growth, prize pools in esports have been growing 27% per year (SuperData, 2017b). In 2015, 

esports total prize pool was of$61 million. In 2016, it increased by 52.9% to $93.3 million (Shabir, 2017). And in 2017 it 

reached a total of $102 million (SuperData, 2017b). 
59 Esports Earnings (www.esportsearnings.com) is an online database of esports leagues, tournaments, prize pools, 

teams, and players that is driven by the esports community (Ströh, 2017). Various authors use this online database to 

write their works and researches. Some examples include: Brickell (2017), Araujo and Oliveira (2017), Holden, 

Kaburakis, et al. (2017), Hollist (2015), Keiper et al. (2017), Owens (2016), Scholz and Feldhaus (2015), Şentuna and 

Kanbur (2016), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016). 
60 It should be noted that these prize pool values represent the total monetary prize that will be awarded at the 

tournament, and does not represent just the amount that the winners of the tournament will receive. For example, the 

runner ups of The International 2016 where awarded with $3.427 million and the winning team was awarded with $9.139 

million (Gifford, 2017). 
61 Still, only the most popular esports titles and tournaments are able to award such high prize pools (Ströh, 2017). 

For instance, the finals of the 2016 Capcom Cup in California offered a prize pool of $350,000 and the 2017 Hearthstone 

Winter Championship awarded $250,000 (Guinness World Records, 2017). 
62 Samsung is a multinational conglomerate that operated in various industries including electronics, insurance and 

food processing (Goetomo, 2017). 
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1.1.2.2. Reach an elusive demographic 

 

Gamers and esports fans are a very attractive audience for sponsors because the demographic 

that they represent is getting increasingly harder to reach through traditional media (Li, 2016; 

Ströh, 2017) and old-style advertising (Shabir, 2017). This is because 49% of gamers and esports 

fans do not watch TV, 47% do not go to cinemas, and 44% do not watch movies at home (CGC 

Europe, 2015). Also, brands have realized that people between 16 and 32 years old are making less 

use of traditional media and that everything is going digital. This has become one of the main 

selling points of esports (Korpimies, 2017) since males aged between 21 and 35 are precisely 

esports’ main audience (Winnan, 2016). As such, one of the most attractive attributes of the esports 

audience is their largely young male profile (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

The esports audience belongs to an age segment that spends more time online than reading 

printed media (Ströh, 2017) or watching TV (Nielsen Esports, 2017; Ströh, 2017). They basically 

live online (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017). On average, esports fans watch 4 hours of TV per week 

(this time does not account for the watching of esports content on TV). Still, female fans watch 

15% more TV than male fans. Furthermore, the esports audience spends twice as much time 

playing videogames (i.e. 8.1 hours on average) per week than watching TV (Nielsen Esports, 

2017). 

To worsen the elusiveness of this demographic, esports fans are avid ad-blockers (BI 

Intelligence & Elder, 2017; Ströh, 2017), so much so that gaming-related websites have the highest 

rate of ad-blocking (i.e. 26.5%). Companies that use sponsoring as a communication tool in esports 

can bypass these barriers because the brand can engage the audience (in a non-intrusive way) by 

contributing to the esport event’s content. That is, by showing its logos or ads as an integral 

element of the stream and of the video (instead of as external publicity that constantly interrupts the 

viewing experience) brands are immune to ad-block software because these software cannot block 

ads that are integrated into the videos themselves. With this strategy, the company’s marketing and 

advertising efforts will not be perceived as a distraction or an unpleasant interruption (Ströh, 2017). 

As such, sponsoring esports is a viable way of avoiding ad-blocking (Shabir, 2017). 

According to Mach-1 (an organization that is part of GoupM
63

), because the demographic that 

composes the esports audience is increasingly watching less TV and using more ad blocking 

software, they have become a sub-section of society that is extremely hard for sponsors to reach 

(Nichols, 2017). However, this inaccessibility is one of the main reasons why the esports audience 

is so attractive to sponsoring brands (Ströh, 2017). Because of that, currently, one of the main goals 

of esports sponsors is to show their logo to as many people from this demographic as possible 

(Korpimies, 2017). 

Besides providing access to an elusive audience (Ströh, 2017), the sponsoring of esports allows 

brands to reach a very specific and narrowed target-group (Pitkänen, 2015; Ströh, 2017). Contrary 

to regular sports, like football, where the audience is extremely diversified, esports fans tend to 

have some aspects in common. For example, while not every football fan plays that sport, virtually 

every esports fan plays videogames in some form (Pitkänen, 2015). Being able to reach your 

desired target-market in a very focussed manner reduces the risk of ineffective investments (Shabir, 

2017) and increases the cost-effectives of the sponsorship (Pitkänen, 2015).  

As we can see, millennials are a very attractive demographic for sponsoring brands (Nichols, 

2017) and the fact that the esports audience is almost exclusively comprised of millennials makes it 

an extremely desirable target group for sponsors. Being digital natives, esports fans are more prone 

                                                           
63 GroupM is one of the largest investors in global media. They specialize in finding valuable audiences, effectively 

and efficiently engaging them and in reaching one’s desired marketing outcomes (GroupM, 2018). 
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to consume content online than in other more traditional channels (Shabir, 2017). As such, this 

audience is much more difficult to reach than regular sports fans (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

Advertisers are asking themselves how to reach an audience that constantly tries to escape 

publicity (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017) and the sponsoring of esports is one of the ways to do it. 

With the ever increasing media reach and professionalization of the industry, more and more 

companies are starting to integrate esports into their communication mix in order to reach this 

elusive demographic (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Brands are eager to sponsor esports (Nielsen 

Esports, 2017) because this exposes them to an audience that otherwise would not be reached 

(Cunningham et al., 2018; Shabir, 2017). 

 

 

1.1.2.3. High popularity of esports 

 

Videogames are the second most popular type of content on YouTube, with music being at the 

top (SuperData, 2018). The ever increasing popularity of gaming in society has caused esports to 

follow suit. Being a gaming society with a passion for competition, it is only natural that esports 

have gained such notoriety. In fact, the relevance of the esports industry comes from our inherent 

competitive nature
64

 (Shabir, 2017). 

In a very short time, the esports industry became a global phenomenon
65

 (Mooney, 2018). Its 

popularity is marching towards, and surpassing, that of some major sports (Franke, 2015). Because 

of this, various analysts state that esports could be the next entertainment sensation (Stein & 

Scholz, 2016). When talking about the 2016 edition of the League of Legends World 

Championship, the USA Today newspaper even stated “We have arrived. eSports are not science 

fiction, and this is no longer the stuff of the future. This is now” (Guinness World Records, 2017, 

p. 24). 

Competitive gaming has become so popular that the Summoner’s Cup (a token of victory 

given to the winners of the League of Legends World Championships) was created by Thomas 

Lyte, the same company that designed the golf’s Ryder Cup and the football’s English FA Cup 

(Guinness World Records, 2017). The official draft for the first season of the Championship 

Gaming Series (CGS) was held at the Playboy Mansion (Li, 2016). Also, in 2017, Wendell Lira, a 

former Brazilian football celebrity, informed that he had quit football in order to become a pro-

gamer and was now making more money (Guinness World Records, 2017). 

In South Korea, esports are already on the same level as regular sports, having the same degree 

of acceptance and maturity. However, in western cultures, esports have not yet reached this status 

level. But, considering its developments, they are steadily catching up (Ströh, 2017). Some 

European countries, like Scandinavia, already possess globally active companies that are investing 

heavily in esports and the United States are also becoming an esports powerhouse (CGC Europe, 

2015), even providing esports scholarships for students (Shabir, 2017). 

Also, during the 2008 Olympics, the Beijing Organising Committee selected Team Razer 

esports players’ Jang “Moon” Jae Ho and Li “Sky” Xiaofeng to be among the 10 sports 

professionals that played the role of torch bearers (Winnan, 2016). Besides that, esports are planned 

                                                           
64 Several other factors have also contributed to the increasing popularity of esports. These include: improved 

internet speeds, technological evolution, the esports audience’s technological prowess, a very vocal gaming community, 

the appearance and popularization of streaming technologies, popularisation of gaming in society, increased availability 

of gaming devices and platforms, the game developers’ interest in esports, influx of sponsors, and increased prize money 

(Shabir, 2017). 
65 In a very short time span esports have evolved from a hobby to a worldwide phenomenon (Winnan, 2016). For 

instance, the 2016 edition of the LoL World Championship saw the participation of teams from 20 different countries 

(Guinness World Records, 2017). 
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to be featured in the 2022 Asian Games (Nichols, 2017; Shabir, 2017) as a medal event (Shabir, 

2017). 

The popularity of esports has become so relevant that the International Olympic Committee is 

discussing the possibility of including it in the 2024 Olympics. The inclusion of esports in the 

Olympics could benefit both esports and the Olympics
66

. On October 28
th
 2017, the 6

th
 Olympic 

Summit took place in Lausanne. Here, the representatives of the Olympic Movement and the 

International Olympic Committee (IOC) discussed several important topics for the future of the 

Olympics. At the end of the Summit, it was concluded that esports qualify as a sporting activity
67

. 

However, its contents must not infringe the Olympic values of peace among people, non-violence, 

and non-discrimination in order to be recognized by the International Olympic Committee. Other 

topics that were discussed included the lack of a main governing body, which is normal for such a 

young industry. It was concluded that the inclusion of esports into the 2024 Olympics will depend 

on how the scene will evolve on the next couple of years. The decision on whether esports will be 

added will be made after the 2020 edition of the Games in Tokyo (Shabir, 2017). 

With such popularity, esports have become a phenomenon that cannot be ignored nor be seen 

as a simple and minor extension of the videogame industry (Brenda, 2017). The 2014 purchase of 

Twitch by Amazon for almost $1 billion dollars drew a lot of attention from the general media. 

With this kind of awareness, esports will play a crucial role in various consumer brands’ future 

marketing strategies (CGC Europe, 2015). Because of this, just in 2016, more than 600 esports 

sponsorship deals have been signed (Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017). 

 

 

1.1.2.4. Enhanced brand recall  

 

Being an integral element of brand awareness (Keller, 2013), brand recall relates to a 

consumer’s ability to remember a specific brand name without any kind of help. This is different 

from brand recognition, which is the ability to remember a brand only when presented with some 

type of help or stimuli. An example would be to remember a brand after seeing it in a list (Biscaia 

et al., 2017). In this sense, brand recall refers to a consumer’s ability to remember a brand just from 

his memory. Consumers usually recall a brand when presented with a product category or when 

deciding to buy or use a product. For example, a consumer will recall his favourite type of cereals 

when he thinks about a cereal category or when he is deciding what to eat for breakfast. In this 

case, the recall can happen both at home when choosing what to eat and at a store when buying 

groceries (Keller, 2013). 

In order to improve brand recall, companies should repetitively and constantly establish 

memory links. This can be done by associating the brand with a creative jingle or slogan, or by 

establishing brand logos, characters, packaging, and symbols. Also, it is imperative that companies 

present a brand name that is easy to pronounce and remember. In this regard, sponsorships give 

brands continuous exposure, a necessary element to enhance brand recognition. By creatively and 

skilfully selecting the right events and sponsorship strategies, marketers can create a connection 

between the brand and the event, which will build brand recall (Keller, 2013). 

As a matter of fact, brand recall is often used as a tool to determine sponsorship effectiveness. 

The more participants recall the sponsoring brand without any kind of help, the more successful the 

                                                           
66 On the one hand, the inclusion of competitive gaming in the Olympics would attract the much desired younger 

demographics to the Olympics and, on the other hand, would bring more recognition to the esports scene and benefit it in 

various ways (Shabir, 2017). 
67 Competitive gaming was considered a sporting activity because the players’ preparation and training intensity is 

comparable to that of athletes (Shabir, 2017). 
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sponsorship was (Go & Govers, 2013). Contrary to brand recognition measurements (where 

participants are usually presented with a list of brands and asked if a specific brand sponsored a 

certain event), in brand recall measurements participants are not given any memory aids and are 

commonly asked what brand sponsored a particular event (Keller, 2013). 

In this sense, it seems that esports are proving to be very useful and efficient at creating a 

lasting brand recall (Bouaoui, 2016; Ströh, 2017). For example, in his aided recall test
68

, Bouaoui 

(2016) found that 87% of esports fans were able to recall at least one brand that sponsors esports 

and, from the 13% who did not recall any brand, 71% were able to recognize at least one of those 

brands. The study also found that if an individual had consumed a product from an esports sponsor 

he is more likely to recall the brand as 92.4% of fans were able to recall an esports sponsor whose 

products they had previously consumed. Comparatively, in sports, an aided recall test of the 1992 

Olympics found that 88% of respondents were able to correctly recall at least one of the four 

brands that were presented during commercials (Go & Govers, 2013). However, there are also 

quite low recall percentages in regular sports aided recall tests. A survey of the 2002 Winter 

Olympics found that only 35% of respondents were able to correctly identify Coca-Cola as a 

sponsor, with 28% stating that Coca-Cola had not sponsored the event and 36% being unsure. The 

low percentage of individuals who correctly identified Coca-Cola was considered to be particularly 

troublesome for an aided recall measurement (Roy & Graeff, 2003). 

Another interesting data comes from Ströh (2017), whose unaided recall test revealed that 

66.9% of the audience of an esports tournament correctly recalled the name of the event’s main 

sponsor. Although the brand was the main sponsor, this high percentage
69

 is still quite impressive 

because that sponsor was a non-endemic brand
70

 (i.e. Wüstenrot, a private home loan bank). The 

same study also showed that 24.6% did not remember the main sponsor and only 8.4% named the 

main sponsor incorrectly (instead mentioning one of the endemic sponsors
71

). Also, from the 

respondents, 85.3% were confident and doubtless about their answer. Comparatively, in sports’ 

unaided recall tests, a survey of the football African Nations Cup concluded that Nokia, the event’s 

main sponsor, had an unaided awareness of 89.5% (Dekhil, 2010). Also a survey of the Euro 2004 

(a major international football event) found that, through an unaided recall measure, the four most 

recalled sponsors were: Coca-Cola with 45%, McDonald’s with 23%, TMN with 7%, and CTT 

with 5% (Barros & Silvestre, 2006). 

However, sponsors should bear in mind that brand recall is affected by numerous variables, 

including: brand exposure, brand image, sponsorship clutter, brand familiarity (Breuer & Rumpf, 

2011), brand use (Pride & Ferrell, 2016), brand preference (Nicholls et al., 1999), brand popularity, 

brand importance (Leng, 2017), brand relatedness, and consumer exposure to the brand during the 

event (Nickell, Cornwell, & Johnston, 2011). Also, different types of audiences (including of 

different age) will present different levels of sponsor recall (Dekhil, 2010). 

                                                           
68 There are essentially two types of brand recall measurement methods (i.e. aided and unaided). In unaided recall 

measurements, individuals are simply asked what brand comes to mind and, in aided brand recall measurements, 

researchers give participants clues to help them recall the brand. For example, when measuring the brand recall 

percentage of the German high performance sports car, Porsche 911, an unaided recall measure would simply involve 

researchers asking participants to name a car. On the other hand, in aided recall measures, researchers would ask 

participants, for example, to name a sports car, a German car, or a German high performance sports car. While aided 

brand recall yields insight about how consumers organize brands in their memory and what clues are necessary to remind 

them of a particular brand, unaided recall simply and clearly shows how deeply entrenched a brand is in consumers’ 

minds (Keller, 2013). 
69 According to Dekhil (2010), if a brand obtains an unaided awareness of 10% or higher at a multi-sponsored 

event, it is considered a high level of brand awareness. 
70 Sponsors with no direct or indirect connection with the sponsored party. These companies’ support is mostly 

financial. In the case of esports sponsors, some examples include insurances and banks (Ströh, 2017). 
71 Sponsors with a direct or indirect connection to the sponsored party. Their products are needed and used by the 

sponsored party, thus these sponsors tend to act as product suppliers. In the case of esports, this includes manufactures of 

computer-related hardware, software, peripherals, and equipment (Ströh, 2017). 
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Furthermore, there is the risk that the impact of the message or the recall suffers from a 

dramatic fall after the sponsored event. A study concluded that 20 to 30 minutes after an event one 

fourth of the audience forgets the advertising brand, with 10% naming the wrong brand and another 

10% simply having a hazy recollection of the product category. In general, one day after the event, 

half of the audience tends to forget the advertisement (Bennett, 1999). 

Despite this, it is vital to build enough brand awareness in order to enhance the consumers’ 

ability of recognizing or recalling the brand with enough detail to influence his purchase decision. 

However, it is harder to achieve recall than recognition (Kotler & Keller, 2016b). In this case, 

esports seem to be quite capable of building a significant amount of brand recall (Bouaoui, 2016; 

Ströh, 2017). The 87% of aided brand recall found in some esports events (Bouaoui, 2016) is 

extremely close to the 88% of aided recall from a famous traditional sporting event like the 

Olympics (Go & Govers, 2013). And the 66.9% of unaided brand recall of esports sponsorships 

(Ströh, 2017) can be seen as an average of the 89.5% (Dekhil, 2010) and 45% of unaided brand 

recall found in the sponsoring of some traditional sport events (Barros & Silvestre, 2006). 

 

 

1.1.3. Improved brand image 

 

As an integral element of brand equity (Cacciolatti & Lee, 2015), brand image refers to how 

consumers perceive a specific brand (Cacciolatti & Lee, 2015; Crompton, 1994; Kotler & Keller, 

2012; Schlegelmilch, 2016; Yadin, 2002). That is, it encompasses all the associations, attributes, 

and characteristics that consumers attach to a particular brand. It can be seen as the sum of all 

impressions that the consumer has, of the brand, in his mind (Schlegelmilch, 2016). These 

perceptions affect the consumers’ attitudes (which can be positive or negative) towards the brand 

(Lewis & Littler, 1999). Because of this, brand image can also be understood as the personality of a 

company or of a specific product (Yadin, 2002), or as the qualities consumers tend to associate to 

it. For example, when thinking about Mercedes Benz, our brains usually associate that brand with a 

strong public image, not only because of its price, but also because of its physical characteristics. 

This image is not a permanent element of the brand, it is a characteristic that is built through 

advertising (Imber, 2000), and each person has a different or even contradictory perception of a 

brand (Baker, 1998). 

Brand image is a mental construct, developed by an individual and affected by the information 

he has selectively received from a brand. Image can be altered through time by information that is 

received from the surrounding environment. However, once people have developed a certain 

image, brand image is hard to change. This is mainly because, once people have created an image 

in their minds, they often become selective perceivers of any further data, seeing only what they 

expect or want to see. As such, it is unlikely that event sponsorships will be able to completely 

change an image. Because of this, most sponsors tend to use events to reinforce an existing product 

image and to make the people that already bought their products feel good about their purchase 

(Crompton, 1994). 

In short, brand image is the result of an individual’s perceptions of the evaluated, and 

subjectively interpreted, signals sent by a specific brand (Ströh, 2017). Yet, brand image can also 

be understood as the position that the firm occupies in the marketplace. In this sense, brand image 

is extremely important because market positioning is generally seen as the most important element 

to establish the brand in the marketplace (Belch & Belch, 2018). 

At the present time, most product categories have so many similar brands competing between 

themselves that it becomes very hard to create or find a benefit or attribute that may serve as the 

main selling point of the brand. Several products are difficult to differentiate solely on a 
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performance or functional basis. Ergo, it is vital to build a memorable and strong identity for the 

brand (Belch & Belch, 2018). However, it is difficult to develop a distinctive and strong image. 

This requires hard work and creativity, and a firm cannot change its image overnight with just a 

couple of ads (Armstrong & Kotler, 2015). 

Because there are times when brand image is the only differentiating factor between products 

(Chaffey & Smith, 2013), the company that builds the best brand image will obtain the biggest 

market share and the highest profits (Belch & Belch, 2018). The reason for this is because 

individuals who have a positive perception of the sponsoring brand present favourable purchase 

intentions (Ko, Kim, Claussen, & Kim, 2008). A strong brand image gives the firm a competitive 

advantage in the market it is in (Belch & Belch, 2018).  

However, nowadays it is difficult for brands to control their brand image. The internet offers 

people an abundance of information about the brand, but the majority of this info was written and 

shared by the consumers themselves, not the company (Belch & Belch, 2018). In the current era, 

companies have much less control over their brand image than they had over 10 years ago and that 

is because, today, the firm is not the only one that owns and controls their brand image, their 

customers own and control it too. Their opinions are easily visible to others and customers seek 

these types of analyses (Nunes, Bellin, Lee, & Schunck, 2013). 

In this sense, advertising is one of the most efficient ways of building a brand image (Belch & 

Belch, 2018) and sponsorships seem to have the upper hand because they usually appear less 

commercial than regular advertising (Bennett, 1999). Sponsorships allow brands to reach an 

audience in a non-commercial environment. This increases their chances of benefiting from an 

improve brand image (Ströh, 2017). Furthermore, sponsorships of major events allow brands to 

build the image of a new or existing product, to change the way a certain product is perceived, to 

counter adverse or negative publicity, to increase the pride employees and distributors have for the 

product, and to drive employee recruitment (Crompton, 1994). 

Sponsorships may also serve as a tool for differentiation (Crompton, 1994; Shabir, 2017), this 

especially true for main sponsors (Shabir, 2017). Because today’s market is full of similar brands 

(Bennett, 1999) and giant companies with massive advertising budgets, sponsorships provide 

smaller brands with the opportunity to stand out. This also applies to esports (Shabir, 2017). Since 

brand identity is often the main distinguishing factor of any company, sponsorships aim to project 

the company’s image to a specific audience (Bennett, 1999). 

Sport sponsoring is seen as one of the best marketing tools to enhance the image of the brand 

and its products (Winnan, 2016) and esports sponsors can also benefit from an improved image. 

Millennials are cause-driven beings and the infancy of the competitive gaming industry makes it a 

cause (i.e. something that requires or is benefited by external help). As such, sponsoring esports 

shows that the brand is supporting the industry, the organizations, the teams, and the players. This 

often improves the audience’s perception of the brand, which then leads to an improved image and 

greater credibility and prestige (Shabir, 2017). 

The act of sponsoring something that appeals to a target audience, like esports, makes them 

more prone to see the brand in a positive light because it is adding value to the industry that they 

love. This may influence the buying behaviour and greatly affect customer relations. Such changes 

will drive a rise in sales. The positive publicity will also provide the brand with an enhanced 

positive exposure, with its products and services receiving increased positive visibility (Shabir, 

2017). 

Finally, sponsoring esports also improves the brand’s status. By supporting the esports 

industry, the sponsor gains considerable goodwill (Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 

2017). This is because consumers usually infer that the brand has partially altruistic motives to 

sponsor the event (Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012). As such, it is natural for Ströh (2017) to mention 
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that there are indications that esports sponsoring may be a way of gaining a direct competitive 

advantage and of obtaining an overall higher appreciation from the esports audience. 

Because of this, a significant amount of sponsors seek large international esports tournaments 

to demonstrate their affiliation with competitive gaming (Seo, 2013). Research seems support these 

intentions. A study by Bouaoui (2016) found indications that the esports audience believes that 

sponsoring esports tournaments gives brands a more positive image and may lead fans to have a 

better appreciation for the brand. Similarly, a research by Franke (2015) found signs that a brand’s 

appeal may increase if it sponsors esports. Specifically, 65.23% of his sample stated that it found a 

brand more appealing if it sponsored pro-players or teams, 65.15% if it sponsors offline 

tournaments, and 58.71% if it sponsors the broadcast channels. This shows that an investment in 

the esports scene may be beneficial for the brand’s image. 

Brands like Samsung have continuously sponsored esports to such an extent that they have 

now acquired an important meaning among the esports fan-base (Seo, 2016). These firms often 

choose to sponsor esports, not because they seek short-term profits, but because they seek to gain 

good faith and reputation (Korpimies, 2017), and to build (Lu, 2017), improve (Korpimies, 2017), 

and strengthen their image (Pitkänen, 2015). 

The aspects of brand image are important (Ko et al., 2008). It is vital for brands to create a 

good brand image (Baker, 1998) because this will eventually lead to increased sales (Winnan, 

2016). All firms strive to develop a unique, different, strong, and favourable brand (Kotler & 

Keller, 2016a) and any company looking to enhance its image, and be seen as more modern and 

sympathetic for millennials, should consider sponsoring esports (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.1.3.1. Passionate audience 

 

The esports audience is known for being very emotive, involved (Ströh, 2017), strong, 

engaged, and passionate about competitive gaming (Nielsen Esports, 2017). These are very 

attractive factors for sponsors (Ströh, 2017). There is a very high engagement level across the 

entire videogame industry (Franke, 2015). In esports in particular, the audience is engaged and 

involved with the videogames they follow on a very deep level. This is because it provides them 

with excitement, entertainment, and escape. They have a very high attachment and passion for their 

favourite videogames, with 69% admitting to cheer for their favourite players, 76% having a 

favourite team, and almost a third mentioning that they watch certain matches because they feel 

involved with a particular player or team. Also, 63.4% of fans spend between 5 to 10 hours 

watching esports-related content per week
72

 (Ströh, 2017). 

The esports audience is highly involved with this medium and this makes esports very valuable 

from a marketing perspective. The fans are heavily engaged with the scene, using it as a form of 

escapism, and as a source of excitement and entertainment. They identify themselves with their 

favourite titles and continuously watch and follow the matches of those games. As the number of 

esports broadcasts increases, more and more brands will start to notice the advertising and 

sponsorship opportunities. The high involvement (Franke, 2015) and emotionality makes esports 

fans an extremely valuable target group (Ströh, 2017) because fans that are highly involved with an 

event, and have a higher emotional relationship with it, have a more positive perception of the 

image of its sponsoring brands (Portlock & Rose, 2009). 

                                                           
72 A different research by Nielsen Esports (2017) concluded that 36% of males and 23% of females watch one or 

more esport live streams per week and 30% of males and 26% of females watch one or more of these live streams per 

month. 
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Competitive gaming fans are passionate (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017) and strong, with 50% 

of them going as far as identifying themselves as enthusiasts and 49% spending most of their free 

time consuming esports content (Nichols, 2017). In his study, Ströh (2017) concluded that 

competitive gaming fans have a very high affinity towards esports. While 9.4% of the esports 

audience sees esports as just a side hobby, almost two thirds see competitive gaming as one of their 

most important hobbies, with some of them even stating that it is their passion
73

. This passion from 

fans is the key element that has made esports so successful (Li, 2016).  

Ergo, one of the reasons why sponsors have been attracted to esports is because, in these 

events, brands are provided with a continuous exposure to this passionate audience (Lee & 

Schoenstedt, 2011). This is a very desirable aspect for brands because highly attached fans have a 

higher tendency of seeing their favourite team’s sponsors in a more positive way (Tsiotsou & 

Alexandris, 2009). 

Videogame competitions are closely linked to the new technologies and the internet, and this is 

reflected by the fact that the great majority of its social activity is generated on social networks. A 

partnership between the Asociación Española de Videojuegos (AEVI) and the consultancy Acceso 

found that 98% of the messages related to esports on social networks have a positive sentiment (i.e. 

support, acceptance, gratitude, etc.) and only 2% show negative feelings. This represents a great 

contrast to the usual dynamics of social media communication (which have a greater level of 

toxicity). This connection to positive feelings is one of the main reasons why several big brands 

decide to sponsor esports teams and tournaments (AEVI, 2018). 

As is evident, esports are an exciting industry (Mooney, 2018) that is full of emotions. They 

are also filled with interesting stories (Christophers & Scholz, 2010). The great majority of esports 

fans consider competitive gaming to be more interesting, exciting, and engaging than regular 

sports. This presents great potential and multiple marketing opportunities for brands (Franke, 

2015). 

A central aspect of offline tournaments is the passionate public that cheers, waves flags, and 

wears their favourite team’s apparel. Just like with any other sport, in esports the crowds’ cheers 

and outbursts of excitement fill the arenas as they see their idols appear before them. These events 

are filled with emotions that climax whenever someone scores or defeats their opponents, with 

tense situations, and with displays of extreme skills that make the crowd go wild (CGC Europe, 

2015). Fans love esports tournaments because of the adrenaline they feel “when an epic fight takes 

place” (p. 63). They want to see the pro-players’ emotions when they win or lose (Wong, 2012). 

Although esports games can be quite complex, it is this aspect coupled with the pro-players’ deep 

knowledge, intricate plays, tactics, and split-second manoeuvres that makes fans scream in awe (Li, 

2016). 

By reaching the fans while they are watching a match, the sponsor is catching them when their 

emotions are extremely high (Winnan, 2016). The existence of impressive and intense moments 

during matches means that esports tournaments are able to build an atmosphere of excitement and 

hype. During these moments, esports commentators quickly adopt a feverish pitch and demonstrate 

a complete disbelief and amazement at the incredible skills of the pro-players. These high emotions 

also reach the audience and they show it by posting their comments on various digital platforms. 

Every time viewers witness stunning performances they comment these moments on chats, forums, 

and on comment sections of YouTube and Twitch. This helps spread the excitement and creates a 

shared sense of hype and passion for esports, and it is these hype moments that boost viewership 

and attendance levels. Because of their importance, these intense moments are often incorporated 

into special videos that showcase the highlights of specific tournaments (Ford, 2017). 
                                                           
73 One of the main reasons for their engagement and passion for esports is because they want to be better gamers 

themselves. That is, they aspire to be just as good as their favourite pro-players (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 
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Hype moments often occur when players completely dominate their opponents or when they 

manage to overcome disadvantageous situations and emerge victorious. The hype engages the 

audience and serves as a tool to gain attention and appreciation. Because of this, pro-players try to 

be part of these moments to attract fans and sponsorships (Ford, 2017). 

Fans are so eager to personally attend these events that a study conducted by Franke (2015) 

found that 32% of the esports audience has attended at least one offline esport tournament and 83% 

would like to attend them. A similar study by Eventbrite (2015) also concluded that 30% of esports 

attendants attend at least three tournaments per year and 10% attends at least five. 

Furthermore, the tickets for some of the most popular esports tournaments, like the League of 

legends World Championship, tend to sell out in less than one hour (Stivers, 2017). This overall 

desire for being part of a live audience presents various marketing opportunities (Franke, 2015) and 

these opportunities have the potential of being multiplied because it is estimated that 67% of 

esports fans want more tournaments and for them to happen more frequently. Interestingly, 48% of 

esports attendants want to see more tournaments outside major cities, 38% are willing to travel to 

other countries or continents to attend these events (Eventbrite, 2015), and 69% want an Olympic 

style esports event (Franke, 2015). 

Competitive gaming has redefined the sports and gaming industry. The passion for esports has 

reached the entire world and the future seems to be full of exciting promises (Mooney, 2018). As 

the esports audience grows, fans are becoming increasingly more passionate and new opportunities 

to engage with them are appearing (Burton, 2017). Some brands have even stated that their main 

goal in sponsoring esports is not to enhance sales. Rather, they seek brand building by being part of 

the enthusiastic community, by doing what they love, and by further developing the community 

(Pitkänen, 2015). 

 

 

1.1.3.2. Audience accepts sponsorships 

 

Research shows that, in regular sports, increased periods of exposure to a brand’s logo will 

positively affect sponsor recall (Leng, 2017). However, when creating a sponsorship, there is the 

risk of it being perceived as too intrusive. This will often lead to a backlash from the audience 

(Crompton, 1994). 

Negative receptions of sponsorships can also happen when the public believes that the primary 

function of the sponsorship is to simply drive product sales, instead of supporting the event. That 

is, this happens when people see that the brand’s primary motive is self-centred and not altruistic. 

This will lead to negative perceptions of the sponsor (Crompton, 1994). Because of this, as esports 

grows and moves into the borders of the mainstream culture, there is the ever present fear that the 

audience and the participants of competitive gaming may become tired and sceptical of the growing 

presence of sponsors in the scene. However, data from market research on the major western 

markets (i.e. United States, United Kingdom, France, and Germany) suggests otherwise, with an 

average of 55% of respondents showing favourable attitudes towards brand involvement in esports 

tournaments and streams, 38% having a neutral opinion, and only 6% disliking brand activity in 

competitive gaming (Nielsen Esports, 2017). Similarly, Shabir (2017) mentions that between 50% 

and 60% of people have positive views of brand involvement in the esports scene and streams, with 

only 10% reacting negatively to brand activity in esports. 

Entering into further detail, Franke (2015) found that 67% of the esports audience accepts 

commercial breaks during the broadcasts of esports and that 58% accept permanent banners or 

overlays in the broadcasting windows. Also, Nielsen Esports (2017) reported that, on average, 18% 
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of the esports audience is extremely or very interested in following the activities of esports 

sponsors on social media platforms. 

These data are in line with a study by Ströh (2017), which detected that the majority of the 

audience thinks it is good that companies sponsor esports. According to the author, this acceptance 

of sponsorships in esports by the audience opens the door for successful sponsorship activities. The 

same study also concluded that, although fans do not see sponsors as altruistic entities, they realize 

that they are an economic necessity. That is, the esports audience perceives the sponsoring of 

esports as an inevitable, but not irritating, necessity. Although the audience is aware that the 

sponsors’ main goal is commercial success, they also admit that the industry needs sponsors and 

even believe that the brands’ second goal is somewhat altruistic. Because of this, fans tend to have 

a neutral opinion towards sponsoring (instead of a negative one) and appreciate the companies’ 

interest in this market. 

As an example, during an ESL tournament, the majority of the audience considered that the 

sponsor of the event acted primarily for selfish reasons (i.e. commercial interest). Despite this, the 

majority still considered that the company sponsored the event with the second motive of 

promoting esports and of enhancing the fans and pro-players’ experience. These data indicate that, 

although the majority of the audience considers that companies sponsor esports mainly for their 

own commercial benefit, they also believe that altruism is a secondary motive (Ströh, 2017). 

Concerning authenticity, although the majority of the audience did not consider that the 

company had a genuine interest in esports, they still saw the brand as an authentic sponsor. This 

shows that, despite the majority of fans seeing that sponsors’ main goal is commercial success, they 

also appreciate the brands’ efforts and perceive the company as an authentic entity (Ströh, 2017).  

To conclude, esports fans have a very high acceptance of advertising in esports like banners 

ads and commercial breaks (Franke, 2015). In general, fans understand the necessity of 

sponsorships in esports and do not see it as something that disturbs the experience. Furthermore, 

they see esports sponsorships as something that is likable and not as an annoying element (Ströh, 

2017). As we can see, esports fans have an overall positive attitude towards sponsoring in the 

competitive gaming scene (Franke, 2015; Pitkänen, 2015; Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.1.3.3. Audience accepts both endemic and non-endemic sponsors 

 

Traditional sports sponsoring can be categorized according to the degree of relation of the 

sponsor’s products to the respective type of activity or sport. This is also true for esports. There are 

four degrees of relation. Sponsoring companies with a first degree relation are those whose 

products are needed and used by the sponsored party (i.e. endemic sponsors), and thus these 

sponsors tend to act as product suppliers. In the case of esports, this includes manufactures of 

computer-related hardware, software, peripherals, and equipment. The second degree relation 

encompasses sponsoring companies that are not as directly needed but may still be required for the 

sponsored party (these are in a grey area between endemic and non-endemic sponsors). Some 

examples include internet providers, esports betting platforms, and energy drinks (gamers often 

consume caffeinated soft drinks to enhance their concentration levels). Companies with a third 

degree relation do not offer products related to the sporting activity, but these can still contribute 

indirectly (i.e. non-endemic sponsors). An example in esports is transportation services. The fourth 

degree encompasses sponsoring companies that have no direct or indirect relation with the 

sponsored party (i.e. also non-endemic sponsors). Because of this, these companies’ support is 

mostly financial. Some examples include insurances and banks (Ströh, 2017). 
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In this sense, in the case of esports, endemic sponsors are all brands whose products are linked 

to the gaming industry (i.e. are used in the playing or in the production of esports) and non-

endemic sponsors are all brands whose products are not connected to the video gaming industry 

(i.e. they are not essential to the playing or production of esports and play more of a secondary role 

in this medium; Nichols, 2017). 

Being brands from the technological field, such as hardware or telephony, endemic brands are 

usually more sensitive to the new social trends (AEVI, 2018). As such, several endemic brands like 

Intel did not take too long to realize the esports marketing potentials and took advantage of it early 

on (CGC Europe, 2015). It is quite natural for companies that commercialize gaming hardware and 

related peripherals, and even for telecommunication companies, to want to sponsor esports (Härig, 

2015). The esports audience is extremely attractive because they are a natural fit for endemic 

sponsors (Ströh, 2017). This audience is precisely the target-group they seek (Härig, 2015). 

Because of this, endemic brands are the most common type of competitive gaming sponsor 

(AEVI, 2018; CGC Europe, 2015; Franke, 2015; Nichols, 2017; Ströh, 2017). It is estimated that, 

in esports, approximately 95% of sponsors are endemic brands (Ströh, 2017). From the top 20 

highest earning esports teams, 88% of their sponsorship deals have been with endemic brands and, 

from the 19 most viewed esports tournaments, 65% of their sponsorship deals have been with 

endemic brands (Nichols, 2017). Also, the majority of sponsoring profits are obtained by game 

developers and gaming computer manufacturers. This is because they usually fund and sponsor the 

top world tournaments (Lokhman et al., 2018). These high investments make endemic brands the 

most important financial component of esports and the main drivers of the industry (Ströh, 2017). 

One of the reasons why there is still a small percentage of non-endemic sponsors may be 

because the great majority of esports content is broadcasted on gaming-related platforms. So it is 

only natural that the companies that have a connection with esports are more aware of the 

competitive scene than the companies that do not follow and are not connected to this market 

(Nichols, 2017). Although there are already several large second degree companies (i.e. grey area 

brands) heavily sponsoring esports, the number of third and fourth degree companies (i.e. non-

endemic brands) is still quite low due to some entrance barriers which are mainly caused by the 

companies’ unfamiliarity with esports, the uncertainty of fans’ acceptance of non-endemic brands, 

and the doubts about how effective their sponsoring activities can be in this market (Ströh, 2017). 

Non-endemic brands are still reluctant to sponsor esports (Härig, 2015; Ströh, 2017). Although 

various non-endemic brands have sponsored esports, their investments are still on the low level and 

their sponsoring efforts are often seen as an experiment rather than as a serious long-term 

investment (Ströh, 2017). 

There are several reasons which have led to this hesitation (Ströh, 2017). Most of non-endemic 

brands still think that esports have a low reach (Härig, 2015) or consider that their brands and 

products will not be adequately represented in this medium (Härig, 2015; Ströh, 2017). The product 

category of a company will influence how consumers will react to its sponsoring activities and non-

endemic products do not fit perfectly into the esports environment. The majority of marketing 

decision makers is not from the same generation as gamers and do not identify with, and do not 

know, the esports and its industry. Also, the still present negative portrayal of videogames in 

society and media drives away non-endemic brands (Ströh, 2017). 

Despite this hesitation, it has been found that, although fans have a preference for endemic 

sponsors in esports (Ströh, 2017), they also welcome the presence of non-endemic brands (AEVI, 

2018; CGC Europe, 2015; Franke, 2015; Härig, 2015; Lokhman et al., 2018; Newzoo, 2016a; 

Nichols, 2017; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Seo, 2013; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 2012). 

Furthermore, 70% of this audience seem to want more non-endemic sponsors in esports. This 

audience accepts and is glad that non-endemic companies sponsor competitive gaming. Although a 
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small portion does not appreciate the presence of brands without a direct connection to esports, in 

general, there is still an overall positive mind-set. This is because fans know and understand that 

esports need and are dependent on sponsorships to survive (Ströh, 2017). These findings indicate 

that both endemic and non-endemic companies can engage in the esports market (Seo, 2013) and 

that the risk of non-endemic sponsors not being accepted in the esports scene is low (Ströh, 2017). 

This acceptance, coupled with the growth of the industry and its increasing professionalism 

and viewer-base, is attracting the attention of increasingly more non-endemic brands (Ströh, 2017). 

From the more than 600 esports sponsorships that were secured in 2016, approximately 360 were 

from the computer industry, but roughly 100 come from businesses in retail, over 60 are from 

companies that offer online services, more than 50 belong to brands from non-alcoholic drinks, and 

more than 40 come from online media. Currently, the top products and services that have entered 

the esports industry are not only gaming-related. Joining these there is also fast food and energy 

drinks, the loan market, and the automotive industry (Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017). 

Although, at present, only a small number of non-endemic companies have become sponsors 

(Franke, 2015; Nichols, 2017), it is expected that 2017 will mark the year when non-endemic 

esports sponsors will increase (Nichols, 2017). In the second quarter of 2017, 42% of esports 

sponsors were non-endemic brands and they accounted for 37% of the total sponsorship revenue. 

Although this indicates that they generated less value than endemic sponsors (Nielsen Esports, 

2017), this value still classifies them as important contributors to the massive growth of esports 

(Shabir, 2017). 

While most of the early esports sponsors were endemic brands (Shabir, 2017), nowadays non-

endemic brands are starting to enter the esports sponsoring scene (CGC Europe, 2015; Lokhman et 

al., 2018; Shabir, 2017) and their number is expected to increase (Newzoo, 2016a; Ströh, 2017). 

This may be because more recent data has shown that even non-endemic esports sponsors are able 

to attract a high attention from fans, benefit from an improved brand image, and generate the same 

amount of brand recall as other famous endemic brands (Ströh, 2017). 

Because of this, numerous non-endemic brands have signed substantial marketing contracts 

with the esports industry (CGC Europe, 2015). Companies like Gillette, Audi, Visa, Red Bull, and 

Coca-Cola are providing large sums of esports financing (Lokhman et al., 2018). Vodafone is 

sponsoring the G2 Esports (a Spanish team); PokerStars is sponsoring Team Liquid; Gillette 

sponsored the 2017 edition of the ESL Intel Extreme Masters in Poland (Shabir, 2017); El Corte 

Inglés sponsors the LVP cup; and Domino’s Pizza is the sponsor of several LVP tournaments, of 

esports magazines (e.g. Esportmaniacos), and of the Domino’s GO4LoL tournament (which 

belongs to the Electronic Sports League; AEVI, 2018).  

Finally, it is important to note that the most high-profile sponsor in esports is Coca-Cola, a 

non-endemic brand that has the name rights of the amateur level competitions of League of 

Legends (Franke, 2015). Also, by creating the Red Bull Battle Grounds 2012, Red Bull became the 

first non-endemic company to organize a large esports tournament with an equally large prize pool 

(Härig, 2015). 

What really dictates a company’s ability to effectively sponsor esports is the needs of this 

audience and we must remember that the life and needs of esports fans are not limited to esports 

(CGC Europe, 2015). Hence, competitive gaming is a market that offers significant opportunities, 

not only for all stakeholders of the entertainment sphere, but also for all brands across the globe 

(Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

In regular sports, when a company seeks a sport to sponsor, at least half of them do not 

account for product linkage. Instead, their main selection factor is the reach they will be able to get 

(Bennett, 1999). As such, it is understandable that esports have become a marketing landscape that 

also attracts non-endemic brands (Ströh, 2017). Both endemic and non-endemic brands perceive 
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esports sponsorships as a good investment with the potential to reach a massive audience of young 

and wealthy individuals who will buy their products and services (Taylor, 2012). 

As the industry evolves, more and more endemic and non-endemic brands will become aware 

of this market’s potential (Shabir, 2017). According to Craig Levine (CEO of ESL North America), 

increasingly more non-endemic brands are becoming interested in esports, they are finding great 

success, and are extending their sponsoring partnerships (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

 

 

1.1.3.4. Brand image transfer 

 

Event sponsorship can serve as a tool for brand image building because the image of events 

can determine and affect the image of the sponsoring brands. This phenomenon is known as brand 

image transfer (Yang & Ha, 2014). 

Being related to the theory of associative memory, brand image transfer happens when the 

elements that we associate with a specific event are linked, in our minds, with that event’s sponsors 

(Amis & Cornwell, 2005). Also known as the affect transfer process, brand image transfer refers to 

when the effect that an event has on the attendee is transferred, and influences, the attendee’s 

perception of the brand that sponsored the event (Lacey & Close, 2013). Here, consumers create 

value associations. For example, the brands that sponsored the 2012 London Olympics were linked 

and associated with the positive and unique feelings of the event (Go & Govers, 2013). 

Brand image transfer can greatly benefit sponsors. For instance, the sponsors of the Euro 96 

benefited from their highest ever increase in perceived quality ratings after sponsoring this football 

tournament. Similarly, after sponsoring the Olympics, VISA experienced a 50% increase in brand 

perception as the best payment card (Donlan, 2014). In this sense, the vivid energy of the esports 

scene has also turned it into an interesting market (Stein & Scholz, 2016). The esports matches are 

fast paced, competitive, and have an enthusiastic crowd comparable to that of regular sports like 

football (Shabir, 2017). Thanks to this, the competitive gaming sphere is starting to become 

associated with positive images of new media and culture (Jin, 2010). 

Brands have become aware that esports have a very positive atmosphere and are trying to grab 

some of that positive impact (Pitkänen, 2015). In his research, Ströh (2017) analysed how a non-

endemic brand (i.e. Wüstenrot Bausparkasse AG) performed as a sponsor of the 2016 edition of the 

ESL Frühlingsmeisterschaft and found that the majority of the esports audience considered that the 

sponsoring brand had become more likable for sponsoring esports. Because of this, it may be safe 

to assume that there are also image transfer potentials in esports. 

However, it is important to mention that brand knowledge (Go & Govers, 2013) and sponsor 

fit (in this case also known as event-sponsor congruence) have the potential of influencing brand 

image transfer (Lacey & Close, 2013). The more connected the brand’s business and products are 

to the event, the stronger and more effective the image transfer will be (Grohs & Reisinger, 2005; 

Lacey & Close, 2013; Yang & Ha, 2014). As such, the brand image transfer effect is easier to 

obtain, and more effective, if there is some type of similarity between the brand and the event. That 

is, generally, endemic brands are capable of benefiting from a more efficient brand image transfer 

(Amis & Cornwell, 2005) than non-endemic brands (Grohs & Reisinger, 2005). Similarly, a 

research by Roy and Cornwell (2003) concluded that event-sponsor fit positively affects peoples’ 

favourable attitudes towards the event’s sponsor.  

Despite these data, Ströh (2017) presents a study (focused on esports) that goes against this 

literature and suggests that, in the case of esports, endemic and non-endemic companies are both 

prone to become more likable after sponsoring an esports event and Grohs and Reisinger (2005) 
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also mention that a high level of involvement with an event will enhance the potential of image 

transfer. 

 

 

1.1.3.5. The celebrity status of esports personalities 

 

Just like regular sports athletes (Zolides, 2015), nowadays, esports players are becoming 

celebrities (Rai & Yan, 2009; Zolides, 2015) and there are hundreds of pro-gamers that are 

acquiring this celebrity status. It has been shown that 32% of esports fans watch the matches 

because of the teams or players that are participating, 69% have a favourite player, and 76% have a 

favourite team (Winnan, 2016). 

Pro-teams are the superstars of esports (Winnan, 2016), with several of them being idolized 

and seen as heroes (Li, 2016). They are the leading influencers of the current youth, with legions of 

fans watching their matches, following them on social networks, and bursting with enthusiasm 

when they win (Winnan, 2016). During offline tournaments, girls throw themselves at the pro-

players and guys shake, cry, and ask for their laptops to be signed (Li, 2016). 

Although most competitive gaming teams cannot yet rival the brand equity of regular sports 

teams (who have existed for much longer and thus had the time to further develop their image), 

esports teams like Fnatic (one of the best and most respected among the global community) have 

created a strong image among the minds of esports fans (Winnan, 2016). A study by Franke (2015) 

seems to confirm this information. According to the author 70% of the esports audience views 

esports players as celebrities, 50% think that these pro-players should be seen at a higher standard, 

and 47% perceive them as role models. The author concludes that this data presents a very good 

opportunity for brands interested in sponsoring esports, as it seems that celebrity endorsements in 

esports would be as valuable as in any other sport. 

It is important to note that different pro-players have fan-bases of vastly different sizes. These 

differing numbers are based on their popularity, the interaction they have with their fans, etc. 

Normally, a popular pro-player can have a fan-base of around 500 to 1,500 viewers. However, 

some pro-players, like Greg “IdrA” Fields, can have an average of about 10,000 viewers (Scholz, 

2012). And some teams, like Fatal1ty, reach such high levels of popularity that they become brands 

themselves, selling their T-shirts and having, for instance, their own line of computer equipment 

(Li, 2016). 

The best professional esports players often gain a celebrity and superstar status in the esports 

community, with their nicknames sometimes becoming actual brands. Considering their status and 

high reach, these pro-players are important influencers that attract the attention of brands and their 

communication departments (Ströh, 2017). 

Pro-players tend to stream their training sessions (Mooney, 2018; Scholz, 2012) and, for 

esports fans, this is like watching your favourite football players practice and prepare for the World 

Cup (Mooney, 2018). Furthermore, because these pro-gamers make videos analysing and 

commentating their favourite games, participate on special events, and interact via chat on social 

media with fans, they are as available to their fans as any other Olympic athlete or basketball player 

(Scholz, 2012). 

Every sports fan loves to have an inside look into the daily lives of their favourite clubs. In this 

sense, esport players are quite attractive because they constantly interact with their fans on social 

platforms like Twitter, Twitch, and Reddit. This interaction has made fans more acquainted with 

the pros and increased their celebrity status (Winnan, 2016). During their training sessions, and any 

other type of gaming-related video, these pro-players often display their sponsors’ logos (Scholz, 
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2012). As such, the sponsoring of famous pro-players provides brands with valuable celebrity 

endorsements even when they are not at tournaments (Goetomo, 2017).  

The popularity and interactivity of pro-players presents a valuable opportunity for brands, 

including small ones, to enter the esports scene because there are powerful psychological triggers 

being activated here. Social media are very effective in playing with the emotional and social 

elements of supporting a club. Fans prefer to declare their support for a team on social media, like 

Facebook, because it is a much more socially visible act than to simply visit the team’s website or 

cheer for the team during a match at a stadium. Facebook shows a person’s support for their 

favourite teams on their profile page, exhibiting links to the official website of the club. This 

provides a mutually beneficial relation between the fans who want to show their support for the 

teams they love, the social media platform, and the brands (Winnan, 2016). 

Furthermore, the teams are focused on building lasting communities and not on simply selling 

team merchandise. As such, their posts and tweets on social media to address their followers are 

informal or entertaining in nature instead of strictly professional and commercial. Because of this, 

esports clubs like Team SoloMid (TSM) and Cloud9 are quickly becoming as influential as Real 

Madrid and Manchester United (Winnan, 2016). 

What makes some teams special is their personalities (Li, 2016). Although brands analyse the 

success of teams and players, they know that what attracts more viewers is an overall good 

personality. Because of this, brands do not always sponsor the best players, but the ones who are 

very social and interact with their audience. Ultimately, brands must balance and take into account 

both the success and the overall personality of the player (Pitkänen, 2015). For example, although 

Red Bull is currently one of the biggest esports sponsors, they were initially wary of sponsoring 

players of violent videogames. However, the charisma of Matt “NaDeSHoT” Haag, a Call of Duty 

player, won them over (Li, 2016). 

According to Syrota (2010), the former leader of team hooray, the esports teams themselves 

are preoccupied with building their teams’ brand and image, connecting with the esports 

community, showing them that they are good players, and making sure that the community keeps 

following them. The author states that his team always sought to establish itself as a transparent, 

professional, and renowned top team, and avoided being perceived as uninteresting. When there 

was some kind of controversy, his team always tried to inform the public about what had happened. 

To conclude, esports have been creating celebrities that are adored as much as regular sport 

athletes (Angelides & Agius, 2014). Pro-gamers can attract the attention of the audience because 

they evoke strong emotions and fans are willing to devote their time and money to these celebrities 

(Li, 2016). Sponsors value these pro-teams and players because they are the celebrities of esports. 

Their garments, full of logos, are no different from racing drivers (CGC Europe, 2015). In this 

sense, the renowned players and teams serve as important influencers for brands (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.1.3.6. Increased engagement opportunities 

 

The contemporary digital era has given birth to an array of new tools
74

 that allow brands to 

build customer relationships. Until very recently, brands were mostly concerned with simply using 

mass marketing techniques to reach a large portion of consumers. However, todays’ brands are 

making the most of online and mobile channels, including social media, to better target their 

desired consumer-groups and engage them in a deeper and more interactive manner (Kotler & 

Armstrong, 2018). 
                                                           
74 These include websites, videos, apps, online and mobile ads, blogs and social media, and online communities like 

Youtube, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 
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While yesterday’s marketing focused on marketing to consumers, contemporary marketing is 

centred on “customer-engagement marketing” (p. 41), which involves the cultivation and building 

of a continuous and direct involvement with customers in order to create brand experiences, brand 

communities, and brand conversations. In this sense, the goal of customer-engagement marketing is 

not to simply sell the brand’s products to consumers, it is to turn the brand into a meaningful 

element of customers’ lives and daily conversations (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

We now live in an online and social media-centred world where consumers are more informed, 

connected, and empowered. They have more knowledge about the brands and possess a wide range 

of digital platforms to share their opinions with other people. Consumers can now connect with the 

brands and with other customers to create and share brand experiences. This means that brands are 

not the only ones managing customer relationships, the customers themselves are also managing 

and influencing these same relationships. Because of this, brands have moved from an intrusion-

based marketing strategy to an attraction-based one. That is, brands are now focused on presenting 

messages and market offerings that engage customers, instead of interrupting them. As opposed to 

focusing solely on mass marketing, companies now employ a large mix of online, social media, and 

mobile marketing that encourages an engagement between the brand and its customers, and 

incentivizes conversations and brand advocacy (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

When trying to attract customers, firms must develop relevant and engaging brand messages 

that are be able to enter and become an integral part of peoples’ daily conversations. Just creating a 

Facebook page and posting funny videos will not do (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Engagement 

goes far beyond the simple relational concepts of involvement and participation, it also includes 

elements of co-creative experiences and interactivity (Venkatesan, Petersen, & Guissoni, 2018). 

These interactive experiences and the co-development of value (Chang, Tseng, & Tung, 2016) 

mean that brands must involve consumers with interactive and more open campaigns that are 

specifically created and directed at them (Kaputa, 2012). 

In engagement marketing, companies are not looking at simply connecting the brand with their 

customer-base; they are actively trying to connect consumers with each other and facilitating the 

existence of a discussion. In essence, the brand wishes to be a place where its consumers can 

gather, debate, and collaborate (Smith & Zook, 2011). In order to do this brands must: promote 

dialogue by all parties (i.e. the brand and its customers); use this dialogue to improve the brand, its 

products, and its business-model according to consumer feedback; provide an authentic connection 

with consumers (instead of an artificial one) so that they see the brand as an entity that is genuinely 

concerned with what they want; and provide relevant, pertinent, and useful information (Vivek, 

Beatty, & Hazod, 2018). 

If companies continuously use push strategies and remind consumers to buy their products, 

people will be turned off. Instead, firms should do their best to make the brand as interesting and as 

valuable as possible so that consumers really want to stay in contact with the brand and maintain a 

constant relationship. This promotes positive conversations about the brand on social media and 

will make people think about the brand when they wish to buy a product from the same category or 

when asked about which brand to buy (Goodman, 2012). 

Brand engagement has become vital in the present internet dominated era (Chang et al., 2016). 

Brands create mobile apps, blogs, and have a presence in multiple social media channels. They 

constantly post new messages, entertaining videos, and ads in hopes that they will go viral, and to 

create brand buzz. If put to good use, social media and engagement marketing have the potential to 

attract customers and make them engaged with the brand, talk about the brand, and turn them into 

advocates of the brand (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). By giving consumers a more direct contact 

with the brand, firms will build customer relationships (Chang et al., 2016). 
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Customer engagement marketing seeks to turn customers into firm marketers. Unlike other 

marketing strategies which seek to increase consumer interest and sales, this aims to incite 

customers to actively contribute to the brand’s marketing functions. There are four main consumer 

resources that brands value and seek: (1) customer network asset is related to how large and diverse 

the consumers’ social connections are, and is important to increase the brands’ marketing reach; (2) 

customer persuasion capital describes how trustworthy and influential customers are to others, and 

has the potential of enhancing the brand’s authenticity; (3) customer knowledge is related to how 

much a consumer knows about the brand, including its products and consumers, and can lead to an 

improvement of the brand’s marketing activities and products; and (4) customer creativity 

describes a consumer’s ability to present new and out-of-the-box ideas, solutions, and processes 

that give the brand novel insights into what they can do (Harmeling, Moffett, & Palmatier, 2018). 

As such, consumers can help with the development of new products, with the creation of marketing 

and communication campaigns, present new and novel ways to consume the brand, and help adjust 

the brand to be better sync with the consumers’ lifestyles and personalities (Chang et al., 2016). 

As can be seen, customer engagement is more concerned with the creation of value than with 

the immediate realization of sales (Harmeling et al., 2018). Brands want to empower and motivate 

consumers, and measure their contributions which, in this case, go far beyond a simple economic 

transaction (Venkatesan et al., 2018). Several consumers enjoy being an important element of the 

brands’ decisions and to feel that their opinion is heard and valued (Smith & Zook, 2011). This is 

important because, by being an integral participating element of the brand’s world, the brand 

becomes embedded in consumers’ lives
75

 (Chang et al., 2016). 

Engagement marketing focuses in providing consumers with amazing experiences and 

encouraging them to tell their stories to others through visible social media channels (Goodman, 

2012). This has the potential to improve brand image (Kaputa, 2012), increase the number of brand 

advocates (Smith & Zook, 2011), make consumers more committed to the brand, influence their 

purchase choices and brand preference (Chang et al., 2016), enhance post-purchase service quality, 

encourage consumer-centric innovations, and lower customer acquisition costs (Venkatesan et al., 

2018). 

Customer engagement is a very important element of the relationship marketing that indicates 

how connected consumers are with the brand and its products, and how much they partake in the 

brands’ activities (Venkatesan et al., 2018). However, consumer engagement marketing also has its 

dangers. These strategies require careful planning and may often lead to increased expectations 

about the brand’s product quality. Customer empowerment may also lead to some risky situations, 

with value producers turning into value destroyers. When a brand empowers consumers there is 

always the risk that it may lead to an increase in negative word of mouth (Harmeling et al., 2018). 

In essence, customer-engagement marketing seeks to turn the brand into an important element 

of peoples’ lives and their conversations. This is achieved by incentivizing consumers to have a 

continuous and direct involvement with the brand in order to create and enhance brand experiences, 

conversations, and communities (Armstrong, Kotler, & Opresnik, 2017). People become engaged 

with the brand because they partake in co-creation activities. The higher the engagement, the higher 

                                                           
75 Coca-Cola has a fan page that was created by two of its fans. Although this started as a fun hobby, it turned into 

the biggest product fan page on Facebook. Instead of taking over the fan page, Coca-Cola rewarded these enthusiasts 

with trips to their facilities and now these two fans continue to manage this extremely popular fan page and even receive 

help from the company. By empowering its fans to continue with their fan page, Coca-Cola has ensured passionate page 

owners. The brand also asked them to make a video telling the history of their fan page, including the part when the 

company reached and rewarded them for their efforts. Coca-Cola knew that letting others know what happened here 

would bring them several benefits, including a better image. By rewarding dedication, the brand inspired others to be 

equally devoted (Winnan, 2016). 
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their behavioural intentions will be, including enhanced word of mouth and purchase intentions 

(Chang et al., 2016). 

When it comes to the online world, digital engagement marketing allows a firm to manage the 

participatory power of millions of online users in order to benefit the brand (Harden & Heyman, 

2009). In this sense, esports are quite attractive because competitive gaming benefits from 

enhanced communication capabilities (Seo & Jung, 2016). This is because the gaming audience is 

characterized as being prone to interactivity (Lieberman & Esgate, 2002) and because esports allow 

brands to have a direct connection with its massive audience (AEVI, 2018). Furthermore, according 

to Crompton (1994), sponsorship of major events allows brands to bond with their customers. 

The digital nature of esports means that pro-players are able to interact with their fans much 

more directly than with any other regular sport player (Stein & Scholz, 2016). The launch of 

streaming platforms like Twitch has deeply altered the way people consume esports. Besides 

learning from the best, these streaming platforms allow fans to reach their favourite pro-players and 

communicate with them in real time (Winnan, 2016), even while they are training (Stein & Scholz, 

2016). 

Platforms like Twitch allow pro-players to directly interact with the audience through a live 

chat that is present on their streaming pages (Mooney, 2018; Nielsen Esports, 2017). These live 

chats allow them to connect with their fan-bases at a much more intimate level than with any other 

technology from regular sports. This is because the live chats that are embedded into the streaming 

channels permit fans to have immediate and dynamic conversations with pro-players (Stein & 

Scholz, 2016). 

Furthermore, because they are constantly online, often streaming their training sessions (Stein 

& Scholz, 2016) or creating their own content (Nielsen Esports, 2017), these pro-players are much 

more frequently in contact with their fans. Also, because they are training from their homes, pro-

players are able to interact much more casually with their fans (Stein & Scholz, 2016). However, 

this does not include the streaming of professional competitions where pro-player are unable to see 

the live chats and interact with the audience (Nielsen Esports, 2017). Even so, during tournaments, 

online viewers are able to comment and interact with each other through the live chats (Seo & 

Jung, 2016). 

This globality and interactivity of esports encourages companies to connect with the 

competitive gaming community (Seo & Jung, 2016). These valuable aspects have even led the 6
th
 

Olympic Summit, which took place on October 28
th
 2017 in Lausanne, to conclude and recognize 

that esports can be used to increase the engagement with the Olympic movement, especially among 

the worldwide youth (Shabir, 2017). 

Riot Games also seems to understand the higher engagement opportunities that esports 

provide. In the space of only two years, the game developer invested more than $10 million just in 

prize pools. Marc Merrill, the co-founder and President of Riot Games, mentions that, even though 

they lose a lot of money in esports, they still choose to do it, and not only because they want to 

drive return or profitability. According to Merrill: “If we bring value to our players, they’ll reward 

us with engagement” (SuperData, 2015, p. 6). 

These marketing opportunities have led Franke (2015) to state that: “What makes esports so 

valuable for marketing is the level of involvement of consumers – the players – with the product” 

(p. 121). According to the author, companies have recognized this high level of engagement and, as 

viewership numbers increase, brands are starting to see the advertising and sponsorship 

opportunities. 

Similarly, the sponsorship of events also allows brands to make face-to-face contact with 

specific target publics like business associates, trade channels, and decision makers in a prestigious 

social context, hence personalizing and strengthening relationships. The goal here is not to make 
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business, but to exploit the relaxed and informal environment to establish an intimate and 

interactive chemistry that will facilitate and open the door for future businesses (Crompton, 1994). 

As evident, esports provides an amazing opportunity to reach the gaming community and 

promote a stronger connection with the brands’ products (Eventbrite, 2015). The heavy use of 

streaming technologies is seen as a unique strength of esports as it allows esports personalities and 

pro-gamers to have a continuous bilateral communication with their fan-base. This situation, which 

is unique to esports, presents a golden opportunity to create a highly contagious worldwide network 

of influencers and advocates at a very low cost (Ströh, 2017).  

 

 

1.1.3.7. Enhanced brand loyalty 

 

Brand loyalty refers to a consumer’s positive attitudes and feelings towards a particular brand. 

When a company is capable to building a sufficiently strong brand loyalty in a customer (Pride & 

Ferrell, 2016), it manifests as an extremely high composition of affection and positive attitudes 

towards a brand and elevated levels of continuous and consistent purchases of the brand’s products 

(Marticotte et al., 2016; Pride & Ferrell, 2016).  

Loyalty to a brand encompasses emotional, psychological, attitudinal, and behavioural 

elements. Hence, loyal customers are more prone to spread positive word of mouth, less likely to 

change brands, and less sensitive to product flaws or increases in product pricing. Furthermore, 

loyalists have a tendency to defend the brand from criticisms and to depreciate and denigrate 

competing brands (Marticotte et al., 2016). 

It is important to build brand loyalty (Paul, 2012) because it creates psychological barriers that 

make it difficult for other companies to enter the market. It makes consumers less sensitive to price 

increases, with some even accepting to pay 20% or 25% more for their favourite brand instead of 

less for other cheaper competing brands (Kotler & Keller, 2016b). This allows firms to charge 

higher prices and create product extensions, which in turn will lead to greater revenue streams 

(Spaulding, 2016). 

Having a high brand loyalty creates a predictable market for the brand as well as the security 

of a continuous and stable demand. Other brands can mimic your product, design, manufacturing 

process, etc. but they will find it extremely hard to create the same favourable lasting impressions 

that your brand left in the consumers’ minds over several years of countless marketing activities 

and positive product experiences. Because of this, branding and brand loyalty are vital elements for 

securing a safe competitive advantage (Kotler & Keller, 2016b). 

Companies can influence the brand loyalty of individuals as young as two-years-old. That is, 

brands can create loyal customers from a very young age (Syrett & Lammiman, 2004). The age 

group of 18 to 24-year-olds (i.e. teenagers) is generally seen as the most important and attractive 

age group to build brand loyalty because marketers see them as “consumers in training” (Wesley & 

Barczak, 2010, p. 56) and this age group is precisely among the average age of esports fans 

(Mooney, 2018; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; SuperData, 2015). After a teenager becomes 

loyal to a brand there is a great possibility that he will continue to purchase that specific brand for 

the rest of his life. This commitment creates mental barriers that prevent competing brands from 

being chosen or even considered (Wesley & Barczak, 2010). 

Interestingly, sponsorships aim to build brand loyalty (Pitkänen, 2015). Sponsorships have the 

potential of leading to brand loyalty because when a brand acts as a sponsor there is the possibility 

that the strength and nature of the relationship between the consumer and the sponsoring brand may 

change (Smith, 2004). Specifically, when a brand sponsors an event there is the possibility that the 

people who are loyal, or feel involved with the event, may become loyal to the sponsoring brand, 
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including its products. This is especially true if the firm is able to create a persuasive and strong 

association between the event and the brand in the consumers’ minds (Quester & Farrelly, 1998). 

Brands hope to gain the loyalty of the audience by being involved in something that is 

important to them (Pitkänen, 2015). In this regard, the literature has shown that esports are 

extremely important to its fan-base (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016) and that the act of 

sponsoring esports shows fans that the brand is supporting this new industry that they love 

(Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). 

The esports audience is very loyal to the people and brands that support gaming (Pitkänen, 

2015). Particularly, the gaming community has shown to be loyal to brands that do it right, whether 

they are endemic or non-endemic (Shabir, 2017). For example, SK Telecom, the owners of the T1 

esports team, mentions that fans seem to even want to thank the brand for creating the team. SK 

Telecom refers that it goes beyond mere brand awareness. Fans demonstrate sentiments of real love 

for the team and the brand. They are loyal to the company (Taylor, 2012). 

It is believed that competitive gaming provides sponsors with the opportunity to increase 

customer satisfaction (Taylor, 2012) and, usually, customer satisfaction is the most common 

prerequisite for the development of brand loyalty (Pride & Ferrell, 2016). Furthermore, social 

media is a good medium to build brand loyalty (Anderson, 2010) and several authors have referred 

how esports fans spend more time on the internet than on traditional communication channels 

(Nichols, 2017; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) and how they are avid users of 

social media platforms (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017).  

Also, just like with any TV personality or movie star, pro-players tend to become celebrities 

(Jin, 2010) with loyal fan-bases (Jin, 2010; Rai & Yan, 2009). Because of this, these fans are highly 

interested in following the activities of both the pro-players (Winnan, 2016) and the esports 

sponsors on social media (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

To conclude, esports are more of a marketing strategy than a revenue driver. The organization 

of events and creation of other esports streaming content improves, not only brand awareness, but 

also brand retention (SuperData, 2015). 

 

 

1.1.4. Increased sales 

 

Competitive gaming seems to have turned into a tool for companies to sell their products (Lu, 

2017). In fact, the opportunity of generating sales is one of the main reasons why brands sponsor 

esports (Pitkänen, 2015). Market studies have shown that the sales of gaming peripherals and 

hardware increase significantly with the number of esports viewers. This is because gamers want to 

purchase higher quality gear to enhance their own gaming performance. This has given birth to a 

unique consumer group that exists within the esports industry (TEO, 2018). 

The market for high quality gaming-related peripherals, like headsets, controllers, and 

monitors, is rapidly expanding, especially those directed at pro-gamers and fans who want to have 

pro-player equipment. As such, several brands like ROCCAT, HyperX, Intel, Scan Computers, etc. 

sponsor esports with the hopes of increasing the sales of their products. Razer
76

, besides producing 

an interesting range of products, like backlit keyboards, also designs products especially targeted at 

esports fans and players. An example is a keyboard capable of memorizing individual keyboard 

settings for up to 10 different videogames (Winnan, 2016). 

                                                           
76 Razer is a manufacturer of high-performance gaming peripherals and computers. This is one of the most 

recognized brands in the gaming and esports industry (Razer, 2018). 
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A study by the Twitch platform also revealed that viewers are more prone to buy a videogame 

after they see it being streamed. Their data showed that 25% of the sales of some videogames are 

caused by people who watched the game in action in their streaming channel (Peša et al., 2017). 

As we can see, competitive gaming is a potential marketing tool to attract more customers 

(Franke, 2015; Lu, 2017) and to increase sales (Lu, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Sponsors want to show 

their newest products during esports tournaments. For example, if the sponsor of a tournament is a 

monitor manufacturer, it will want pro-players to use the brand’s newest screens (Taylor, 2012). A 

study by Franke (2015) found that esports fans are more likely to buy the products of a brand that 

sponsors competitive gaming, instead of a brand that does not perform any kind of sponsorship in 

this medium. 

As evidenced, it seems that esport sponsors have the potential of benefiting from increased 

product sales (TEO, 2018). This data is in line with the findings of Chalmet (2015) who concluded 

that brands were economically (and non-economically) satisfied with their esports sponsorships. 

Still, although the esports audience seems to be aware that sponsorships seek to affect their 

buying behaviour, they also seem to not be affected by it, at least not directly. The majority of this 

audience tends to do research (and seeks reviews) about their desired product. For this reason, it 

can be assumed that reviews are the main element that affects this audience’s buying decisions 

about the products that are displayed on esports. This reliance on information gathering indicates 

that esports fans go through a complex buying process before deciding which products to buy 

(Saarnisto, 2017). 

Besides serving to increase sales (Franke, 2015; Lu, 2017; Peša et al., 2017; Pitkänen, 2015; 

TEO, 2018; Winnan, 2016), sponsoring esports also gives brands the possibility of developing new 

products for a new audience (Heere, 2018). Entrepreneurs love emerging international sports 

because it gives birth to various new forms of commerce. For example, the success of competitive 

gaming has given birth to various new businesses that are related to, or sponsor, esports. One 

example is BarCrafts, a type of bar where gaming enthusiasts meet to socialize, have some drinks, 

and watch their favourite esports tournaments. In the west, the fastest growing example of this is 

the Meltdown esports bars (Winnan, 2016). With the objective of proving that videogames can be a 

social activity rather than a solitary one, this bar has had great success and is expanding across 

various countries, including France, Germany, Italy, Spain, the United Kingdom, and even Canada 

(Meltdown, n.d.). The bar offers various monthly events, from live coaching to challenges and it 

even sponsors professional esports players (Winnan, 2016). 

Brands have entered esports in order to better understand the audience and develop specialized 

products for them (Pitkänen, 2015). Although the number of esports fans is large, there are actually 

few products especially tailored for this particular audience (Winnan, 2016). As such, some esports 

sponsors have created sub-brands with new products (mostly related to gaming) specifically 

designed for this new audience (Pitkänen, 2015). A study by Franke (2015) concluded that 36% of 

the esports audience has bought some sort of esports merchandise and that 63% wants more to be 

available across the world. The high demand for esports-specific merchandise may be a potential 

tool for companies to create another revenue source. 

The esports audience is not only a global one, it is a high-value one (BI Intelligence & Elder, 

2017). The typical United States esports fan is a wealthy individual, having an average annual 

household income of $76,000. This individual spends about $200 per month on videogames and 

hardware. On average, they spend $58 on peripherals and $125 on videogames and in-game 

purchases per month
77

 (SuperData, 2015). 

                                                           
77 Even casual gamers spend large amounts of money on esports titles like League of Legends (Winnan, 2016). 

Moreover, in 2017, videogame consumers spent $36 billion on the videogame industry. From this value, $29.1 billion 
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According to Nichols (2017), although it is estimated that 65% to 75% of esports fans are aged 

between 18 and 35, a 2016 report by Mindshare NA found that 60% of the esports audience is 

actually aged between 25 and 35. This represents an age group that supposedly has more disposable 

income than people aged between 18 and 24. This further increases the attractiveness of this 

audience. Also, a report by Newzoo (2016a) stated that 65% of esports fans have a full time job and 

that 53% have a high income, which is significantly higher than the online population (of which 

only 37% have a high income).  

As shown, the demographic that composes the esports audience has enormous buying power, 

spending billions of dollars in gaming (Li, 2016). The esports fans are financially strong 

(Lieberman & Esgate, 2002; Ströh, 2017). Most of them are employed full time and possess a 

decent income (Shabir, 2017). According to Ströh (2017), as this audience matures, even more fans 

will graduate, find full time jobs, and enter the high income segment. 

Adding more to their economical attractiveness, esports fans like to spend (Eventbrite, 2015). 

They are willing to spend large amounts of money on their favourite games, especially in League of 

Legends (Winnan, 2016), and 89% buys at least one videogame per month (SuperData, 2015). This 

willingness to spend is especially true for event attendees. Just to give an example, 41% of live 

attendees are willing to pay up to $49 for attendance tickets
78

, 18% are willing to pay up to $99, 

and 19% are willing to pay up to $200 (Eventbrite, 2015). This data is in accordance with Franke 

(2015), who states that roughly one third of the esports audience is willing to pay for premium 

esports content. 

Competitive gaming sponsors have been able to reap significant revenues from esports because 

this audience is an important consumer of products from electronic, media, and telecommunication 

companies (Jin, 2010). The fans who attend live events have a tendency to buy more. About 47% 

of event goers are more likely to buy new content related to the game they saw in the esports event, 

78% are more prone to buy in-game content, and 41% say that they attend these events to buy 

exclusive products that they cannot find anywhere else. However, this higher willingness to spend 

money does not apply only to videogame brands. It applies to all types of esports sponsors. Around 

35% of live attenders admit that experiencing an esports event in person exposes them, and makes 

them excited, about new brands and equipment (Eventbrite, 2015) and 38% of esports attendees are 

likely to buy products that are showcased during the competitive gaming events that they attend 

(Ströh, 2017). 

Gamers spend more money after attending an event. This presents a great opportunity for 

sponsors of offline tournaments because the fans are more likely to buy products featured at the 

events, either while they are attending the event or afterwards (Eventbrite, 2015). Furthermore, fans 

want more tournaments (Eventbrite, 2015; Ströh, 2017). This presents brands with the opportunity 

to reap even greater revenues (Eventbrite, 2015). 

Besides having a high affinity with technology, esports fans tend to be early adopters and, 

most importantly, influencers
79

 (Ströh, 2017). It has been proven that gamers, especially esports 

fans, are influencers. That is, they influence their social environments and households regarding 

tech buying choices. As such, sponsoring esports also means reaching a target audience that is very 

influential and tech savvy and who will, in turn, affect the buying behaviour of a considerably 

larger customer group (CGC Europe, 2015). It is estimated that 61% of the esports audience lives 

in a household of three or more people and that they make purchasing decisions for their household 

                                                                                                                                                                                
was related to gaming software, $4.7 billion to gaming hardware, and $2.2 billion to gaming accessories (ESA, 2018a). 

Also, in 2016, just in the United Kingdom, gamers spent roughly £3.3 billion in videogames (Shabir, 2017). 
78 Fans have a high willingness to pay for entrance tickets. SuperData Research estimated that, in 2015, the revenue 

from ticket sales was of $15.9 million, and Newzoo estimated it to be of $21 million, which represents 2% to 6% of all 

esports revenue (Ströh, 2017). 
79 Also known as multipliers (Ströh, 2017). 
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(Nielsen Esports, 2017). On average, each of these fans influences the technologic buying 

behaviour of at least four friends or family members (CGC Europe, 2015; Ströh, 2017). 

However, the pro-players (who are also technology-oriented, innovators, and early-adopters) 

are the strongest influencers, especially from a social media perspective (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Their multimillion viewership levels (Guinness World Records, 2017; Winnan, 2016), which rival 

the fan-bases of regular sports (Franke, 2015), gives them a wide media reach and turns them into a 

precious marketing asset (CGC Europe, 2015; Franke, 2015). Additionally, research has indicated 

that highly attached fans are more prone to recommend the products of their favourite team’s 

sponsor (Tsiotsou & Alexandris, 2009). 

In short, sponsoring esports seems present the opportunity of increasing ones’ sales (Franke, 

2015; Lu, 2017; Peša et al., 2017; Pitkänen, 2015; TEO, 2018; Winnan, 2016). The esports 

audience is a very valuable target group. They are wealthy (CGC Europe, 2015) compulsive 

buyers, high spenders (Ströh, 2017), and influencers (CGC Europe, 2015; Nielsen Esports, 2017; 

Ströh, 2017). Because of this, the esports industry has been portrayed as being an “advertising 

goldmine” (p. 26) that is backed by fans who like to spend (Shabir, 2017). Brands sponsor esports 

because they see the fans’ spending power (Härig, 2015) and gaming as a tool to reach this 

audience, capitalize on their economical prowess (Li, 2016), and increase the brands’ sales 

(Winnan, 2016). 

 

 

1.1.5. Sustainable investment 

 

Competitive gaming has proven to be quite a resilient industry (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). 

Although there has been a popularization of casual mobile games, there is still a thirst for complex 

competitive games (Li, 2016). The number of esports teams, organizations (Shabir, 2017), 

tournaments, investors, and ways of consuming esports content is continuously increasing (Nielsen 

Esports, 2017), and so is global viewership, prize money, participation, and sponsorships (Keiper et 

al., 2017). Although this is still a young market, it is full of commercial opportunities (BI 

Intelligence & Elder, 2017) and its continuous growth means that new opportunities will continue 

to appear as the market develops (Shabir, 2017).  

The esports industry is dynamic (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017). It is growing (Keiper et al., 

2017; Mooney, 2018; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Peša et al., 2017) and developing quite rapidly 

(Nielsen Esports, 2017). In fact, this industry is evolving at such a fast pace that Gainsbury, 

Abarbanel, and Blaszczynski (2017b) state that esports are amongst the fastest growing sports, and 

Kuhn (2009) and Sylvester and Rennie (2017) go as far as calling it the world’s fastest growing 

sport. In a similar vein, AEVI (2018) dubbed it as one of the fastest growing markets in the digital 

entertainment sector. Li (2016) mentions that, although in 2010 the esports market was quite small, 

its growth pace is surpassing that of every major entertainment sector. Winnan (2016) even refers 

that this is one of the fastest growing industries in history. 

The esports industry is evolving at an extremely accelerated pace. We could say that one year 

in esports is equal to 10 years in regular sports. So by 2022 we will probably already know if 

esports will enter the mainstream culture (Nichols, 2017). Shabir (2017), predicts that, as the 

industry grows, it will become more popular than most of the established regular sports. Lokhman 

et al. (2018) present a similar sentiment. According to the authors, it is expected that, in 10 years, 

esports will surpass football in popularity. 
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Over the last 25 years, the videogame industry has experienced an annual growth of 9% to 

15%
80

. Because of this, the videogame market has become an economic powerhouse, having 

moved from a niche industry to a mainstream one (Marchand & Hennig-Thurau, 2013). In the case 

of esports, it has been experiencing an annual growth of between 40% (Ströh, 2017), 30% 

(Lokhman et al., 2018), 15% (Newzoo, 2020c), and 10% (Mooney, 2018).  

Over the past years, the amount of esports tournaments and the awarded prize money have also 

rapidly grown (Ströh, 2017). Current prize monies have reached never before seen amounts, with 

statistics reporting a 350% increase between 2010 and 2013 (Brenda, 2017). For example, within a 

single year (i.e. from 2013 to 2014), the total prize money awarded in the esports industry went 

from $25 million to $50.5 million (Keiper et al., 2017). Entering into specifics, regarding lifetime 

prize money awarded, while in 2015 the esports title Dota 2 had awarded $31 million (Ströh, 

2017), in 2020 this value had already increased to $229 million (Esports Earnings, 2021). While in 

2015 League of Legends had awarded $7 million (Ströh, 2017), in 2020 it had already given $82 

million (Esports Earnings, 2021). And while Counter-Strike: Global Offensive had awarded $6 

million up until 2015 (Ströh, 2017), in 2020 this value had already increased to $108 million 

(Esports Earnings, 2021). 

The fan-base has also grown exponentially. While in 2010 the esports audience was comprised 

of approximately 8.4 million fans (Keiper et al., 2017), in 2020 there were already 495 million 

fans. This number has been continuously increasing. For example, between 2019 to 2020 the fan-

base size grew 11.7% (Newzoo, 2020c). Also, between 2014 and 2017, the revenue increased by 

roughly 360% (Nichols, 2017) and between 2018 and 2020 it grew 41.7% (Newzoo, 2020c). Even 

the number of participants (i.e. professional and aspiring pro-players) has increased. While in 2016, 

49.8 million people were participating in esports, in 2017, a single year after, this number had 

already increased to 58.4 million (Shabir, 2017). 

Brands have been sponsoring esports because they believe it will become a big form of 

entertainment in the future (Pitkänen, 2015). The market of esports has been able to grow and gain 

momentum by following new ways, new concepts, and by being innovative. Especially in the 

United States and Europe, the esports industry never followed the rules, instead doing their own 

things. Instead of depending on traditional TV they favoured streaming (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017). 

Thanks to that, esports are not in need of TV broadcasts (Onofrio, 2011). Riot Games even intends 

to create its own network to lessen internet lag during gameplay. This will make esports even more 

attractive (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017). Also, the esports industry is accustomed to solving unique 

challenges (Mooney, 2018). Since its origins, esports have always been able to overcome the 

multiple obstacles that threatened the scene (Shabir, 2017). 

There seems to be a lot of faith in the future of esports. The 6
th
 Olympic Summit, which took 

place in 2017, concluded that esports have been enjoying a significant growth across several 

countries, especially within the younger demographics. Furthermore, esports are already confirmed 

to be included in the 2022 edition of the Asian Games (Shabir, 2017). And the Chinese Investment 

Corporation has already invested over $800 million to establish Yinchuan as an esports metropolis 

and boost international esports (Ströh, 2017). 

It seems that several pivotal individuals from the business market believe that esports are a 

sustainable industry. According to Craig Levine, the CEO of ESL North America, “the overall 

health of the esports industry is strong” (p. 13), having had a massive growth in the last 3 years 

(Nielsen Esports, 2017). Matt Wolf, the head of gaming at Coca-Cola, refers that esports are 

sustainable and experiencing an astronomical growth (Lu, 2017). Edward Baily, the business 

manager at HyperX, states that esports are on the rise (Winnan, 2016). And Joi von Regenstein (a 
                                                           
80 However, according to Siwek (2017), between 2013 and 2015, the videogame industry had an annual growth of 

just 3.7%. 
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founding member of the esports marketing agency, Savage) is confident that more and more 

companies from various industries will start entering this market as sponsors (CGC Europe, 2015). 

It is just a matter of time before we see the first official esports sponsored amusement park. In 

China, there is already a theme park named World Joyland that is suspiciously similar to the virtual 

world of the popular esports title World of Warcraft. This theme park has 600,000 square meters 

and costed $48 million to build. The park was very successful in bringing the digital world to real 

life and even includes a national esports competition centre. It would not be surprising if Activision 

Blizzard eventually bought it as part of their long-term investment strategy in China (Winnan, 

2016). 

The esports market has rapidly grown outside of South Korea in the past years and continues 

to expand, maturing, and becoming more professional (Ströh, 2017). However, the esports industry 

is not uniform across the globe, being at different stages of development. While it is most popular 

in Asia, especially in South-Korea (the largest and most established esports market), the European 

and North American markets haven been catching up (Shabir, 2017). Despite this, the esports 

industry has been experiencing a constant momentum, with massive public events, millions of 

online viewers, and attention from the mainstream media. Most importantly, it does not seem to be 

a passing fad (CGC Europe, 2015). Even today, the world of esports is growing (Gifford, 2017). In 

2017, the esports industry was enjoying a steady (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017) and fast growth, with 

no signs of slowing down (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017) and the same is happening in 2020 (Newzoo, 

2020c). 

The 21
st
 century has seen a rapid growth of esports viewership and prize pools. Despite already 

having large events before, the new millennium saw an unprecedented increase in scope and 

number of events, with esports having reached never before seen levels of popularity. The reason 

for such growth may be attributed to faster internet speeds and also to technologic advancements, 

popularisation of gaming in society, and greater game variety (Shabir, 2017). 

Scholars are stunned by the current and potential growth of the esports market (Funk, 2017). It 

is true that this industry is experiencing a tremendous growth, but its growth rate may increase even 

further as it attracts more brands and sponsors interested in reaching esports’ highly valuable 

demographic (Winnan, 2016). In 2017, Ströh (2017) commented that various market studies 

predicted that esports will become a billion dollar industry in the near future and that revenues will 

also grow and the truth is that in 2020 Newzoo (2020c) reported that esports’ revenues had reached 

1.1 billion for the first time and this number is expected to continue increasing. These favourable 

statistics will continue to grow even further, especially with the increasing number of investments 

and sponsorships (Winnan, 2016). 

The esports industry has a promising future (AEVI, 2018) and a lot of room to grow. Its 

growth rate and projections indicate that this market has, and will continue to have, considerable 

opportunities. The direction that esports is taking suggests that it will give rise to even more 

opportunities for a variety of industries (Shabir, 2017). 

Although it is considered that competitive gaming has a promising future, its current economic 

impact is limited (AEVI, 2018). However, it is important to remember that this is still a blooming 

industry and that this market will most certainly start gaining traction in the near future. As the 

main esports demographic grows older (i.e. millennials), the scene will continue to grow. As 

popularity grows, more game developers and publishers will start developing their games with this 

industry in mind, which will lead to the appearance of even more esports titles to be played (Shabir, 

2017).  

Despite its current volatile environment, the esports industry is evolving and steadily moving 

into a better established position, presenting increasingly more stable organizational structures and 
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sponsorships (Franke, 2015). As the industry becomes more well-versed and established, the 

commercial opportunities that it offers will be maximized (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). 

In the same vein of sustainability, one of the main reasons why brands sponsor esports, is 

because the esports community (be them casual or pro-gamers) have a high chance of, in the future, 

becoming professionals at information technology companies. This means that a significant portion 

of this community may end up in positions that highly influence their companies’ decision making 

and, if they are aware and have a good opinion of the brand, it can be beneficial for the future of 

the sponsor. Another similar reason why brands sponsor esports is because, when the brand is 

hiring new employees, it is likely that a part of those employees will be gamers or belong to the 

gaming community. As such, it is preferable if these individuals have already become fans of the 

brand itself. This is especially useful for endemic brands as people who know and follow 

competitive gaming will be more motivated and put more effort into developing computer 

hardware, gaming gear, or at engaging in esports marketing (Pitkänen, 2015). 

In relation to share prices, a study by Goetomo (2017) concluded that, although the beginning 

of a sponsorship generally does not significantly affect the sponsor’s share price returns, long-term 

sponsorship activities in prestigious tournaments with large prize pools, and specially with high 

viewership, do significantly alter a brand’s share price returns. Some examples of these relevant 

tournaments include the yearly World Championships and the SBENU Champions Summer. These 

data corroborate a research from Edmans, García, and Norli (2007), which proved that the most 

important events (e.g. World Championships) have a stronger influence on share price returns. 

Sponsoring a pro-team also generally presents statistically significant alterations to share price 

returns. The esports team’s celebrity status and performance was shown to statistically influence 

the sponsor’s same share price returns. The winning of a tournament is very beneficial for the 

sponsoring brand, not only because the brand will be associated with winning, but mostly because 

the team members become celebrities, are seen as brand endorsers, and the brand is seen as owners 

these popular players, which positively influences the brand (Goetomo, 2017). Although not related 

to esports, the studies of Agrawal and Kamakura (1995) and Brown and Hartzell (2001) also 

present data in line with these findings. 

The future of esports is full of excitement. The scene is constantly evolving
81

 (Shabir, 2017) 

and has a substantial growth potential (Funk et al., 2018). This is an industry that should be 

watched with a keen eye (Shabir, 2017). It seems that the long-term business benefits of the esports 

market are basically guaranteed (Lokhman et al., 2018). Bearing in mind the current state and 

developments of the esports industry, from a scientific point of view, the next years should be quite 

interesting (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017). 

 

 

1.2. MAIN RISKS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

According to O’Reilly and Foster (2008), “when an organisation chooses sponsorship as a 

promotional strategy, it signs up to deal with the risks inherent in supporting a partner” (p. 39). In 

this sense, even though esports are a growing industry and possess attractive audience 

demographics, several brands, including endemic companies, are still reluctant on becoming 

sponsors (Nichols, 2017). This is because, despite its popularity, the esports market is not free of 

problems (Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016). The scene presents, not only some barriers to newcomers 

                                                           
81 Valve is already developing a virtual reality (VR) observer mode for their videogame, Dota 2. This will allow 

anyone with a VR device to watch Dota 2 esport matches as if they were in the actual virtual playground, giving them a 

much more engaging experience. However, due to the current high prices of VR devices, this technology will take some 

time until it can have a significant impact on esports (Ströh, 2017). 
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(CGC Europe, 2015), but also risks that may affect anyone who invests in this industry (Shabir, 

2017; Ströh, 2017). Despite being a growing and exciting industry, the future of esports will be 

affected by how well it adapts to its several issues (Mooney, 2018). 

In terms of general sponsorships, although brands create sponsorships because of the potential 

benefits, these partnerships also bring forth some possible risks. Often there is the risk of a 

sponsorship even worsening a brand’s reputation and image. Some examples of common risks for 

sponsors in the general industry include: risk of having a poor event; risk of the sponsor’s presence 

being seen as too intrusive (Crompton, 1994); liability in case of negligence; demonstrating 

insensitivity towards the audience by altering formats, rules, names of teams or facilities or by 

changing a team’s attire; showing insensitivity towards the established political and societal scene; 

opposition from stockholders or workers; lacklustre or poor event; poor performance of the brand’s 

products or of the sponsored party; brand being associated with dishonourable behaviour
82

; and 

injury or death of performers (Crompton, 2015). Other risks commonly associated with 

sponsorships include: sponsorship clutter, difficulty of evaluating sponsorship return on investment 

(BPP Learning Media, 2015), poor execution of the sponsorship agreement, inadequate investment 

in leveraging
83

; termination cost
84

; and opportunity cost
85

 (Yang et al., 2008). 

The esports industry is also susceptible to various risks that have the potential to negatively 

affect the whole competitive gaming ecosystem. The sponsors of esports must be aware of these 

risks because they can lead to various negative effects, including the diminishing of media reach in 

sponsorship activities (Ströh, 2017). As such, the following subchapters of this section will present 

the risks of sponsoring esports that are most commonly mentioned in the literature. 

 

 

1.2.1. Negative public view on videogames 

 

Despite its extreme popularity (Newman, 2008; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), the 

truth is that gaming tends to have a negative connotation (Li, 2016), a bad reputation, and an 

antagonistic image (Brookey & Oates, 2015). The negative view that society has on the gaming 

culture is quite notorious (Shabir, 2017). It can even be said that gaming faces a cultural barrier (Li, 

2016). Contrary to regular sports, gaming is not well accepted by a large percentage of society. 

Even in the present day, gaming is still perceived by some as a negative activity (Peša et al., 2017). 

To worsen the case, gaming’s increase in popularity has also led to a rise in social disapproval 

(Hilvoorde, 2016). This presents a challenge as the generalized negative way that the media 

portrays videogames may spread and affect the image of esports and of all of its stakeholders, 

including sponsors (Ströh, 2017). 

Videogames are still the target of substantial and persistent criticism (Newman, 2008). Various 

scholars have even pointed out that researchers have a tendency to focus only on the potential 

                                                           
82 The dishonourable behaviour may come from both the sponsored party and the sponsoring entity (Crompton, 

1994). 
83 In sponsorships, leverage (or activation) is related to the additional funds that brands use beyond the payment of 

the sponsorship fee. This is a very important element of sponsorships that can determine the success rate of the marketing 

activity. When sponsoring, brands may think that all they need to do is to pay the cost of the sponsorship fee and wait for 

the desired ROIs. However, there is much more that brands can do in their sponsorships beyond this. In this sense, 

leveraging includes activities like efforts to market and promote the sponsorship and using integrated marketing to 

activate the sponsorship (Yang et al., 2008). 
84 Termination cost refers to the cost of ending a sponsorship. A sponsorship should only be terminated if the costs 

of continuation outweigh the costs of termination. However, aspects like financial uncertainty may also lead to 

sponsorship termination (Yang et al., 2008). 
85 Opportunity cost refers to when an investor chooses an option that proves to be less beneficial than another. An 

example in sponsorships may involve a brand choosing to sponsor an event and then realizing that ambush marketing 

would be a more beneficial option (Yang et al., 2008). 
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negative effects (Franke, 2015). For example, gaming is often accused of leading to aggression and 

addiction (Peša et al., 2017), as well as being immature, offensive, a menace to society, and 

promoting seizures and discrimination towards women (Tavinor, 2009). 

Gaming is usually seen as a waste of time (Li, 2016; Peša et al., 2017; Tavinor, 2009) and 

energy that could be put to better use elsewhere (Peša et al., 2017). They are accused of damaging 

literacy, productivity, and creativity (Newman, 2008), and encouraging sedentary behaviours, 

lowering grades at school, destroying reading habits, and promoting obesity (Tavinor, 2009). 

Videogames are seen as unproductive activities that do not require nor develop creativity. 

Critics condemn videogames for requiring no work, planning, or strategies, and just asking players 

to destroy everything in sight. According to them, playing videogames not only decreases reading 

habits, it eliminates them entirely. For critics, while a solitary activity such as reading a book 

promotes literacy and encourages writing, the playing of videogames does not promote creativity 

nor offers the tools to develop one’s imagination. Due to the claims that videogames hypnotise 

people, turning gamers into mindless sheep absorbed in the games’ stimuli who play too frequently 

and for far too long, it is often said that gamers are unproductive members of society who would be 

better off using their time to perform more enriching and energetic activities (Newman, 2008). 

Because gaming is an activity where people are detached from reality (Li, 2016), it tends to be 

seen as an antisocial activity (Brookey & Oates, 2015) that ultimately damages sociality (Newman, 

2008) and leads to social isolation (Peša et al., 2017). Due to this, gamers tend to be seen as 

antisocial and solitary people who would rather communicate online via screens and headsets 

instead of in person (Shabir, 2017).  

Gaming is also seen as an unhealthy activity (Brookey & Oates, 2015) with gamers being 

portrayed as ill individuals who stare at screens for eight hours every day (Shabir, 2017). In this 

vein, competitive gaming is now seen as a new health risk because of the age of the participants, 

their inactivity, the use of stimulants, and because there are adolescents who, in their struggle to 

become pro-players, end up playing videogames for 12 or 14 hours a day and sleeping for just 4 

hours (Holden et al., 2018).  

Competitive gaming is still seen as a geek culture (Taylor, 2012). Despite the growth of the 

videogame industry (which turned it into a significant element of the entertainment industry) this 

market still retains a certain image of nerdiness (Owens, 2016). Consequently, there exists the 

stereotype that gamers are obese nerds who live in their parents’ basements, only eating Cheetos 

and drinking Mountain Dew (Li, 2016). 

There is the myth that gamers are less concentrated, have their lives centred around 

videogames, and not around their job and that they have sleeping disorders. Furthermore, when 

looking at a curriculum vitae, some employers may even prefer a person who has done voluntary 

work at a sports club than an individual who has been a long-term administrator at a prestigious 

esports organization like the Electronic Sports League (Scholz, 2010b). 

In short, videogames are often seen as trivial activities. The fact that they are seen as closed 

systems that do not develop any particular or significant abilities means that when the console is 

turned off, the player has supposedly wasted his time and gained nothing. The gameplay was 

meaningless and offered nothing that could be of use in the real-world (Newman, 2008). 

While the distribution of incorrect data about gaming has lowered, there is still a significant 

social stigma around videogames, with them not being seen as something positive. This in turn 

influences how society views people who turn videogaming into a career (AEVI, 2018). 

Unfortunately, it is hard to wash away the mental image of the antisocial and shut-in gamer that is 

obsessed with videogames and substitute it with the mental image of a healthy and tech-savvy 

individual (Liboriussen & Martin, 2016). This ever present stigma around gaming poses a serious 

challenge to the promotion of esports (Taylor, 2012). 
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1.2.1.1. Virtual violence 

 

There is the stereotype that games incite violence (Newman, 2008; Shabir, 2017), theft, 

truancy, and drug use (Shabir, 2017). Because of this, gamers are often perceived as maladjusted 

friendless loners who prefer the comforts of technology rather than being with others. This often 

leads to the stereotype of the obsessive, dangerous, and unbalanced gamer. Hence, any act of 

aggression and violence (e.g. school shootings) is often said to have been caused due to videogame 

exposure (Newman, 2008). 

There have been several studies on whether the act of playing a videogame can lead to violent 

behaviour. However, the real problem for esports is the influence that the media can have. The 

theme of virtual violence in videogames started being spread by the mass media as a result of 

shootings in schools, with the media partly attributing the guilt to first person shooters like 

Counter-Strike. For example, in 2002, one of Germany’s most popular newspapers, the Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung, published an article stating that videogames like Counter-Strike were training 

school shooters. Although there was an investigation from the German authorities, the videogame 

was not prohibited. Still, there is the ever present risk of potential bans of violent videogames on 

national markets, which may include esports-related videogames. Even today there is some 

scepticism towards Counter-Strike. An example is Wüstenrot, a company that excluded the game 

from its branding activities during the 2016 edition of the ESL Frühlingsmeisterschaft (Ströh, 

2017). 

Because several videogames contain a violent nature, it is generally believed that they have a 

negative influence on the younger consumers. For example, Grand Theft Auto IV has been accused 

of encouraging acts of murder and robbery (which are aspects present in the game). Although this 

game is not considered an esports title, games from the professional competitive scene like Halo, 

Call of Duty, or Counter-Strike, which are particularly graphic and realistic, may also attract those 

negative opinions (Shabir, 2017). 

The media have adopted the term killer games to refer to videogames that promote gamers’ 

aggressiveness and escapism. Some believe that these games make people lose their empathy for 

others and even train them for the army (Scholz, 2010a). Gaming has been connected to real-life 

violence for several times and it will certainly continue to be, especially with the noticeable 

massive audience of young players that are being drawn to esports (Shabir, 2017). 

After a simple search on the effects of gaming in children, one will find an overwhelming 

amount of topics like aggression, violence, desensitization to violence, gaming disorder, etc. 

(Hilvoorde, 2016). This problem of virtual violence was highlighted during a discussion by the 

International Olympic Committee on whether esports should be included in the 2024 Olympics. 

The committee stated that esports must oblige with the Olympic values of peace, non-violence, and 

non-discrimination in order to be considered for inclusion in the Olympics. However, this 

limitation excludes some of the main esports titles (e.g. League of Legends, Counter-Strike, and 

Dota 2) and only includes games that simulate real-life sports like FIFA and NBA 2K, which are 

not amongst the top 10 most popular esports titles. However, it is still strange that boxing is 

accepted as an Olympic sport. Furthermore, there is the concern that the debut of esports as an 

Olympic sport will have very few viewers if violent and the most popular videogames are 

excluded. Still, considering that this industry is still quite young, its viewer-base will certainly 

increase across all gaming genres (Shabir, 2017). 

The esports industry is susceptible to the negative way that the media portrays violent 

videogames, like CS:GO. Because of this, the competitive gaming scene is under a certain risk of 

losing existing, or potential, industry partners due to bad publicity. If another shooting incident 

occurs and is associated by the mass media to violent videogames, companies may want to end 
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their partnerships and sponsorships of teams and competitions in order to avoid potential collateral 

damage. An example of this occurred when 10 people were killed in a shooting in Munich, which 

ignited a new discussion about violent videogames and, as a result, ProSiebenSat.1 Media SE 

cancelled their TV show about the E-League. Considering that CS:GO is one of the most important 

esports titles (being connected to a very high number of teams and sponsors), it is possible to 

conclude that the way violent videogames are portrayed may be a threat for the entire esports 

industry. It is not only CS:GO that is susceptible to this bad publicity. Various other titles from 

multiple genres (e.g. fighting games, MOBAs
86

, and RTSs
87

) also include virtual violence. So there 

is the risk of the mass media generalizing this topic for all of esports and affecting the entire 

industry (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.1.2. Gaming addiction 

 

Videogames are often accused of being addictive (Shabir, 2017; Tavinor, 2009) and studies 

have confirmed that playing them for long periods of time often leads to gaming addiction (Shabir, 

2017). However, for most fans, playing videogames for a living is their ideal dream job and the 

fierce competition to reach the highest professional skill levels may lead them to have a gruelling 

lifestyle (Stivers, 2017). It is not uncommon for the top pro-players to spend 10 (Parkin, 2015; 

Shabir, 2017; Szablewicz, 2016), 14 (Stivers, 2017; Taylor, 2012), or 16 hours a day honing their 

skills (Taylor, 2012). 

The esports gaming houses
88

 are not used for any kind of parties. These pro-gamers are 

professionals who know that their career and salary are at stake. They know that they are in a 

training camp and that there are extremely large monetary quantities at stake. In this sense, esports 

are no different from regular sports. Sacrifices must be done in order to be the best (Parkin, 2015). 

An example of their perseverance happened in 2014, when a 22-year-old pro-player was 

hospitalized due to a collapsed lung and, because of the pressure to stay at the top, still continued 

practicing at the hospital for 5 hours a day (Stivers, 2017). A much more severe incident happened 

to an 18-year-old regular gamer who was found unconscious after spending 40 hours playing a 

videogame in a room of an internet-café. Although he was immediately taken to a hospital, he died 

soon after arriving there. These aspects prove that gaming addiction can indeed reach very 

dangerous levels (Şentuna & Kanbur, 2016). 

Competitive gaming is largely dominated by young people who participate in tournaments for 

a relatively short period of their lives (Zolides, 2015). It is very common for pro-players to retire in 

their mid-twenties (Stivers, 2017) due to physical deterioration (Zolides, 2015) and hand or wrist 

injuries caused by prolonged practice sessions
89

 (Stivers, 2017). Due to the dedication of pro-

players and the extensive training sessions that are required to stay competitive, it is common for 

them to suffer repetitive injuries, which are caused by the rapid and constant button presses. For 

example, Aziz “Hax” Al-Yami, a professional Super Smash Bros. player, had to leave the 

competitive scene two times due to wrist and hand injuries. The pro-player has had surgeons 

investigating his health issues for 12 times now and has gone through two operations (Wilson, 

2017). 

                                                           
86 MOBA is an acronym of multiplayer online battle arena (Shabir, 2017). 
87 RTS is an initialism of real-time strategy (Shabir, 2017). 
88 Houses where members of pro-teams often reside together to train their gaming skills (Parkin, 2015). 
89 Also, as players get older, their alertness and response time will start to weaken. Because of this, older players 

tend to be at a disadvantage in professional gaming (Zolides, 2015). 
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Unfortunately, these types of injuries are not unusual in esports and the nature of some may be 

so intense that it prevents the players from returning to the competitions. To prevent these health 

issues, Dr Levi Harrison has become a common health figure in the esports scene, treating various 

professional and amateur gamers, appearing at multiple esports events, and creating various videos 

with the goal of teaching gamers how to play in a healthy and safe manner (Wilson, 2017). 

Excessive gaming also causes adverse physiological and social effects (Shabir, 2017). 

Prolonged exposure to screens and videogames has shown to be capable of neurologically 

damaging youngsters’ brains in a similar fashion to cocaine addiction. Various studies have found 

connections between excessive gaming and disorders like anxiety, increased aggression, 

depression, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and psychosis, which in the case of 

videogames is often referred as the Tetris Effect (Holden et al., 2018). 

According to both popular and medical literature, the Tetris Effect happens when an individual 

is exposed to a long, repetitive, and pattern-based activity which starts affecting and shaping his 

imagination and thoughts. This condition borrowed the Tetris name because this was one the first 

videogames that created a legion of addicted players. If you have been playing Tetris for long 

periods of time and, while putting your bags in your car for a vacation, you started seeing your 

suitcases as tetrominoes that are being perfectly grouped together, then you experienced a moderate 

case of Tetris Effect. Other more severe cases include seeing coloured shapes falling in your 

peripheral vision after playing too much Candy Crush Saga, Bejeweled, or Tetris. In the most 

extreme cases the brain’s ability to process and memorise information is completely rewritten 

(Ackerman, 2016). 

There is an ethical concern related to gaming addiction. Some gamers have spent so much time 

playing videogames that they lost their grip on reality and on real-life. Others have immersed 

themselves so deeply into a game world that they died in front of the computer while playing the 

game. According to forensic reports, these deaths are often caused because the players stay in the 

same exact position for excessive periods of time (Şentuna & Kanbur, 2016). 

The popularity of esports has given birth to a large number of gaming addicts, especially in 

China. Multiple doctors, educationists, and parents have shown concerns about the health and 

social risks of competitive gaming. Because of this, various countries, including the United States, 

Japan, South Korea, and China are starting to recognize gaming addiction as a health problem. This 

has led the general public, the media, and academics to become cautious about the evolution of this 

industry, especially because it mostly targets young adults, teens, and children, which are a 

vulnerable group (Lu, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.1.3. Gambling addiction 

 

While gaming is an activity that, in itself, can be addictive (Ackerman, 2016; Shabir, 2017), 

esports have the potential of leading to another type of dependency, gambling addiction. There 

have been accusations that esports and the ease of skin gambling (i.e. the wagering of in-game 

items) may lead people, including youngsters, to try gambling websites and even end up creating 

gambling addiction problems (Teichert et al., 2017). 

According to Macey and Hamari (2018), there is an extensive literature pertaining to the 

association of videogame playing with potential problematic behaviours, including gambling. 

However, the authors found that, although gaming addiction has a negative correlation with 

videogame-related gambling, they also found that increased esports consumption has a strong 

association with increased videogame-related gambling and a moderate association with higher 
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chances of developing problematic gambling behaviour. The authors defend that, it is not the 

videogame aspect that encourages gambling, it is their sport aspect (i.e. esports). 

Research has also shown that esports bettors are much more involved with gambling than 

bettors from other areas. Specifically, esports gamblers engage in a much wider range of betting 

activities within esports (Gainsbury et al., 2017b) and bet much more frequently (Gainsbury, 

Abarbanel, & Blaszczynski, 2017a; Gainsbury et al., 2017b). While regular sports gambles tend to 

bet at least once per week, esports gamblers tend to do it at least once a day (Gainsbury et al., 

2017a). Furthermore, esports bettors do not show a preference for skill-based betting activities as 

they also engage in gambling activities whose outcome is completely random (Gainsbury et al., 

2017b). 

Due to their young age, esports bettors are more prone to develop gambling problems than race 

and sports bettors. It is also thought that the more dedicated esports fans (known as esports 

enthusiasts) may be more vulnerable to developing these dependencies. Furthermore, research has 

shown that the use of offshore betting websites (very common in esports) increases the probability 

of developing a gambling addiction (Gainsbury et al., 2017a, 2017b). 

However, it seems that esports are not responsible for attracting non-gamblers into the betting 

world. In a research, esports betting respondents seemed to have been gambling in other areas 

before they entered the esports gambling market. This indicates that those who were already 

heavily involved with gambling have moved to betting on esports and not that esports are 

encouraging non-gamblers to bet. This data is consistent with previous research where a significant 

portion of addicted online bettors reported that they had gambling problems even before they 

started to gamble online (Gainsbury et al., 2017b). 

Nevertheless, although the esports gambling industry is quite young, having officially started 

in 2010 (Winnan, 2016), it is estimated that the esports gambling market may already be bigger 

than the whole esports economy
90

 (Gainsbury et al., 2017a). Just in 2014, Pinnacle (an online 

betting website) reported one million esports bets (Schneider, 2015). According to the head of 

Pinnacle, Marco Blume, esports have become their seventh most popular betting market, having 

surpassed rugby and golf. Blume also stated that esports gambling is growing at an unprecedented 

rate and that he expects it to surpass hockey in the near future and eventually overtake tennis and 

football (Winnan, 2016). 

According to Gainsbury et al. (2017a), in 2016, there were 6.5 million people betting roughly 

$5.5 billion on competitive gaming. However, Shabir (2017) states that Eilers & Krejcik Gaming, a 

market research firm, calculated that, for the same year, bets in esports exceeded $8 billion. In 

relation to 2020, it is estimated that the betting of real money on esports could reach between $10 

billion (Griffiths, 2017) and $23 billion (Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016), with 19 million customers 

and revenues of about $1.8 billion (Winnan, 2016). These forecasts were validated by recent 

literature that indicates that, in 2020, the sum of the total bets placed in esports was of $14 billion 

(Bassam, 2020; G&M News, 2020) and the global gambling revenue reached $1.8 billion 

(Sportskeeda, 2020). 

The popularity and growth of esports betting has reached such high levels that several of the 

world’s leading betting operators have included esports betting options among their betting offers
91

 

(Shabir, 2017). Even brick and mortar casinos are becoming more and more interested in hosting 

esports competitions (Gainsbury et al., 2017b). As it can be seen, esports gambling has reached a 

                                                           
90 By 2015, esports gambling was already valued at $250 million (Winnan, 2016) but esports were valued at $325 

million (Newzoo, 2020c). However, it is not known if the $250 million of esports gambling included non-regulated 

gambling (Winnan, 2016).  
91 Some examples of betting operators that allow esports wagering include: Pinnacle, Mr Green, Paddy Power, Sky 

Bet, William Hill, Ladbrokes, and Betway (Shabir, 2017). 
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tremendous scope (Gainsbury et al., 2017a). It is already proven that esports incite people to bet 

and may even lead to problematic gaming behaviour (Macey & Hamari, 2018). To make matters 

worse, esports bettors are younger (Gainsbury et al., 2017b) and have a tendency to engage much 

more frequently in esports wagering than regular sports gamblers (Gainsbury et al., 2017a, 2017b). 

As a result, this audience is much more likely to develop gambling addiction problems (Gainsbury 

et al., 2017b). 

 

 

1.2.2. Disreputable behaviour and corruption 

 

When forming a sponsorship, there is the risk that any kind of disruptive behaviour will taint 

the sponsor’s image. These dishonourable behaviours may come from either the spectators or the 

event participants. For example, if players use foul language, abuse others, enter any sort of fight, 

or are caught using drugs, the sponsorship will probably damage the sponsoring company and its 

products’ image. The same applies if the spectators themselves engage in any act of violence 

(Crompton, 1994). And esports are also susceptible to multiple of these same issues of disreputable 

behaviour (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

Also, whenever there is an activity that involves money, there will be corruption. It does not 

matter what it is. It can be sports, esports, politics, movies, etc. (Winnan, 2016). In relation to 

esports, the main problems related to corruption that threaten the scene are: doping, match-fixing
92

, 

cyberattacks, cheating (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017), and gambling (Holden, Rodenberg, & 

Kaburakis, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Interestingly, the Esports Integrity Coalition (2016) divided the 

main aspects that threaten the integrity of esports according to their threat level
93

. Online attacks 

(e.g. DDoS
94

 attacks) and software cheats and hacks were seen as critical threats. Match-fixing was 

considered a high threat. Spot fixing
95

, doping, and corruption from technicians and officials were 

seen as moderate threats. And manipulation of the structure of tournaments
96

 and disabling or 

abusing opponents
97

 were considered low threats. 

Although esports is a new industry, its main threats are not so recent. Competitive gaming has 

several of the same challenges of regular sports (Funk et al., 2018). The regular sports industry has 

always faced various corruption scandals around the world, with the first documented scandal 

dating back to 338 BC and being related to a match-fixing incident during the Olympic Games. 

Furthermore, corruption in sports has been increasing in number in the recent years, going from 

simple athletes’ misconducts to entire organization wrongdoings. The sports industry has been 

facing multiple challenges to control and eliminate these scandals and has often dealt with them 

with an insufficient or minimum response (Manoli, 2018). And despite all of this, regular sports are 

still, by far, the preferred method to sponsor and advertise one’s brands and products (Bennett, 

1999). 

                                                           
92 Occurs when a match is already planned to have a specific pre-determined result to profit from gambling fraud 

(Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016). 
93 The threat score was calculated by multiplying the score likelihood of the incident happening with the score 

impact that it would have. That is, Impact Score X Likelihood Score = Threat Score. Threats with a score of 0 to 6 were 

considered low level threats. Threats with a score of 7 to 12 were considered moderate level threats. Threats with a score 

of 13 to 19 were considered high level threats. And threats with a score of 20 or higher were considered critical level 

threats (Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016). 
94 Distributed Denial of Service (Shabir, 2017). 
95 Spot fixing refers to deliberately underperforming (or manipulating) in a specific part of the match in order to 

profit from gambling fraud (Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016). 
96 I.e. deliberately underperforming in order to be placed against weaker opponents in subsequent rounds (Esports 

Integrity Coalition, 2016). 
97 I.e. physically disabling or hindering an opponent prior to a match (Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016). 
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Nevertheless, when corruption occurs, marketers are faced with a multitude of risks and 

managerial challenges. A study has suggested that when scandals occur in regular sports, even if 

the wrongdoers are only the players themselves, the key stakeholders (including sponsors) may also 

be affected by the scandal. For example, fan attitudes towards the main stakeholders could 

negatively change (Manoli, 2018). 

The rising popularity of esports has brought several problems (Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 

2017). The integrity issues threaten the popularity and sustainability of esports and may even lead 

people to lose faith in the legitimacy of the scene (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). Likewise, although 

the corruption scandals that esports face are similar to those of regular sports (Holden, Rodenberg, 

et al., 2017; Sylvester & Rennie, 2017), this corruption has put the integrity of esports sponsors, 

tournaments, and players at risk (Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 2017). 

 

 

1.2.2.1. Toxic behaviour 

 

Competitive gaming suffers from toxic behaviour
98

 (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014). The highly 

competitive environment, with reliance on teamwork, tends to promote these unfavourable attitudes 

(Neto et al., 2017). The anonymity provided by the internet has also given rise to a significant 

amount of negative interaction. This is because a computer-mediated-communication (CMC) that 

does not include any sort of face-to-face communication tends to facilitate aggressiveness and 

hostility. Unfortunately, this type of behaviour has already become quite common on the online 

gaming environment (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014). 

Players who are exposed to toxic behaviour often become frustrated or angry. This ultimately 

leads to a bad experience (both for the players and the viewers). To make matters worse, the more 

competitive a game is, the greater the odds of it inciting toxic behaviour. Elevated stress coupled 

with low performance seems to be the main trigger for this. When in-game, toxic behaviour can 

lead to a surge of blaming and insults and even break the communication within the teams. When 

uncontrolled, these behaviours will result in a drop of player retention and give the videogame a 

bad reputation (Neto et al., 2017). 

There is also the danger of massive internet backlash if any pro-player uses offensive 

language. An example of this is Jake “orb” Sklarew, who was accused of calling his opponents 

derogatory names. Because of this, multiple fans staged a campaign and complained to his 

sponsors. As a result, the player was fired and his esports career ended as other tournaments also 

rejected him. Another similar incident happened with Greg “IdrA” Fields, who started using 

offensive language, disrespecting both his opponents and the community. Consequently, fans once 

again gathered and directly complained to the player’s sponsors, which led them to fire Fields (Li, 

2016). 

In relation to physical manifestations of aggressiveness, although esports is not a contact sport, 

it does contain physical aggression, albeit not at the same level as regular sports. Among other 

exhibitions of aggressive behaviour, it is very common for players to bang their tables with their 

fists. Interestingly, research has shown that esports fans enjoy these demonstrations of 

aggressiveness. Fans also seem to enjoy aggressiveness that stems from rivalries between teams or 

players. In fact, pro-player’ aggressiveness is one of the reasons why people watch esports (Hamari 

& Sjöblom, 2017).  

According to Hamari and Sjöblom (2017), aggressive behaviour is quite common in 

contemporary media, and especially in sports, and people enjoy these demonstrations of 
                                                           
98 Some examples of toxic behaviour include: antisocial and aggressive acting, negative vocabulary, and the break 

of other general co-existence rules (Neto, Yokoyama, & Becker, 2017). 
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aggressiveness, intimidation, and hostility. Despite all this, it is very rare to witness aggressive 

behaviour in esports as the main aggressive aspect of competitive gaming resides in the virtual 

battlefield. 

Nevertheless, although aggressiveness has proven to be an attractive aspect of esports (Hamari 

& Sjöblom, 2017), the presence of toxic gamers has become a problem for the gaming industry. As 

a matter of fact, one in every four customer support calls to online videogame developers are 

centred on complaints about toxic gamers (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014). 

 

 

1.2.2.2. Sexism and lack of female pro-players 

 

Although, historically, gaming has been dominated by men (Cunningham et al., 2018), at 

present, in terms of casual gaming, the numbers of casual male and female gamers is relatively 

equal to each other (Kaye, Pennington, & McCann, 2018). According to the ESA (2017), 41% of 

all gamers are female. However, Winnan (2016) states that this is only because of the 

contemporary popularity of mobile games like Candy Crush Saga. Likewise, CGC Europe (2015) 

mentions that these similar ratios are due to the vast amounts of casual videogames that can be 

easily accessed by women on smartphones and other mobile devices. 

Contrary to the current general gaming statistics where there is an almost equal male-to-female 

ratio (CGC Europe, 2015), the esports scene has been dominated by male pro-gamers (CGC 

Europe, 2015; Mooney, 2018; Winnan, 2016). It is believed that 90% of the esports audience is 

male (Zolides, 2015) and that 92% of esports gamers playing League of Legends are also male 

(CGC Europe, 2015; Winnan, 2016). Consequently, from the 200 highest earning esports players, 

only two are female (SuperData, 2015). It is estimated that women comprise less than a third of the 

esports fan-base and its players (Cunningham et al., 2018). In 2016, just 30% of the esports 

audience was composed by females. Interestingly, this represents a 15% increase in comparison to 

2015 (Winnan, 2016). 

Competitive gaming is still a very gendered environment (Funk et al., 2018). The ratio of male 

to female is so disproportional that on the Major League Gaming (MLG) website it is stated that 

they are the ultimate property for major brands to reach the young male audience (Zolides, 2015). 

Although there are many women who consume videogames and follow esports at a global level, the 

presence of women is still not sufficiently reflected on the competitive scene where very few have 

competed at a high level (AEVI, 2018). 

In addition to the shortage of professional female players, women also face various issues of 

gender inequality, discrimination (Winnan, 2016), harassment, and heckling in the esports scene 

(Mooney, 2018). According to a female pro-player, there is prejudice and macho attitudes against 

women and they are often devalued (Menti & Araújo, 2017). Unfortunately, some authors state that 

abusive language and sexualisation of women are common in these competitions (Cunningham et 

al., 2018). 

Women tend to be harassed and judged just because of their physical appearance (Winnan, 

2016) and gender (Menti & Araújo, 2017). During an offline tournament, Aris Bakhtanians, a male 

pro-gamer, made offensive comments about Miranda Pakozdi’s physical appearance and went as 

far as sniffing her. This led Pakozdi to quit the tournament. When confronted about his actions, 

Bakhtanians used freedom of speech as a justification and stated that sexual harassment is part of 

the gaming culture. Unfortunately it was not only him, various other gamers also defended that this 

was a natural part the predominantly male-dominated gaming community. However, others 

defended that sexual harassment needs to disappear and that the community needs to mature 

(Winnan, 2016). 
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The esports community is too infected by the macho culture. According to the Red Bull Games 

website, the phrases that female gamers most often hear include: “Go wash the dishes”, “Must be 

fat”, “Women only know how to play support”, and “This is why we are losing” (p. 81), including 

even more offensive language (Menti & Araújo, 2017). 

Female pro-gamers have to go through more hurdles to make a name for themselves (Zolides, 

2015). They suffer much more than men and these aggressions are widely disseminated through the 

digital media. This is especially true in streaming services that broadcast the gameplay and these 

abuses to all the viewers in real-time. According to Daniela Rigon, an esports journalist, although 

unfortunately it is quite common to be cursed during games, it is necessary to see that no man is 

cursed for being a man. Men do not hear things like “go change a tire” (p. 83) or “go open a jar” (p. 

83). On the other hand, if women commit any kind of mistake while playing they will hear “it had 

to be a woman” (Menti & Araújo, 2017, p. 83). 

Various female players have complained about being sexually harassed by male gamers 

through messaging and voice chat (Winnan, 2016). It is common for women to hear things like 

“send nudes” (p. 83). It is believed that the anonymity that the internet provides, and the impunity 

of such acts, are two of the elements that promote this discrimination. To make matters worse, 

there is not a system that encourages women to report such abuses. This makes these gender hate 

practices even more common (Menti & Araújo, 2017). 

While competing, women have to face the online chatter, which can be quite brutal, with 

asinine comments ranging from pure rage to outright scary (Winnan, 2016). A study that collected 

several data from forums and other digital websites detected various posts and tweets depicting 

hate, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, and even death threats. They also detected direct threats 

to female players, which included harassment and threats of physical violence and rape (Menti & 

Araújo, 2017). Even veteran players like Kelly “kellyMILKIES” Ong (a woman who started 

playing Counter-Strike competitively in 2005) are often ignored, rejected, or seen as outsiders. The 

case of Ong went even further, with some people sending her modified photos with her face in 

naked bodies, or being killed or raped. This had a severe emotional effect on her (Li, 2016). 

Misra and Danwani (2012) are two female pro-players who tell the experiences they had while 

playing Counter-Strike, a game that has a 500:1 male-to-female ratio. According to them, they 

faced several challenges and hurdles right from the start. Although they were lucky enough to have 

a group of close friends with which to create a team, win university tournaments, and enter large 

scale events, they still suffered various issues due to their gender. Because their in-game nickname 

did not conceal their sex, people were constantly asking for their facebook id, their email, Gmail, 

and phone number. This proved to be very annoying when all they wanted was to just play a simple 

game. When they started participating on offline tournaments they became more known and the 

first thing people did when they got back home was to search for their facebook page to add them. 

It was difficult for them to make people understand that they were there for the sole purpose of 

gaming and not for fashion or to show off. 

Misra and Danwani (2012) report that their team leader was always being asked if they were 

really on his team and if they knew how to play. When they won people would come to shake their 

hands, but if they lost or made mistakes, those same people would laugh at them and at their skills. 

The authors state that other gamers always underestimated them, taking them for easy targets that 

did not know how to play (despite them playing as well as any other pro-player). Even if they 

appear in every big tournament, they are still seen as worthless when in-game. Regrettably, 

according to Kaye et al. (2018) and Menti and Araújo (2017), it is common for the male audience 

to underestimate female pro-players’ skills. Li (2016) even states that there is the stereotype that 

women only play casual mobile games like Candy Crush or Bejeweled. 
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Women are often excluded from teams just because of their gender. An example of this 

occurred when the female player, Hanae Oseki, was prohibited from participating in a tournament 

by the event organizers. According to the tournament organizers their event did not accept mixed 

teams. After this incident went viral, the organizers alleged that there had been some confusion on 

the part of their employees, but continued on to state that women were not accepted because of the 

trips to the offline tournaments. The organizers defended that if a parent sees his daughter traveling 

with four men he will not be pleased (Menti & Araújo, 2017). 

Because even at the most casual levels of esports competitions (i.e. online tournaments) 

women have to face various discouraging and intimidating issues that men do not, several female 

players hide their gender with male nicknames. However, when playing in the professional world 

of esports (i.e. offline tournaments), it is not possible to hide your gender and, because of that, most 

of them prefer to avoid the competitive scene (Winnan, 2016). The fact that the esports industry is 

still extensively dominated by men who make women feel marginalized creates the necessity for 

females to adopt this male pseudonym or a name that does not reveal their gender (Menti & Araújo, 

2017). This has also led the small number of female pro-players to mainly compete in some 

female-only tournaments
99

 (Winnan, 2016). 

It is believed that these sexist issues come from the old gender roles that have been assigned by 

society and led us to believe that women should be docile, feminine, and submissive, while men 

should be strong, manly, and endowed with strategic intelligence. Because most people have 

become accustomed to following these gender roles, when competent female talent enters the 

esports scene, defying gender roles, aggressions occur. Hate towards women is so culturally 

embedded in today’s society that it is almost unbearable for some men to see women succeeding 

where they feel females were not supposed to be. The gender roles adopted by society, which have 

subjected women to conditions inferior to men, coupled with the fact that the esports scene is still 

mostly composed by men, creates a strong resistance to the entry of women in the space (Menti & 

Araújo, 2017).  

However this issue is not exclusive to competitive gaming. Currently, this gender bias happens 

in a large scale, including on social media like Twitter and Facebook where the female figure is 

undermined through disrespect, misogyny, and racism. Just like in numerous other areas, women 

who aspire to become professionals of some field (e.g. writing) often have to adopt a male persona 

in order to avoid gender issues (Menti & Araújo, 2017). 

Although almost every esports league accepts both sexes, the esports environment is still 

unwelcoming for women and although some progress has been made, there are still far too many 

barriers for females in professional gaming. The glaring problem here is that, while other issues 

like doping have received lots of attention and dedicated counter-measures, the lack of gender 

equality has almost been ignored. This represents a big missed opportunity for the industry as 

women represent an extremely valuable and untapped market capable of putting esports in the 

mainstream of both media and culture and greatly catapulting the reach and growth of this industry 

(Winnan, 2016). 

The acceptance of female pro-players has not yet been universally established within esports. 

Although women can participate in tournaments, with some even being exclusive to their gender, 

sexism is still a problem in the esports market (and also in general gaming
100

). This leads to the 

existence of higher barriers for female participation. Almost all gaming development and 

marketing efforts within esports exclusively target the male audience. These aspects of sexism, 

                                                           
99 While most tournaments are gender-independent, some are gender-specific for either males or females. Although 

some gender-locked tournaments have become gender-independent (e.g. those organized by the International Esports 

Federation or IESF), the decision to allow both genres or not depends on the tournament organizers (Ströh, 2017). 
100 Women have always faced these problems even in the general gaming community (Winnan, 2016). 
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discrimination, and harassment are a threat to the sponsors’ image as bad publicity may spread and 

damage their reputation, leading certain companies to avoid partnering with esports, or even 

leading to some existing brands to terminate their existing partnerships (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.2.3. Illegal and unregulated gambling 

 

Any kind of competition that is watched by millions of engaged fans will certainly draw in 

people interested in wagering on its outcomes (Winnan, 2016). In this sense, the increasing 

popularity of esports has led various people to start betting on the result of these competitions. Just 

like with football or horse races, people bet on several teams and players. However, the esports 

industry is being challenged by the growing popularity of online esports betting (Mooney, 2018). 

Because of the infancy of the industry, including the doubts about the legitimacy of the 

tournaments and the problematics of match-fixing and cheating, licensed gambling websites tend to 

only accept esports bets of a limited size and variety. This factor, coupled with the fact that only a 

small portion of online gamblers found the legitimacy of a website to be relevant, is leading people 

to use non-regulated or offshore betting websites as they believe that they offer a generally better 

gambling experience (Gainsbury et al., 2017a). 

The relationship that esports has had with gambling has proven to be a concern. The possibility 

of betting skins
101

 has been a threat to competitive gaming (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). The 

popularity of skin betting gained its strength when some websites started allowing people to sell 

their skins for real world money (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017). That is, these third-party websites 

turned skins into a form of currency that can be used to gamble on the outcome of esports 

tournaments (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). This laid the foundations for the creation of a full-blown 

gambling industry (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017). 

Unfortunately, the large majority of the esports gambling market is dominated by the wagering 

of skins (and not of money) and this is mostly done on unregulated betting websites (Gainsbury et 

al., 2017a). These platforms do not have a license (thus being illegal) and do not regulate who is 

using their services. Thus, even children are able to wager on competitive gaming (Sylvester & 

Rennie, 2017). Unfortunately, esports gamblers have a tendency to make use of these unregulated 

and unlicensed betting websites. Consequently, the licensed market for esports gambling is still 

quite small, with bets being considerably lower when compared to those in regular sports 

(Gainsbury et al., 2017a).  

There is evidence in the literature that licenced esports gambling is far behind unregulated 

wagering (Ströh, 2017). For instance, in 2015, William Hill, a licenced bookmarker
102

 from the 

United Kingdom, took 14,000 bets from esport tournaments, for a total of almost $395,000 and, in 

2016, the overall amount of licenced bets on esports around the world was in the billions of dollars 

(Mooney, 2018). However, these values cannot compare to the $7.4 billion that the unregulated 

esports gambling market generated in 2016 (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). These high figures have 

led the overall esports betting market to become larger than the entire United States’ legal sports 

gambling market (Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 2017), with licenced sports betting in Las Vegas 

                                                           
101 Skins are in-game add-ons (better described as cosmetics) that alter the appearance of your videogame character 

or items like weapons, tools, etc. Because some are rarer than others, their prices vary accordingly, with the rarest costing 

several tens of dollars on skin trading marketplaces like SkinXchange (Winnan, 2016). In this sense, skin gambling is the 

gambling of virtual items (Ströh, 2017). 
102 A bookmaker is someone who holds the money of bettors (Collin, 2003) and pays the winners (Room, 2010). 
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being valued at just around $4 billion
103

. Because of this, some authors believe that, in the future, 

esports betting will dominate online gambling (Winnan, 2016). 

Unfortunately, almost everyone can bypass betting restrictions on esports because games like 

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive allow players to bet in-game items (Mooney, 2018), some of 

which may have been bought with real money. Furthermore, there are various websites where 

people can wager with skins (Shabir, 2017) instead of money (Winnan, 2016). Because of this, just 

in 2015, about 3 million gamers made bets of this nature on esports tournaments (Mooney, 2018).  

Even if betting is illegal, people tend to find ways around it. Often gambling websites do not 

analyse if someone is betting from a country or state that has not legalized gambling nor do they 

check if the bettor is old enough to gamble. Despite some websites requiring users to check a box 

confirming that they have legal permission to bet, there is no way of confirming the veracity of 

these statements (Mooney, 2018). Because of this, esports betting is happening both in countries 

that allow it and in those where it is prohibited (Brickell, 2017). This poses some serious concerns 

as online gambling is illegal in some countries and even those who allow it may possess heavy 

restrictions against esports betting. In the United States, there are only three states that consider 

online gambling to be legal (i.e. Nevada, Delaware, and New Jersey), but even those states have 

restrictions on sports betting (Mooney, 2018). 

The lack of regulation over skin betting also means that it is extremely easy for any underage 

gamer to indirectly bet with money (Shabir, 2017; Sylvester & Rennie, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

While Hill’s bookmaking is regulated and licensed, there is a fear that several individuals, 

including minors, are making illegal bets on esports (Mooney, 2018). This is a genuine concern as, 

in general, esports bettors are younger than sports (Gainsbury et al., 2017a, 2017b) and race bettors. 

Because they are younger, they are also more likely to use offshore gambling websites as they had 

fewer opportunities to use legalized gambling platforms (Gainsbury et al., 2017b). 

The growing popularity of betting on esports has led people to state that this is an unregulated 

environment where children can gamble. Although there are licensed and regulated esports betting 

platforms where only adults are allowed to gamble, children have been using third-party esports 

betting platforms to gamble. An example is CSGO Lounge, an independent website which is not 

affiliated with the developer of the videogame. This website allows people to bet skins, which can 

be bought with real money on websites like SkinXchange
104

. The ease of betting in esports makes it 

an irresistible temptation to some (Griffiths, 2017). 

Several authors have claimed that underage skin betting has become a large serious problem 

(Griffiths, 2017; Winnan, 2016). The main developer of SkinXchange, Justin Carlson (Griffiths, 

2017), has stated that countless children have used their parents’ credits cards without permission 

to buy skins in order to gamble on esports (Griffiths, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Some 

stories even refer to thousands of dollars being spent (Shabir, 2017). To worsen the situation, this 

issue of underage skin gambling is not expected to diminish in near future (Griffiths, 2017). As 

esports grows, underage gambling is becoming a major concern that could put the wellbeing of the 

market at risk (Shabir, 2017). 

Although hardly anyone talks about them, skins have become one of the most popular virtual 

currencies in the world (Holden, 2017). However, due to the lack of regulations (Ströh, 2017), this 

type of betting is inserted into a legal grey area (Martinelli, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Skin gambling has 

caused quite a lot of controversies and drawn unwanted attention (Martinelli, 2017). The rising 

popularity of skin betting has led multiple individuals to question if they violate state of federal 

                                                           
103 Interestingly, in Las Vegas, illegal and unregulated gambling (in all areas) is valued between $80 billion and 

$380 billion (Winnan, 2016). 
104 A website where players buy or sell skins (i.e. mostly cosmetic in-game items that do not affect gameplay) with 

real world money (SkinXchange, 2014). 
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gambling laws. This doubt has gained even more relevance because various federal courts have 

refused to apply gambling laws to transactions that involve in-game currencies. As such, according 

to federal law, skins are not something of value nor are they a prize (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017). 

Because of this, government authorities, like the Washington State Gambling Commission, 

have been having trouble prohibiting and controlling the skin betting market. Since, currently, skins 

are not seen as money or as things of value, it is not possible to label skin gambling as an illegal 

activity. As such, these activities are seen more as belonging to a grey market than a black market 

(Holden, 2017). 

The terms of service of these videogames vaguely declare that in-game items are devoid of 

value. Hence, the law is defeated by these terms of services. However, the fact that there is a 

market that establishes a value for these skins (they can be traded, purchased, and used as currency 

to buy other skins) means that these items may in fact hold some value. Despite that, even if people 

do attribute value to these in-game items and use them as virtual currency, because the 

videogames’ terms of service negate that skins hold any kind of value, it creates a grey market that 

federal gambling authorities are not able to control (Holden, 2017). 

Despite some parties refusing to recognize that skins hold real-world value, the fact that they 

have caused so many scandals around theft and cheating has proven that they hold some kind of 

value. For example, in 2014, the members of one of the best CS:GO teams, sponsored by 

iBUYPOWER (Martinelli, 2017), used pseudonym accounts (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017) to place 

very large bets against themselves and gave up during the match in order to win a colossal amount 

of skins. In the end, their strange behaviour coupled with several text messages revealed this 

gambling scandal, resulting in the ban of seven pro-players (Martinelli, 2017). This was the first 

major skin betting scandal (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017). 

Besides match throwing, various acts of dishonest marketing and lack of transparency have 

brought even more negative attention and even led to some lawsuits. In order to mitigate these 

issues of skin gambling, in 2016, Valve was ordered by the Washington State Gambling 

Commission to put an end to the transfer of skins for gambling purposes. However, Valve refused 

to comply, responding that they did not violate state law and had no connections with third party 

illegal gambling websites. They also stated that skins are acceptable and legal practices and should 

not be accused because of the actions a minority of websites (Martinelli, 2017). 

Skin gambling presents more regulating difficulties than our legal system has ever seen 

(Martinelli, 2017). The sluggishness of our legal system is not able to keep up with the speed at 

wish our technology is evolving (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017; Martinelli, 2017). As such, the area of 

online gambling has turned into the Wild West (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017). Countries are ill-

prepared to regulate skin gambling because it transcends their borders and, in the case of the United 

States, because the federal law that governs internet gambling consists of ill-prepared and outdated 

statutes that are not ready to tackle esports (Hardenstein, 2017). Most laws that are being applied 

here were created long before any of these technologies even existed. Because of this, prosecutors 

are having a hard time applying ancient federal and betting laws to the modern skins (Holden & 

Ehrlich, 2017).  

This lack of regulation has provided an attractive environment for people to capitalize on the 

popularity of skin gambling. However some changes in the future could deeply alter this grey 

market. Specifically, if skins stop being viewed as mere virtual items and more like virtual goods 

with real monetary value, then this would potentially cause skin gambling to be classified as real 

gambling and subjected to regulation. However, considering that other online gambling activities 

like poker have also encountered legislative opposition (for quite some time now) and are still able 

to continue their operations, it is probable that skin betting will also be able to continue evading a 

gambling classification (Martinelli, 2017). 
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The esports gambling problems also go beyond just skin wagering. In 2017, two men were 

fined for running a virtual gambling house on the FUT Galaxy website. Their illegal service made 

use of virtual coins from the FIFA franchise. This raised various concerns as these virtual coins 

could be traded for real world money, thus also allowing children to wager real money in their 

website (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). 

For the time being, it is still unknown if skin gambling will be considered as an illegal form of 

gambling in the future (Holden, 2017). Some believe that skin betting may soon change because 

various people from the videogame industry think that it is hurting the traditional betting market 

(Winnan, 2016). Despite all this, recent cases have consistently taken a position against the 

recognition that virtual goods hold any kind of real-world value. And even if regulations were 

applied or if skin gambling was outright prohibited, betting agents could still move their operations 

to another country or state that allowed these activities (Martinelli, 2017).  

Another problem is that more and more esports betting websites are starting to sponsor esports 

teams. This has created several ethical issues. For example, CSGO Lounge (the largest gambling 

platform for Counter-Strike: Global Offensive) has done the bold move of rebranding an existing 

professional esports team and naming them Lounge Gaming, and various other betting platforms 

like 188Bet, 12Bet, Bet365, and Bwin are also placing their logos on multiple famous esports 

teams across the world. The problem here is that the great majority of match-fixing scandals related 

to CS:GO are coming from CSGO Lounge. This has created suspicions that Lounge Gaming may 

be match-fixing so that CSGO Lounge may greatly benefit from the gambling market. While it has 

not been possible to blame CSGO Lounge for these frauds, the esports community has started to 

distrust this third-party online platform (Winnan, 2016). 

In business terms, it is quite natural for betting operators to be interested in the various 

marketing opportunities that an esports sponsorship provides. By associating a gambling website’s 

brand with the best esports team, the company will be able to reach their target group, leading fans 

to use the betting platform that they see associated with their favourite teams. However, because of 

the ethical reasons connected to it, the E-Sports Entertainment Association (ESEA) has prohibited 

teams that are sponsored by gambling websites from showing the brand’s logos or names. Still, 

ESEA has not straightforwardly banned betting operators from sponsoring esports. This is probably 

to maintain the various leagues’ financial interests. The raw truth is that gambling increases 

engagement and the multiple esports organizations want to keep that element has high as possible 

(Winnan, 2016). 

It is important to note that illegal gambling is not restricted to esports. There is an extremely 

larger network of illegal betting on regular sports like football. In China, illegal betting has reached 

such a high level of popularity that it has negatively affected football. Because of incidents like 

these, every year various unregulated gambling websites are shut down and many people are 

arrested either for running and promoting these websites or simply for using them as betting 

platforms (Winnan, 2016). 

In short, although there are regulated online operators that allow for legal esports gambling, 

there are also multiple unregulated and offshore esports gambling markets. This has raised various 

concerns relating to the rapidly increasing expenditure on esports gambling, the youth of the 

esports audience, and the potential for these youngsters to enter the gambling world (especially via 

unregulated websites) and develop gambling problems (Gainsbury et al., 2017b).  

Illegal betting is a threat for the entire esports industry, with the risk of integrity loss 

(Gainsbury et al., 2017b; Ströh, 2017). Websites like CSGO Wild, CSGO Lotto, and CSGO 

Diamonds have obtained major negative press due to their supposed frauds and due to enticing 

children to gamble (Holden & Ehrlich, 2017). The betting scandals give esports a negative image 

and may reduce the number of people who like esports (Mah, 2011). Still, despite all the negative 
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events that have surrounded esports betting, this gambling market continues to grow. However, 

considering that betting has basically ruined football in China, it is excruciating to see that esports 

betting may be heading in the same direction (Winnan, 2016). Until illegal skin gambling is erased, 

the reputation of esports, and the commercial opportunities that it offers, will continue to suffer 

(Sylvester & Rennie, 2017).  

 

 

1.2.2.4. Match-fixing 

 

Match-fixing is an illegal activity (Mah, 2011) where one or more players manipulate a match 

in which they are partaking. For example, a player or team may be bribed into intentionally losing 

or both competitors may agree on a specific outcome beforehand. This is usually done in order to 

profit from the wagering market (Ströh, 2017) or to receive compensation from others (Mooney, 

2018). 

Unfortunately, pro-players have been strongly tempted to match-fix. By betting against 

themselves, under a different name, and then purposely losing the match, these players can reap 

significant profits. Players are more prone to match-fix when they are unable to have stable salaries 

or a consistent acquisition of prize winnings. Some players prefer the security of knowing that they 

will certainly receive money (even if through match-fixing) than to risk it all in trying to win a 

tournament. And, in some cases, for some players, even winning can be less profitable than losing 

and reaping the profits of match-fixing (Li, 2016). 

There have already been several incidents of match-fixing in esports (Winnan, 2016). Just like 

gambling, match-fixing is a problem that started to occur in esports as the industry grew. In the last 

years, various tournaments have suffered from this issue. This problem lead to some scandals 

(Ströh, 2017). For instance, after some allegations of match-fixing, a 17-year-old pro-player, 

named Cheon Min-Ki, attempted suicide by jumping from the top of a 12 story building (Stivers, 

2017) after confessing that his team manager commanded him and his team to purposely lose 

(Ströh, 2017). 

Another major occurrence included some top players being arrested in South Korea (Ströh, 

2017). In 2010, Ma “sAviOr” Jae Yoon, a popular South Korean player, was found to be involved 

with 11 other individuals in a match-fixing ring (Li, 2016). These players were deliberately losing 

in order to capitalise from illegal gambling websites (Mah, 2011). As a result, Yoon’s 

championship awards were taken (Li, 2016) and the Sanction Subcommittee of the Korea e-Sports 

Association (KeSPA) permanently banned all of these individuals from any future esports matches. 

The ones involved with this event were also charged in criminal courts by various professional 

esports teams and the Korea e-Sports Association (Winnan, 2016). In the case of Yoon, the Seoul 

Central Court sentenced him to two years of probation and 120 hours of community service (Li, 

2016). Furthermore, other players, staff members, and the owners of about 12 illegal betting 

websites are also going to be charged. It is believed that various pro-players have been bribed into 

purposively losing matches or leaking information. This would allow the owners of illegal betting 

websites to obtain large profits (Winnan, 2016). After hearing about these incidents, the esports 

community was shocked (Li, 2016) as the ones involved were considered to be some of the best 

StarCraft players ever (Brickell, 2017). There was a large outcry (Winnan, 2016) and the Korean 

esports scene greatly suffered (Mah, 2011), with the StarCraft ProLeague (which had been running 

for 14 years) being closed as a result of the incident (Brickell, 2017). 

Similarly, in 2015, 12 players were arrested in Korea for match-fixing and betting fraud 

(Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016). In the same year a team of seven players sponsored by 

iBUYPOWER was banned by Valve due to being tied to match-fixing. After the team suffered a 
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suspicious loss, Daily Dot (a news website) made publicly available screenshots and chat logs that 

showed proof of match-fixing. As a result, the team was banned from all Valve tournaments and 

their careers ended (Li, 2016). Also, in 2016 Lee “Life” Seung Hyun, a professional StarCraft 

player, was arrested for match-fixing and receiving $62,000 in compensation (Mooney, 2018). 

Once more, it should be noted that match-fixing is not restricted to esports. It has also affected 

various other sports, like football. In a probe done to five countries, Europol identified 680 

suspicious matches and, in 2012 in China, 33 people were permanently banned from all football-

related activities due to them being connected to match-fixing and taking bribes. Among these 

some were jailed, including: Nan Yong and Xie Yalong (two former administrators of Chinese 

football who affected 12 football clubs with their illegal schemes), Lu Jun (former World Cup 

referee), Qi Hong and Shen Si (former players of the Chinese national team who accepted bribes), 

among others (Winnan, 2016). 

Nevertheless, the illegal activities which have been discovered in esports truly show how 

influential this market has become (Mah, 2011). Despite match-fixing in esports still being at a 

very low level, as this industry grows, it will reach a point where it may catch the attention of 

organized crime (Ströh, 2017). Although the players who have been caught in match-fixing have 

had their careers put to an end, these incidents have put the entire scene under suspicion and 

damaged the integrity of the competitions (Li, 2016). Regrettably, these incidents may lead some 

important stakeholders to distance themselves from esports (Brickell, 2017).  

 

 

1.2.2.5. Cheating and cyberattacks 

 

There is no sport that is completely free of cheaters, especially when played at a professional 

level (Winnan, 2016); and esports are no different (Mooney, 2018). Cheating usually refers to the 

conscious break of one or more rules of a competition’s regulation. Within this definition, in 

esports, there is the act of cheating by manipulating the videogame itself. This can be done, for 

example, though the use of a cheating software that, among various other things, can automatically 

aim at opponents (i.e. aimbot) or grant a higher or enhanced visibility of the gaming battleground 

(e.g. through a wall-hack or map-hack). These cheats give players a considerably unfair advantage 

(Ströh, 2017). Other means of cheating in esports include: use of software that unveils far more 

data than the player is supposed to see (Winnan, 2016), exploitation of in-game bugs, and the use 

of macros. The latter allows players to execute a specific combination of various inputs (e.g. clicks, 

movements, and keypresses) by simply pressing one button (Ströh, 2017). Another category of 

cheating includes: modding the videogame, the hardware, or the controller; manipulating files; 

exploiting glitches; artificially slowing networks; etc. (Winnan, 2016).  

Some players have been caught using specialized software that alters the game’s code, giving 

them unfair advantages, like special abilities that are not supposed to be in the game and which no 

other players can use (Mooney, 2018). In online matches especially, it is possible to see people 

with infinite health and ammo (Winnan, 2016).  

Until now, one of the worst cheating incidents in esports occurred in 2014 during the 

DreamHack finals of CS:GO. During the tournament, the Epsilon and Titan teams had already been 

disqualified for cheating, and to worsen things even more, during the finals, the Fnatic team 

exploited a glitch that allowed them to basically see and shoot anyone in the entire virtual battle 

arena. With this exploit, they were able to win the match. However, the worst part was that the 

members of Fnatic had been beta testers of CS:GO before the game launched and they had 

discovered this glitch, but did not report it to the game developers. Instead, they kept this secret to 

themselves so that, in the future, they could use the glitch to their advantage. Furthermore, even 



67 

 

after their pre-meditated dishonest act had been uncovered, rather than pleading guilty, they went 

as far as accusing their opponents of exploiting a different glitch. These actions and behaviour not 

only discredit esports, they also show the teams’ extreme selfish focus on success and complete 

lack of sportsmanship (Winnan, 2016). 

In the end, DreamHack decided that the final had to be repeated. However, this generated even 

more controversy and led the extremely vocal esports audience to flood the social networks with a 

backlash against Fnatic. This overwhelmed Fnatic and lead them to give up the tournament 

(Winnan, 2016). 

Cheating also goes beyond these examples. There have been occurrences of tournament rosters 

being suspiciously constructed (Li, 2016). In the same vein, esports are also susceptible to 

cyberattacks. An example are Distributed Denial of Service (DDoS) attacks which seek to disable 

or slow down an adversary’s internet connection (Shabir, 2017). These occur when various people 

flood a specific web address with countless requests of communication that the address becomes 

overwhelmed with traffic and becomes unresponsive (Ulsch, 2014). Because of this, the victim’s 

internet is frozen for some time (Shabir, 2017).  

DDoS attacks are used within esports to disable adversaries for certain periods of time (Shabir, 

2017). The outcome of a competition can be heavily influenced by disturbing or manipulating a 

player’s internet connection during matches that require constant internet connectivity. While some 

use this for the sole purpose of having their team win, others use it for illegal betting purposes 

(Ströh, 2017). These DDoS attacks put the legitimacy and integrity of the competitions at risk 

(Shabir, 2017). 

Even so, and despite the various cheating incidents, it is much easier to catch cheaters in 

esports than in regular sports because everything (including player point of view, movement, and 

all other inputs) are controlled by a computer, which means that all these aspects can be traced. 

Very few regular sports are capable of tracing cheating acts as well as even the most modest online 

competitive matches and, at the highest professional level of esports, where players are physically 

present and being closely watched by judges, acts of cheating are nearly impossible. It is true that 

some cases have occurred, but the cheating ratio in esports is still considerably lower than in every 

other traditional sport (Winnan, 2016). 

Despite this, cheating is a crime (Christophers, 2011) and it negatively affects the gaming 

experience, which may lead the player-base to decrease (Ströh, 2017). Although it mainly happens 

in the casual environment, cheating is still a major problem in online esports tournaments. 

Recently, some of the best CS:GO players in the world have been caught cheating and were 

banned. This led to an initial discredit of the emerging esports industry (Winnan, 2016). 

The damaging of the esports reputation and integrity because of cheating puts the entire scene, 

and the players, into question and has the potential to drive away viewers and industry partners. 

Thus, cheating is a threat for all esports stakeholders. Although offline tournaments do not suffer as 

much from this problem (in these events, software and hardware are under the absolute control of 

the event organizers), cheating is still a concerning aspect, especially because the development and 

distribution of cheating software has turned into a very lucrative business, with revenues reaching 

the millions of dollars (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.2.6. Doping 

 

Performance-enhancing drugs have also entered the esports scene (Mooney, 2018). Just like 

with regular sports, some esports players have been using stimulating substances to enhance their 

performance (Ströh, 2017). Various esports titles like League of Legends require extremely fast 
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reflexes. The slow decisions and actions of a single player will certainly lead to the defeat of the 

entire team. Having the ability to quickly anticipate, dodge, and adapt to enemy movement and 

attacks is vital and stimulants present an easy way of (gaining an unfair advantage by) increasing 

awareness and reaction time (Winnan, 2016). This factor, coupled with the extremely high prize 

pools that some esports events offer, have led some players to make use dishonest or illegal means 

to increase their chances of winning (Stivers, 2017). Because of this, doping is starting to become a 

problem and a risk factor for esports (Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017). 

Performance-enhancing drugs (PEDs), especially psychostimulants, like Adderall, Ritalin, and 

Vyvanse have gained popularity in esports because of their ability to significantly boost reaction 

time, alertness, concentration (Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), memory, motivation to perform tasks, 

and various other cognitive abilities, while also preventing fatigue (Winnan, 2016) and increasing 

energy for long periods of time (Mooney, 2018). Other drugs used in the competitive gaming scene 

include: Selegiline (used to treat Parkinson’s disease), Propranolol (an adrenaline blocker), Valium 

(to treat anxiety), various beta-blockers (to keep the pulse down), etc. (Winnan, 2016). 

The type of drugs used includes both prescription and non-prescription stimulants. The latter 

include products comprised of herbal ingredients, vitamin B12, and caffeine. There have also 

appeared specialized gaming elixirs on the internet. The combination of these potentially dangerous 

cocktails with stimulants, and gamers’ inactivity, may present multiple risks, like concussions 

(Holden et al., 2018). 

One needs to bear in mind that drugs like Adderall are not miracle pills that will turn the 

average gamer into a pro-player. Furthermore, some pro-gamers have stated that these medications 

could even negatively affect performance by making players too focused on single game elements 

and diminish their awareness of team communication and their ability to predict spatial strategies, 

which are fundamental aspects for efficient team play (Winnan, 2016). 

Despite some esports players believing that these stimulants provide them with a competitive 

advantage, the scientific evidence for these claims is poor. In fact, there is clear scientific evidence 

about the dangers of taking stimulants like Adderall (Mooney, 2018), which are supposed to be 

used by people with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). The long-term use of 

Adderall may bring severe harm to the human body, especially young ones (which includes the 

great majority of esport players), but the pharmaceutical industry continues to endorse the drug. 

Ritalin (Methylphenidate) users also tend to report a tunnel vision effect that increases their ability 

to focus on any task, regardless of how boring it may be (Winnan, 2016). Stimulant abuse may 

cause anxiety, addiction, and increase blood pressure and heart rate. The intake of these 

medications can be quite harmful if used improperly and without medical prescription (Mooney, 

2018). 

The unregulated use of these drugs may lead to various health problems, including overdose, 

addiction, serotonin syndrome
105

, and even accelerated weight loss. Even energy drinks, whose 

marketing actions have specifically targeted gamers, have been connected to hospitalizations and 

deaths (Winnan, 2016). Unfortunately, there is little awareness about these negative aspects and 

little efforts have been made to stay prepared for the health challenges that may arise because of 

them (Holden et al., 2018). 

The controversy of doping in esports gained significant public attention in 2015 when, in an 

interview, the pro-player Kory “Semphis” Friesen confessed that he and his team had all been using 

Adderall (Stivers, 2017; Winnan, 2016) during the ESL Katowice 2015 (Winnan, 2016), which was 

offering a $250,000 prize pool (Stivers, 2017). The issue became even more severe when he stated 

                                                           
105 Serotonin syndrome is a set of symptoms that can happen after the intake of serotonin. Some symptoms include: 

agitation, tremor, shivering, mental status changes, diarrhoea, lack of voluntary muscle coordination (ataxia), excessive 

sweating (diaphoresis), elevated body temperature (hyperthermia), sudden muscle spasms (myoclonus), etc. (Ferri, 2016). 
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that every pro-player from the tournaments organized by E-Sports Entertainment Association 

(ESEA) League used Adderall (Winnan, 2016). 

Interestingly, some scientists have stated that people need to shift their negative perceptions 

over mental enhancement drugs. They defend that, when carefully managed, the newer drugs can 

improve alertness, reaction time, and memory with almost non-exiting side effects. It seems that 

these drugs may end up joining the likes of coffee, protein powder, herbs, and tea as acceptable 

enhancing substances. These scientists state that, although there is the present negative view on 

cognitive enhancement drugs, almost everyone perfectly accepts caffeine as a legitimate enhancer, 

despite some people showing addiction to the point of being almost non-functional without the 

substance and others experiencing side effects like hyperactivity when taking too much coffee 

(Winnan, 2016). 

Despite this, doping in esports has become an emergent concern (Holden et al., 2018). The use 

of drugs, and its consequences, has the potential to damage the esports’ image (Ströh, 2017) and 

the tournaments’ integrity (Holden et al., 2018), and lead to various economic consequences (Ströh, 

2017). If a study shows that esports are leading the majority of players to abuse performance-

enhancing drugs, the integrity of the competitive gaming scene will certainly be very negatively 

affected (Winnan, 2016). 

Although multiple sports, like the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) and the Major 

League Baseball, have suffered from doping scandals, and sports like the National Hockey League 

(NHL) and the Major League Basketball have been rather quiet on performance-enhancing drugs 

(because they do not want this bad publicity hampering their growth), if esports players begin to 

die due to overdoses or commit suicide, esports will be seriously affected (Winnan, 2016). 

 

 

1.2.3. Infancy of the industry 

 

The videogame market is a very recent industry (Hansen, 2016). Because of this, esports are an 

even younger phenomenon (AEVI, 2018; Bayliss, 2016; Funk et al., 2018; Keiper et al., 2017; Seo, 

2013; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Referring to competitive gaming, Fields (2011), a 

former esports player and journalist, and the current president of VT Gaming, stated that “overall, 

it’s still an industry in its adolescence” (p. 41). 

The esports industry has gained significant popularity in the last five years (Franke, 2015). 

This was only possible because the industry has constantly reinvented itself and always kept an 

entrepreneurial drive (Stein & Scholz, 2016). Companies are working hard to legitimize 

competitive gaming. However, in terms of growth, esports are still in a phase between niche and 

mainstream culture (Taylor, 2012) and this infancy is one of the main problems of the esports 

market (Shabir, 2017). 

Competitive gaming is at an early stage of its economic development, which means that it still 

needs time to grow to reach its full potential (AEVI, 2018). Although the scene may already be full 

of significant opportunities for those who enter the space (Shabir, 2017), its infancy means that this 

market has some challenges to face (Keiper et al., 2017). 

Some people have already compared the actual state of the esports industry to the state 

baseball was in when it was trying to establish itself as a legitimate sport with leagues. Until 

esports evolve into a stable market, it will continue to suffer from complex doctrinal issues and 

policies from various areas of the law (McTee, 2014). 
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1.2.3.1. Lack of main governing body, regulation, and standardization 

 

For several years, federations have been an important part of regular sports. These are usually 

well respected entities, like FIFA, that control almost everything that happens within their sport. 

All of these federations have the goal of creating standardised rules and making their sports 

available to as many people as possible (Salice, 2010). However, esports lack a clearly identifiable 

governing body (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). As such, the scene is suffering from fragmentation 

(CGC Europe, 2015) and from a severe lack of organization (Winnan, 2016).  

Unlike most regular sports, competitive gaming does not possess a hierarchical pyramid 

governance structure (Brickell, 2017). Specifically, the problem with esports is not that it does not 

have esports federations, it is that it does not have a main one (Salice, 2010). There are tens of 

governing bodies, leagues (Winnan, 2016), and national esports federations, but each one is 

different (Salice, 2010). The current state of the scene in terms of governing bodies is often 

compared to the “wild west” (Shabir, 2017, p. 198). 

This lack of a main governing body is justified by the fact that this is a young industry (Shabir, 

2017). Also, because esports are not restricted by geographical boundaries, they had a very 

different development than other sports. The medium developed very quickly all over the world 

and at the same time. Each federation developed according to its own needs and vision, and each 

one has several stakeholders who have particular interests and influence. These different interests 

and views make it very difficult (and unlikely) to reach a decision where everyone is happy. 

Because of this, it is difficult for them to come to a consensus and decide which federation will be 

the main one (Salice, 2010). 

Another reason why esports has not yet reached institutional stability is because multiple 

enterprises from the scene are competing in order to increase their revenues. The current governing 

bodies of esports have, as their primary goal, commercial success and the infancy of the industry 

means that the competition to control the structure of the medium will only escalate as time passes 

(Schaeperkoetter et al., 2017).  

However, this issue is not exclusive to esports. Some regular sports, for example boxing, also 

do not have a unique governing federation. For more than 40 years, various boxing organizations 

have tried to present themselves as the main federation of this sport, with each crowning their own 

world champion. This creates a confusing environment for outsiders and makes the title of world 

champion seem much less prestigious (Salice, 2010). 

In the same vein, the lack of a main governing body in esports means that there are major 

tournaments happening all the time (Stein & Scholz, 2016). Although there have been some 

attempts at organizing the flow at which tournaments occur (Messier, 2011), at present, there are 

conflicting events (Winnan, 2016), with each one is claiming to crown the best team or player for 

the same videogame (Salice, 2010). Furthermore, there is no consistent yearly event structure 

(Messier, 2011; Nichols, 2017). Some tournaments randomly appear in an unorganized and chaotic 

manner (Messier, 2011). This creates a confusing landscape (Winnan, 2016) and lowers the 

chances of esports gaining a consistent picture, which in turn makes it very hard for traditional 

media to understand this chaotic environment where a tournament’s importance and rank varies 

over time (Salice, 2010). 

In a similar vein, regulation in esports is almost non-existent (Li, 2016). Some events lack a 

clear and thorough ruleset that is prepared for any possible situation (Taylor, 2012). Also, each 

tournament has its own rules (Salice, 2010), so there is a lack of a coherent (Sylvester & Rennie, 

2017) and equally established ruleset that is evenly applied to all tournaments (Taylor, 2012). 

Part of this lack of a clear and established legal framework is due to the infancy and 

immaturity of the industry (ONTIER, 2018; Shabir, 2017) and because each tournament organizer 
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establishes its own set of rules (Salice, 2010). This issue is further worsened by the constant 

appearance of new videogames and by the fact that each intellectual property (i.e. videogame) has a 

specific owner (Chao, 2017). For example, Riot Games has a very tight control over League of 

Legends’ copyright. They control and apply a set of rules to all tournaments that feature their 

videogame and event organizers must comply with these regulations (Li, 2016). In other cases, 

tournament organizers have to purchase licences from game developers in order to use and 

broadcast the videogames (Taylor, 2012). 

As can be seen, in contrast to the governing bodies from regular sports (which have control 

over rule changes and the standardization of their particular sports), in esports, rules are established 

by the game developers themselves, not the event organizers (Schaeperkoetter et al., 2017). 

Because of this, there are several stakeholders (i.e. game developers and publishers) that are the 

sole owners of the videogames’ rights. This aspect, which is potentially exclusive to esports, makes 

it very difficult to implement the regulatory and governance model of regular sports in esports 

(Brickell, 2017) and makes the standardization and stabilization of a single governing structure 

harder to reach (Schaeperkoetter et al., 2017). 

The reason why it is so difficult to regulate and manage esports is not mainly due to the issues 

of the rules themselves. Instead, it is because of the larger structural, political, and organizational 

factors that include governmental and nongovernmental bodies, contractual arrangements, and legal 

arguments (Taylor, 2012). It seems that these competing organizations are unable to work on 

establishing common rules and this is where the presence of a main, competent, and resourceful 

national or international federation would be welcomed (Salice, 2010). 

The dissimilar rules in esports have further boosted its chaotic environment. There have been 

multiple frustrations and disputes (Salice, 2010), and a climate of significant uncertainty (Shabir, 

2017). There have been incidents of pro-players being accused of exploiting bugs during some 

tournaments. However, these scandals often happen because each tournament has different rules for 

the same videogame, with some allowing players to exploit any kind of bug (as they see it as a 

mechanic that is part of the game), others allowing just some bugs to be exploited, and others 

completely banning such practices. Because of this, players who are accustomed to a specific 

playstyle often struggle to adapt to certain competitions. To prevent illegal bug exploits, some 

tournaments have even created their own mods
106

 for certain titles, fixing some bugs, so that 

players are forced to play according to their specific rules (Taylor, 2012). 

Also, when there is little regulation, there will be those who will take advantage of the system, 

and of others, to maximize their short-term advantages (Winnan, 2016). For example, pro-players 

are often unprepared and unable to negotiate contracts or guarantee a good working environment. 

Even Riot Games, a famously friendly game developer and tournament organizer, allows pro-

players (including minors) to work an illegal amount of hours. However, the problem with this 

industry is not that the organizers and developers are nefarious, it is that the players themselves 

often have no way of advancing their own interests (Hollist, 2015). 

Because of their short careers and relative ease of player exchange, pro-gamers cannot form 

unions and collectively bargain for improved conditions. Although, in some countries, esports 

associations have defended the gamer’s interests and were able to negotiate better terms, some 

countries, like the United States, do not possess such organizations (Hollist, 2015). 

Being a sector with complex legal relationships, the esports market is subject to conflicts of 

interest, anti-competitive practices, and collusive agreements. It is still unclear if the current laws 

and provisions are enough to control all legal relations, which could lead to abusive conditions 

                                                           
106 Mods is the abbreviated form of modifications. It consists of amateur or professionally-created system files that 

alter aspects or the content of a videogame. These are usually created by consumers and not by the game developers 

(Thomas et al., 2007). 
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within the esports scene, with dominant parties imposing their own rules (Shabir, 2017). This kind 

of behaviour drives the competition away and gives birth to monopolies (Winnan, 2016) which, in 

turn, has the potential of jeopardising the whole integrity of tournaments and even of esports itself 

(Shabir, 2017). 

In response to the various issues that have challenged the esports industry, several people have 

demanded for more regulation. This has led to the formation of various supervisory organizations, 

like the World Esports Association (WESA), the World eSports Council, and the Esports Integrity 

Coalition (ESIC), which seek to maintain the integrity of the industry (Mooney, 2018) and 

standardize various policies across multiple tournaments (Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 2017). 

There is a need for public intervention in regulating and protecting, not only the public interest, 

but also the parties that may be at a disadvantage (Shabir, 2017). For example, in relation to the 

exploration of pro-players, the great majority of obstacles that prevent a collectively bargained 

agreement would disappear if, instead of being seen as independent contractors, pro-players were 

considered as employees. To do this, the legislature would need to pass a law that designated pro-

gamers as employees. While there are some possible barriers for the passing of this law, there are 

enough arguments to qualify pro-players as employees. This would be beneficial because nearly all 

law provisions protect employees and not independent contractors. The implementation of this law 

would mean that players could unionize and it would also trigger the application of various existing 

state laws governing the number employee working hours and the specificities related to minors. 

Because of these potential benefits, this option presents the best solution (Hollist, 2015). 

Although these solutions are beneficial, they should not take away league independence or 

prevent the operation of casual tournaments. While it is important to secure healthy and safe 

working conditions for players, these regulations should only give restrictions to accomplish these 

very well defined objectives (Hollist, 2015). 

As time passes, the need for a clear legal framework that provides regulation and certainty 

within the industry will become apparent (Shabir, 2017). The enhanced regulation would help 

prevent various issues from affecting the esports industry (Mooney, 2018). However, regulators 

should bear in mind that overregulating the market can also threaten the activity and the future of 

the industry (ONTIER, 2018). 

Regulators should consider forming an esports governing body capable of mitigating any 

anticompetitive behaviour and of implementing industry standards. To ensure independence, this 

governing entity should not organize its own tournaments and leagues, but it should aim to 

diminish the number of leagues that disappear or overlap (Chao, 2017). 

As the esports market grows, so does the necessity to tackle the regulatory deficiencies that 

haunt the market at a holistic level. However, regulators cannot implement the same ecosystem and 

infrastructure that is used on regular sports. As such, an independent governing entity must be 

created to accommodate the industry’s fast growth, while also establishing new obligations and 

legal rights. This ideal governing federation would possess the power to create, promote, and 

enforce regulations across the entire scene (Chao, 2017). 

At the present time, there is no official global governing body that can standardise the 

worldwide rules and regulations of the industry, and it is unclear if there even is any party that is in 

a dominant position (Shabir, 2017). There are several organizations trying to become the main 

regulatory agency of this market. Some examples include: the World Esports Association, the 

Esports Integrity Coalition, the International Esports Federation (IESF), the E-Sports International 

Federation (Brickell, 2017), the Cyberathlete Professional League, and the Major League Gaming 

(Schaeperkoetter et al., 2017). As of now, the most developed governing body is probably the 
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International Esports Federation
107

 (Shabir, 2017), which currently includes 98 member nations 

(IESF, n.d.-a). Its goal is to promote esports and pro-gamers, standardise the industry (Shabir, 

2017), and unite and improve all aspects of esports (Salice, 2010). However there are several other 

associations that are trying to accomplish the same thing (Shabir, 2017). 

Several individuals and organizations have been calling for a governing body for quite some 

time. This includes the International Olympic Committee, who stated that, in order for esports to be 

recognized as an Olympic sport, there must exist an organization that guarantees compliance with 

the Olympic Movement’s regulations and rules (Shabir, 2017). 

In order to facilitate the creation of a unique federation, Brickell (2017) created guidelines on 

what each member of the scene should do. According to the author, the only thing that sponsors 

can do to mitigate these problems is to comply with good behaviour clauses (e.g. codes of conduct 

and regulation), promote good practice and integrity in the industry, and require robust integrity 

measures. Game publishers should not ignore the problems of the competitive gaming industry and 

must start investing and allowing an independent regulatory body to tackle these issues. 

Tournament organizers must submit to the jurisdiction of this regulatory body and establish a 

common ruleset for the tournaments. Regulatory bodies should establish a full and independent 

regulatory program that covers the entire scene (although each videogame differs, it is possible to 

create a harmonized ruleset that is applicable to every title), give jurisdiction to one body or to 

multiple connected bodies, and be transparent in relation to all sanctions and disciplinary decisions. 

Players must take responsibility for being aware of the rules and obey them, inform regulators of 

any possible perpetrators, and set up a representative body that looks after their personal interests. 

Teams must educate players about the risks they are exposed to and protect them. Betting operators 

should study the market to better understand how esports operates, ensure that they are capable of 

monitoring this betting market, and share information with regulatory bodies in order to better 

detect any acts of match-fixing. Finally, gambling regulators and law enforcers must be clear about 

their regulations, penalize misconduct (e.g. underage and unlicensed gambling), share information 

with esports regulators, commit to define which esports titles can be categorized as gambling, and 

make tournament organizers and publishers aware of the risks that these games pose in some 

territories. 

The best way to reach the objective of a unique federation is for all these organizations to 

cooperate (Brickell, 2017; Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 2017) and forsake some of their rule making 

authority for the good of all (Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 2017). An organization that operates 

separately from leagues, game developers, and pro-players would ensure higher uniformity and 

resolve some of the most serious problems. Moreover, if that organization operates on an 

international level, it would ensure the existence of a uniform ruleset that would be evenly applied 

across nations. This would also allow entrepreneurs to enter international markets without needing 

to adjust to any kind of country specificities (Hollist, 2015). However, as long as there are different 

and separate regulators, the road to this goal will be full of hurdles (Brickell, 2017). 

The medium needs to understand that an industry of this size needs a clearly identifiable 

governing body and a coherent regulation in order to ensure balance and sustainability (Sylvester & 

Rennie, 2017). The implementation of an independent and international federation will give the 

industry more credibility and legitimization, and will allow irregularities to be more easily solved. 

Furthermore, by being part of an international federation, national federations will gain more 

credibility and value (Salice, 2010). 

                                                           
107 In 2008, Korea made the first attempt at creating an international federation by founding the IESF (International 

Esports Federation). The IESF started with the national federations from nine countries. In 2009, the organization had 15 

member nations and was seeking to expand this number even further (Salice, 2010). As of 2021, there are 98 member 

nations (IESF, n.d.-a). 
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The increased awareness and acceptance of competitive gaming in the western culture has also 

led to political and legal changes. This is because some governments have started to turn their 

attention to esports and are evaluating the need for regulations (Ströh, 2017). 

There are some possible solutions that the governments could implement to give players an 

improved working environment and give recognition to the industry. Some examples include: 

creating a national player’s association or reclassifying paid pro-players as employees. The latter 

seems to be the most viable option. Governments could, for instance, create national player’s 

associations. Korea has created the Korea e-Sports Association (KeSPA), China has formed the 

Association for Chinese Esports (ACE), and the United Kingdom has founded the United Kingdom 

eSports Association (UKeSA). However, the United States have not created any association 

(Hollist, 2015).  

According to the AEVI (2018), the current level of regulation in Spain already guarantees the 

safe and effective functioning of the sector in their country. They also stress that there is the danger 

that a misunderstanding of the sector could lead to an overregulation that inhibits the development 

of esports in the country. 

France has also created some regulations by establishing the esports professional scene in the 

country (Shabir, 2017). The French parliament has already filled a report that lists eleven 

propositions for the governmental regulation of esports. Some of these include: tax regulations, 

pro-player rights, and status of competitions. Additionally, esports players are starting to be 

accepted as professional athletes (the United States also gave them this status in 2013). 

Furthermore, if esports becomes accepted as a sport, it will be qualified to enter government sports 

funding programs. Italy, Russia, and Denmark have already recognized esports as a sport (Ströh, 

2017). Despite these positive conducts, there is still a severe lack of regulation around the world 

(Shabir, 2017). 

The fact that highly popular brands like Coca-Cola and Amazon have shown an increased 

interest in esports implies that this industry is starting to position itself in a place where it will 

become a major entertainment source in the future, and one that will require regulation (Hollist, 

2015). Neglecting a proactive management of esports’ regulatory issues will potentially result in 

commercial and reputational damage, which will take a tremendous amount of money and time to 

fix. Because of this, forward thinking strategists will want to make sure that they are ready to tackle 

the market (Brickell, 2017). 

Before esports turned into a global phenomenon, they were not under the severe need of a 

main federation. However, since they gained relevancy, the lack of such an organization is felt 

(Salice, 2010). This wild west needs a sheriff (Hollist, 2015). However, competitive gaming may 

never be structured like football, where the international federation, FIFA, has control over almost 

everything in the sport. For this reason, esports should at least seek to reach a balance where 

national federations and private enterprises work together (Salice, 2010). 

The fragmentation presents multiple challenges to the industry (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). If 

the credibility of a sport is significantly damaged, the viewership number will decrease, it will be 

less broadcasted, and fewer companies will want to sponsor it. Because of this, it is essential to 

maintain the integrity of every sport and every stakeholder in competitive gaming should pursue 

the same for esports. However, effectively protecting this integrity will require a lot of work. It will 

be an uneasy task full of challenges. The fragmented and complex nature of the industry will make 

things quite difficult (Brickell, 2017). 

Despite this, it is predicted that, in the future, esports will be legally recognized in the western 

culture and fixed regulations will be implemented which will lead to clearer rules, player rights, 

governmental support, anti-doping policies, an increased esports organizational efficiency and 

standardization, and an overall better reputation (Ströh, 2017). The evolution of esports is slowly 
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turning them into an overall more standardised and organised industry, with a strong presence of 

national and global organisations. The esports audience has also shown to favour a more organised 

and structured esports industry with higher regulation (Franke, 2015). 

It is believed it will not take long before a main governing body appears (Shabir, 2017). The 

notion of an established single regulating regime that covers every single tournament across the 

world, and across all esports titles, may seem as a hard to reach utopia, but it is expected that these 

elements will be implemented in the near future (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.3.2. Volatile market 

 

No matter how popular an industry is, if it is in its early days, it will be subjected to volatility 

(Winnan, 2016). For example, the NBA was established in 1949 with 16 teams and by 1955 it only 

had eight; the early NFL had franchises that came and went; and NHL almost did not survive its 

first year, with one of its four teams disbanding
108

 (Shabir, 2017). In 1910, during the English 

Football League, Clapton Orient and Leicester Fosse were among the top English football teams, 

but these teams have since disappeared or changed names. Likewise, in 1902, the currently obscure 

Newton Heath LYR
109

 Football Club changed its name to Manchester United (Winnan, 2016). 

In the same vein, although esports are popular (Winnan, 2016), the infancy of competitive 

gaming (Franke, 2015; Taylor, 2012), and of its commercial development (Franke, 2015), means 

that this industry is quite fragile (Taylor, 2012), unstable (Franke, 2015), and volatile (Shabir, 

2017). There is already a myriad of organizations, websites, players, and teams that ceased to exist 

(Li, 2016). 

Competitive gaming is a start-up industry, with several other start-ups inside it (Shabir, 2017). 

The great interest that esports competitions are generating has caused more and more projects to 

appear. However, many are encountering severe obstacles or disappearing as quickly as they 

appeared. This is a natural situation for a young and dynamic industry (AEVI, 2018).  

Several esports competitions lack funds (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). Some tournaments have 

even been cancelled halfway through due to budget problems or due to withdrawals from sponsors 

(Lu, 2017). Even the League of Legends World Championship (one of the biggest tournaments) is 

often supported by dedicated fans in crowdfunding campaigns created by Riot Games (Sylvester & 

Rennie, 2017). Recessions and economic turbulence also shake the world of esports. For example, 

the economic turmoil of 2009 led to the closure of popular tournaments and to a decrease in cash 

prizes and sponsorships. Unfortunately, the severe fragility of the esports economic model is 

caused by the medium’s extreme dependence on sponsors (Taylor, 2012). 

Furthermore, the videogames are owned by the developers and these entities have the power to 

shut down any tournament that features their game (Li, 2016). Because publishers and game 

developers are the owners of their respective games (in legal terms often referred to as intellectual 

properties or IPs), these companies are able to assert exclusive right and prohibit certain 

tournaments and broadcasting channels from featuring their videogames. Currently they can use 

copyright laws to prevent leagues and broadcasters that they do not like from using their games in 

public performances (even if it is a simple tournament at a local library). For example, Capcom 

regularly demands royalty payments from any tournament that features Street Fighter and Nintendo 

                                                           
108 To survive their early days, these sport leagues implemented various changes that increased profitability and 

investors’ interest, and made the business more predictable and stable. They made revenue sharing agreements and put 

the players at the centre of the show. Several of these changes can be implemented to create a more predictable 

environment for pro-players, sponsors, and other entities of the esports industry (Shabir, 2017). 
109 LYR is an initialism for Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway (Smith et al., 2017). 
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has shut down various Super Smash Bros. tournaments. It is possible for publishers to do this 

because videogames exist in the virtual world and are thus seen as an audio-visual work under the 

archaic copyright laws. That is, videogames are under the same legal laws of movies, which cannot 

be publicly shown without a proper license. However, the movie industry benefits from a website 

that allows people to buy legal performance rights, whereas the videogame industry lacks any kind 

of organized entity that gives legal clearance. This gives game developers the legal power to select 

the tournaments that can feature their games and this law is open to abuse. Even an entire 

tournament that features several different videogames can be shut down if one developer does not 

allow its game to be featured in the event (Winnan, 2016). 

Currently, the majority of developers have noticed that tournaments are an extremely effective 

advertising tool for their titles and that these events help to create a community around the game, 

but some developers are still unwilling to let their games be publicly shown. In 2012, YouTube was 

forced to remove all videos of Shining Force III because Sega was planning to launch a new title 

for the franchise and did not want consumers who searched for the game on YouTube to confuse 

the old game with the new one. Sega demanded that every video that featured the game had to be 

removed. Because of this, every walkthrough, gameplay clip, and even simple videos of fans 

talking about the game with no footage of the title were classified as copyright violations. This led 

to a severe backlash from the gaming community because it dangerously blurred the line between 

copyright and total censorship. Because of this, several gamers removed all content related to Sega 

from their YouTube channels out of disgust and gave birth to a PR
110

 nightmare for Sega. It is 

because of these corporate bullying acts that both the videogame and esports industry are in 

desperate need of a serious copyright law reform (Winnan, 2016). 

Pro-teams are also susceptible to disappearing, disbanding, or changing (Winnan, 2016). Even 

some teams and organizations that have earned a significant amount of money, or seem 

commercially viable, have become defunct (Shabir, 2017). The teams’ volatility is caused by 

various factors (Winnan, 2016). The infancy of the industry leads to a fragile environment where 

teams eventually disappear (Shabir, 2017). The lack of esports experience means that there are 

inexperienced organizations controlling tournaments and teams (Quintana, 2012). And the physical 

deterioration (Zolides, 2015), like hand and wrist injuries caused by prolonged practice sessions 

(Stivers, 2017; Wilson, 2017) and weakened alertness and response times from aging (Zolides, 

2015), implies that the career of a pro-player usually lasts only between three and five years, which 

is much shorter than in regular sports (Lu, 2017). 

Another factor that contributes to player volatility is that the great majority of teams still 

depend on sponsors. Game developers like Riot Games have provided some of the esports teams 

that play their game (i.e. League of Legends) with gaming houses and offer them salaries so that 

they do not have to depend on the money from sponsors to survive. This increased feeling of 

security has allowed multiple teams to simply focus on improving their gaming skills. As such, 

these kinds of teams are starting to be among the best in the world. However, the large majority of 

teams do not possess such luxuries. Even Valve has not yet provided any of the pro-players of 

CS:GO with salaries or with training or living houses (Winnan, 2016). Furthermore, bearing in 

mind that this industry serves as an advertising tool for several companies that take home billions 

of dollars each year because of sponsoring esports, the player salary is generally tremendously low. 

Considering that pro-gamers are the main reason for the industry’s success, this is a serious 

challenge that must be overcome (Shabir, 2017). 

Even the tournaments themselves are volatile. There are already several tournaments that 

ceased to exist (Winnan, 2016). One of the reasons for this is the prize pools. The ever increasing 

                                                           
110 PR is an initialism for public relations (Lieberman & Esgate, 2014). 
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prize pools offered in the most prestigious tournaments put the industry under a certain pressure 

because, if a prize pool is smaller than the one from the previous year, the fans and pro-players may 

interpret it as a sign that the popularity of that particular videogame or tournament is declining. 

This, in turn, may lead to a decline in viewership (Ströh, 2017). 

Despite heavy monetary investments, the esports scene is still a dangerous wild west. The high 

media coverage and focus on celebrity players gives hopes of fortune and glory, but the reality for 

the great majority is that jobs are uncertain and unstable (Li, 2016). This volatility is causing a 

sensation of instability and a feeling of distrust about the sector in general (AEVI, 2018). Because 

of this, sponsors are weary of investing large sums of money in teams or organizations that may 

suddenly disappear after some time (Shabir, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.3.3. Dependence on sponsors 

 

Competitive gaming is extremely dependent on sponsors (Avallone, 2010; Donschen, 2010; 

Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017; Messier, 2011; O‘Beirne, 2010; ONTIER, 2018; Salice, 2010; Shabir, 

2017; Silvers, 2008; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Even some of the other revenue sources, like 

licensing of partners, are based on a sponsorship structure (Donschen, 2010). According to a study 

by SuperData Research, sponsorships are responsible for roughly three quarters of esports’ revenue 

(Ströh, 2017). Similarly, ONTIER (2018) states that between 70% and 80% of the esports’ 

worldwide income comes from sponsorships and advertisements. In comparison, Winnan (2016) 

indicates that both sponsorships and the selling of media rights account for just 57% of the 

revenues in regular sports. Still, a more recent study by Newzoo (2020c) indicates that 

sponsorships alone account for 57% of esports’ total revenue. 

The power that esports sponsors have is a big threat for competitive gaming (Ströh, 2017). A 

business model with such high dependency on sponsors is not viable (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017) 

and can even be volatile (Salice, 2010). Revenues are dependent on a limited number of clients, 

whose majority are sponsors (ONTIER, 2018), so that puts the survivability of esports at the mercy 

of these brands (Ströh, 2017). Being dependent on sponsors implies that there is the chance that the 

termination of the sponsorship will put the existence of the event at risk (Silvers, 2008). 

Although dependence on sponsorships is not sustainable, this is still the most common 

business model in esports. Even the biggest esports companies are economically dependent on 

sponsors. The World Cyber Games (WCG) would probably not exist without the support from 

Samsung, and various Electronic Sports League (ESL) tournaments, like the Intel Extreme Masters 

and the ESL Pro Series (EPS), would not have happened without the help from Intel (Donschen, 

2010). 

The high level of dependency has become a strong issue, especially during economic crises. 

Economic recessions have the potential to put various esports companies at risk because, during 

those times, some brands tend to stop their sponsorships in order to reduce their marketing and 

communication expenses. Because economic recessions lead to the lowering of stock values, 

decline of sales, and money loss, companies are wary of making any kind of investments during 

these troubled times (Donschen, 2010). 

The dependence of esports on sponsors put the competitive gaming scene under pressure 

when, during the financial recession of 2007, brands considered that it was too risky to invest. 

Because of that, the visibility and the buzz in the media decreased during that time. Considering the 

dependence of the industry in sponsors, it is quite alarming to realize that esports were probably 

among the first things that companies scratched from their investment lists (Messier, 2011). 
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Because the first things brands usually do during economic recessions is to cut their marketing 

budgets, there have been various tournaments that were left without sponsors (Avallone, 2010). For 

example, the company Games-Services (GS) faced serious problems when, during the 2007 

economic recession, NVIDIA stopped sponsoring them. Because the company’s main income came 

from sponsors (especially from NVIDIA) GS went bankrupt. There was no money to pay 

employees or to cover running costs. GS still tried to find another main sponsor in order to survive, 

but the existing economic recession meant that companies were extremely cautious with their 

budgets and preferred to avoid any kind of investments. The stock values and sales from potential 

sponsors were declining. Sponsors knew they were going to lose money in the near future, so they 

had to reduce their communication and marketing budgets. There was no room for sponsorship 

investments (Donschen, 2010). 

GS also tried to find a broadcasting platform that would be willing to pay for broadcasting 

rights. They even tried to make their esports shows better suited for a TV audience (i.e. more 

exciting and understandable for those outside the esports sphere), but no one was interested. Even 

if a TV channel had accepted, the fact is that the great majority of esports viewers watch these 

matches via the internet. Furthermore, game developers choose if they allow, or not, for their 

games to be displayed on TV, especially because the TV broadcaster will be making money from 

showing the videogame. Despite all of GS’ efforts to find other revenue sources (that did not 

include sponsorships), they still went bankrupt. All it took was one year without sponsorship 

money for them to close (Donschen, 2010) and be sold (Ströh, 2017). 

Because of this, there are still several pro-players waiting to receive their unpaid prize money. 

These values range from $1,000 to $14,500. This is unfair and harmful to the scene and the gamers. 

Especially for the players who do not win tournament money regularly. There are pro-players who, 

through online forums spread the word and stated that they really need the money. One of them has 

a son. These players invested a lot of time to be at the top and now they feel betrayed by the 

organizations that they once used to respect (Donschen, 2010). 

The bankruptcy of GS led to the closure of its tournament, the Electronic Sports World Cup 

(ESWC). This was a little frightening for the esports industry because this was a company that did 

several things right and better than its competitors. They promoted esports as a lifestyle and were 

able to attract a considerable audience that included a significant large portion of women. Their 

offline tournaments had between 31,000 and 35,000 attendants. They attracted famous pro-players, 

dramatized the matches, nourished a live audience, and created apps that provided real-time 

information and emotion. If such efforts were not sufficient to attract investments and 

sponsorships, this means that other event organizers will have a hard time maintaining their 

economic viability in the future, especially if under another financial crisis. Unfortunately, there 

have been many others who also suffered due to sponsorship cutbacks (Donschen, 2010), like the 

Irish World Cyber Games (O‘Beirne, 2010).  

Moreover, South Korean tournaments are even more dependent on sponsorship revenue than 

those from Europe or the United States. South Korea’s extreme reliance on sponsors led to the 

closure of the StarCraft II League and subsequent eradication of several StarCraft II teams. 

Although South Korea has been the leading esports country, this and several other incidents seem 

to indicate that esports are becoming quite fragile in that country. In response to the recent esport 

developments in South Korea, a marketing manager from a large Korean videogame development 

company even stated that “eSports is dead” (p. 7). In contrast, large European companies, such as 

Turtle Entertainment, DreamHack, and Fnatic, do not possess such a high dependency on sponsors 

and are still able to remain highly profitable. This has led several South Korean players (who are 

generally seen as the best), such as Polt and Jaedong, to move on to non-Korean organizations 

(Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017). 
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It is true that, in the recent years, which have been marked by an evolution of the esports 

scene, the industry is not as dependent on sponsorships as it once was. The market is now more 

self-sufficient. But, despite this, the fact is that the development of the medium was, is, and will 

continue to be highly dependent on sponsorships. This dependence puts the scene at risk and under 

pressure to meet the large expectations created by the sponsors’ large investments (Ströh, 2017). 

There seems to be a strong correlation between number and value of sponsorships and the state 

of the esports industry. The more sponsors invest, the more this market grows and, the less they 

invest, the more the market regresses. The sad truth is that, at least for now, esports do not seem to 

be self-sufficient (Messier, 2011). This is worrying as some fans have shown signs of hate towards 

brands that, by cancelling they sponsorships, forced some esports entities to give up on esports 

(Winnan, 2016). 

 

 

1.2.3.4. Unknown market 

 

Despite the successfulness of some vanguards of esports marketing, the bulk of advertising and 

marketing professionals, brand managers (CGC Europe, 2015), potential investors and sponsors, 

general population, and social and political spheres (AEVI, 2018) still do not know what esports 

are (AEVI, 2018; Taylor, 2012). They are still oblivious to the potentials and benefits that this 

industry presents (CGC Europe, 2015). Even Nicolas Maurer, the owner of the esports Team 

Vitality, stated that, despite the ever increasing levels of exposure, several sponsors still don’t 

know nor understand what esports really are. This is because competitive gaming has not yet 

reached the mainstream consciousness, being still mostly broadcasted on gaming-related streaming 

platforms like Twitch (Nichols, 2017). To make things worse, there is little promotion of the 

competitive and business achievements of players and companies (AEVI, 2018). 

Understanding the intricacies and specificities of this industry is one of the main challenges for 

sponsors. There is a vast quantity of tournaments, broadcasting channels, pro-teams and players, 

and videogames (Nielsen Esports, 2017). Moreover, there is a great overexposure of incorrect or 

confusing data (AEVI, 2018). 

On multiple occasions, data and figures about the videogame industry and its competitions that 

do not show a faithful image of the sector have been published. There is an abundance of 

triumphant information, with exaggeratedly optimistic forecasts and misinterpreted figures. 

Although the sector is indeed very promising, it is important that the published information is 

realistic and does not create excessive expectations among consumers, sponsors, investors, and 

other stakeholders. There are also instances where the information intentionally gives a negative 

image of the industry in an unrealistic way. For this reason, it is essential to be transparent and 

continuously educate and inform the media, consumers, administrators, etc. (AEVI, 2018). 

Because usually the only information that sponsors have about esports is related to negative 

gaming stereotypes, often brands need to be informed that this is not a nerdy or niche market, but 

instead a brand-new and exciting industry. Esports companies usually have to tell potential 

sponsors what pro gaming is, how tournaments work, what happens there, and that pro-players are 

not nerds but viable endorsers for their products. That is, esports companies have to convince 

brands that esports sponsorships provide potentially valuable marketing opportunities (Taylor, 

2012). 

Likewise, the fact that this is still a very young industry, with few data available (especially 

when compared to regular sports), means that forecasts and measurements differ greatly (Lokhman 

et al., 2018; Nichols, 2017). For example, the revenue and the predicted percentage growth of the 

industry greatly fluctuate based on the company that made the study. While SuperData estimated 
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that, in 2015, the industry made $750 million in revenue, Deloitte reported $400 million, and 

Newzoo $325 million. The same happened for 2016. SuperData estimated $892 million, Deloitte 

$500 million, and Newzoo $493 million (Nichols, 2017). 

Because of these dissimilar data, Yvonne Hobden, the leader of consumer marketing at HP, 

stated that, although they consider themselves to be a serious esports brand, their involvement is 

still a leap of faith because sponsorships must be data-driven and require precise numbers to 

guarantee a positive return on investment. This is something that esports lack (Nichols, 2017). 

When compared to sponsorships in regular sports, the process of creating and maintaining a 

sponsorship in esports is not as refined. In regular sports, there are less uncertainties during the 

negotiations and both parties have a good understanding of what they will be able to offer from the 

very beginning (Korpimies, 2017). 

Competitive gaming still needs time to mature and prove to brands that it is an effective 

marketing tool. Some brands are still cautious about the industry and prefer not to risk with fear of 

failing. They want proof that sponsorships in esports can be successful. When the market is able to 

solidify and clarify its structural organization and provide reliable data and case studies that prove 

the worth of investments, the number of sponsors will increase (Nichols, 2017). Here, Red Bull’s 

commitment to competitive gaming should serve as an example to any brand that is doubtful about 

the attractiveness of esports sponsorships. This is a non-endemic company that entered the scene 

early as a sponsor and created its own esports tournament, sponsored esports teams, and found 

success in their sponsoring activities (Härig, 2015). 

Despite this, some authors argue that the relevance of the esports market has still not been 

determined (Franke, 2015) and that its commercial and social significance remains to be seen 

(Burk, 2013). Due to their characteristics and rapid evolution, esports will have to face and 

overcome a series of specific challenges to continue its good development (AEVI, 2018). Because 

of this, the future of esports is unknown and there are few guarantees that they will ever reach the 

same level of prestige, function, and profitability as regular sports (Bayliss, 2016). 

The esports industry has been showing continuous progress. However, this constant evolution, 

which is accompanied by several changes, means that it is often difficult to keep up with 

everything that is happening in the competitive gaming scene (Parmar, 2012). This low knowledge 

about esports causes numerous access problems, misunderstandings, and preconceptions that 

prevent the sector from developing with greater speed (AEVI, 2018). 

Several brands are still struggling to profit from esports (Stein & Scholz, 2016). There have 

been situations where companies, with no knowledge about this sector and about how it operates, 

carried out failed or ineffective strategies. This generates a bad image, conflicts, and distrust among 

users, sponsors and other investors (AEVI, 2018). The fact that this audience is very vocal
111

 

(Nichols, 2017) and extremely critical (CGC Europe, 2015), means that communicating with fans 

without a strong knowledge of esports is a risk for those interested in sponsoring this industry 

(Nichols, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.4. Videogames’ short lifespan 

 

The esports world is always changing (Fields, 2011) and one of the reasons for this is because 

most videogames have a lifespan. Although the industry features a myriad of videogames (Shabir, 

2017), they are constantly being replaced by newer ones. Even games that had a great presence in 

esports may be substituted (CGC Europe, 2015). The majority of games that were popular 15 or 10 
                                                           
111 It is estimated that 51% of esports fans regularly chat with other gamers and that 69% even use social media 

while playing games (Nichols, 2017). 
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years ago, are not present in the current competitive scene anymore (Shabir, 2017). As such, 

tournament organizers are constantly changing the games that are featured at their events
112

 

(Zolides, 2015). 

The popularity of esports genres and titles is quite unstable (Winnan, 2016). While in in 2010 

the most popular genres were RTS, FPS
113

, and sports games (Jonasson & Thiborg, 2010), in 2016 

the most popular of all esports genres was MOBAs (Winnan, 2016). Although MOBAs are gaining 

a worldwide popularity, genre popularity also differs according to each country. In Europe and the 

United States the most popular esports genre is FPS, in China and Korea the most popular genre is 

RTS, and in Japan it is fighting games. Also, while Western cultures seem to prefer team-based 

videogames, Eastern cultures appear to favour individual-based titles (Ströh, 2017). 

Esports history shows that this fast evolving market will eventually experience another change 

in genre popularity and it is almost impossible to predict what the next craze will be about. 

Furthermore, there are also a large number of people from the general gaming community that 

dislike MOBAs and, as they start becoming fans of esports, viewership levels may start to shift to 

other genres (Winnan, 2016). 

In relation to the videogames themselves, while in 2005 the focus was on Counter-Strike, 

StarCraft, and Warcraft III, in 2010 all attentions were on Quake Live, Halo, and StarCraft II 

(Fields, 2011), in 2016 the top five most popular games were Dota 2, League of Legends, CS:GO, 

SMITE, and StarCraft II (Ströh, 2017), and in 2021 Fortnite took SMITE’s place as one of the big 

five (Esports Earnings, 2021). Moreover, although CS:GO has turned into a powerhouse of the 

competitive gaming scene, certain mobile videogames like Clash of Clans and Vainglory are 

starting to gain significant popularity (Winnan, 2016).  

The reason for this lifespan is not only due to the constant restructuring of esports licencing 

deals, it is also because game developers want their latest videogames to be displayed at the centre-

stage of the competitive scene in order to gain the most coverage (Zolides, 2015). Although the 

esports industry requires stability, especially so that the players, tournaments, commentators, and 

the audience become accustomed with all the nuances of each specific game, the truth is that game 

developers want to launch newer titles to create new revenue sources. Considering that the 

videogame industry has gained tremendous popularity, with new games being constantly launched, 

it is not a good business practice to allow several years to pass before you launch a sequel for your 

previous videogame (O’Beirne, 2011). 

The release of new games has multiple benefits. Sequels act as a breath of fresh air, giving new 

life to a game that may have become stale or whose player-base’ numbers may have significantly 

dropped. If the newer title is successful, then the player-base may be equal or even larger than that 

of its predecessor (O’Beirne, 2011). For example, when StarCraft II launched in 2010, the fans of 

the former title (i.e. StarCraft: Brood War) loved the game (Christophers & Scholz, 2011). Its 

launch caused gamers from all over the world to start playing it, making the title sell record 

numbers and putting it in Korean TV broadcasts (Onofrio, 2011). According to Christophers and 

Scholz (2011), the launch of StarCraft II changed and even intensified the competitive gaming 

scene. Onofrio (2011) also states that this launch was the biggest thing to happen in esports’ short 

history and that several people believe that this game will be essential in putting esports in the 

spotlight of the western mainstream media. 

Despite the appearance of various new titles in the esports scene, the community still plays 

some games that were launched over 15 years ago (Versteeg, 2010). For example, the original 

Counter-Strike, which was launched in 2000, is still one of the most important esports titles (Ströh, 

                                                           
112 Still, although videogames are constantly being substituted by newer and more technologically advanced ones, 

the basic principles of these competitions have remained unaltered (CGC Europe, 2015). 
113 FPS is an initialism for first person shooter (Shabir, 2017). 



82 

 

2017), being the 11
th
 most popular as of 2021. Despite this, its sequel, CS:GO, is far more popular, 

being in second place also in 2021 (Esports Earnings, 2021).  

However, there are some cases when sequels are not well accepted by the community. Some 

sequels are dramatically different than their original title. Because of this, some players prefer and 

continue to play just the old title. For instance, because pro-players did not like Quake 4, they went 

back to Quake 3. As a result, Quake 4 had a short lifespan as a competitive title. Besides that, even 

more than 15 years after its launch, there are still tournaments that feature the original Quake 

(O’Beirne, 2011). 

The instability of videogame popularity caused by the ever constant release of new titles is 

very high and unique to esports. Although the popularity of each traditional sport also varies, this is 

mainly caused by the success or failure of each country’s national athletes and not by the 

appearance of a new type of sport (Ströh, 2017). 

The short lifespan of esport titles also contributes to pro-players’ short careers. Most pro-

players perfect their skills at a single game (just a few are able to stay competitive within an entire 

genre). Because of this, pro-gamers struggle when the game they are good at loses popularity and is 

replaced by another, more popular, title that they are unfamiliar with or are unable to play at the 

same high professional level. This means that players have a limited timeframe to become good at 

a popular title and capitalize on its high prize pools before it fades into obscurity (Zolides, 2015). 

The longevity of game titles may present some problems (Shabir, 2017), especially for 

sponsors (Ströh, 2017). The constant appearance of new titles means that the future popular games 

will greatly differ from those of today (Shabir, 2017). Although it cannot be denied that League of 

Legends was extremely important in giving esports its tremendous popularity, viewers will 

eventually lose interest and move to another title or genre (Winnan, 2016). Brands who, unaware of 

these lifespans, sponsor just a single videogame, or a single team that plays just one game, may 

become confused when they see their investments go to waste as that specific game starts losing 

viewers (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.5. Poor performance 

 

Sponsorships bring forth the risk of poor performance. This can come from both the sponsored 

party (e.g. event organizers or pro-players) or from the sponsor’s products if the brand is using the 

event to showcase its offers. Unfortunately, unlike other sponsorship risks, the issue of poor 

performance is very hard to control or prevent (Crompton, 2015). 

Sponsoring an individual or a team always carries its risks (Crompton, 1994). Just like with 

regular sports, in esports it is very hard to find competent players. Even popular YouTube and 

Twitch streamers who seem to dominate the competition may not be at a high enough level to 

participate in esports. Even if you find amazing players, there is always the risk that they may lose 

at some point (Wilson, 2017). This is because, in competitions, there will always be winners and 

losers. However, the problem here is that, if the sponsored party is the losing party, then the brand 

will be associated with losing. This may lead fans to perceive the brand as conveying connotations 

of inferiority or failure (Crompton, 1994; Crompton, 2015). Companies have often been adversely 

affected by such occurrences and many have terminated their partnerships because of this 

(Crompton, 1994). 

While the sponsored team does not need to be the best or to be always winning, it cannot be 

constantly presenting poor results. When a team places last at a tournament, it loses credibility and 

this negativity can transfer to the brand. As such, the brand may lose credibility due to the 

sponsored party poor results (Pitkänen, 2015). 
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A poor event is also a risk. There are many uncontrollable factors that can damage an event, 

like bad weather (Crompton, 2015). According to Crompton (1994), a company’s image may be at 

risk if the event it is sponsoring fails to meet expectations. For example, if the promised celebrities 

or athletes do not appear, the event will be unsuccessful and the sponsoring brand will receive 

some hostile customer reaction. In these cases the main sponsor will receive the entire backlash. 

Organizing a tournament is an extremely complex task. Event organizers want to create an 

attractive and safe environment for sponsors. However events must satisfy various technical 

requirements. There needs to be a stable power distribution as any type of blackout will result in 

turmoil and ruin the match schedules. If tournament organizers allow pro-players to bring their own 

PCs then power configurations will fluctuate greatly, so it is better for the event organizers 

themselves to bring PCs with identical builds. Wireless connections need to be perfect and 

constantly monitored so that errors are immediately eliminated. There must be qualified people 

supervising the players and the gameplay to prevent any kind of hacking or cheating. Security must 

also be tight on both the venue entrances and on the venue itself. In this tense environment of 

exalted moods, disputes can quickly turn into conflicts and negatively impact the event’s image. 

All of these aspects need to be controlled and maintained so, before selecting a tournament to 

sponsor, companies should analyse the event organizers’ history of tournaments to make sure that 

they are competent enough because even the simplest mistakes can impact the sponsor’s image 

(Winnan, 2016). 

Because Dota 2 does not support LAN play (only supporting internet play), there have been 

some troubles during tournaments. It does not matter how well a server infrastructure has been 

build, it will eventually run into some issues like a simple faulty wire or a server overload. An 

example of this occurred at the 2011 edition of the Malaysian Dota 2 Invitational. During the 

second match of the Grand Finals there were some serious server issues that caused a lot of lag for 

both teams. Although the match was not interrupted and continued until the end, fans noticed this 

and debated if the result of the match was fair. All this happened just due to some server issues 

(Wong, 2012).  

Similarly, during a StarCraft II tournament also in Malaysia, pro-players experienced some 

issues with the servers. At the beginning of the event, from the roughly 40 participants, only 10 

were able to log onto Battle.net (which is a requisite to play the game). This caused significant 

scheduling problems. Without LAN support, if the game developer’s servers suddenly stop 

functioning, an entire tournament may have to be cancelled. This can be very detrimental (Wong, 

2012). 

The venue layout may also pose some problems and affect the attendees’ experience. For 

example, an MLG tournament had no stage. The attendees were expected to simply watch a screen 

projection while the pro-gamers and commentators were behind the projected screen and 

completely hidden from the audience. Because of this, the experience of personally attending the 

event was basically the same as watching the event from your house (Kelly, 2011). 

During the 2007 Grand Finals of the World Cyber Games, sponsored by Samsung, in Seattle, 

the pro-player Song “Stork” Byung Goo was seen taking advantage of a bug to gain a competitive 

edge. However, the referees did not spot this occurrence. Furthermore, while one of the 

commentators (a former pro-player) notified the referees about the illegal move, and the spectators 

became increasingly aware of what had happened, Stork’s adversary, Vakhtang “Ex” Zakiev, 

forfeited the match. This led to a complex discussion that highlighted the faults of the tournament’s 

rules. The referees were analysing replays of the match and discussing if the illegal move had 

actually happened and how to deal with it. The discussion became even more complex because Ex 

gave up the match before the referees had made any official statement about Stork’s illegal bug 

exploit. To worsen the situation, the rule discussion was not happening just between the referees. 
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The viewers, other pro-players, and reporters were also debating among themselves. Because of 

this, in just a few moments, various South Korean media became aware of the situation and tried to 

interview Stork, further increasing the disorder in the tournament’s arena. As reporters were 

inquiring Stork, the referees were still discussing what to do. After a lengthy discussion, the 

referees decided that there should be a rematch and, in the rematch, Stork won again. This 

tumultuous incident was highly discussed and showed that the tournament did not have a solid 

ruleset (Taylor, 2012). 

There were two other notorious incidents involving prohibited moves during the same Grand 

Final. The first was solved fairly quickly, however it was still quite controversial because team 

eSTRO was seen exploiting a bug but, because their adversary, Fnatic, forfeited the match, eSTRO 

team was declared as the winner. Fnatic’s manager still talked with the referees, but it was no use. 

The decision had already been made (Taylor, 2012). 

The second incident, however, took much longer to warp up. In the match between team 

eSTRO and team MYM
114

, eSTRO accused MYM of exploiting a bug (the same one that eSTRO 

was just previously accused of). However, despite each team having several referees always 

supervising them, they were unable to make a prompt judgment. In fact, it took them several hours, 

with multiple stakeholders analysing replays and debating to reach a conclusion. As time went on, 

spectators and viewers became increasingly frustrated, with the press also giving their opinion on 

the matter. According to a referee, the refs were, on multiple occasions, unable to detect bug 

exploits even as they happened in front of their own eyes. The excruciating and overly-long 

discussion and analysis turned the tournament into an internet anecdote, with parodies about its 

infamy. After much discussion, it seemed that MYM (the team accused of exploiting the bug) 

would be declared the victor. However, the decision was altered soon after, with the referees opting 

for a rematch. In the end, eSTRO won, which further increased the debate among the crowd. The 

combination of the indeterminacy of the rules with the referees’ lack of quick decision-making and 

clear communication with the audience caused a serious tumult. Also, the fact that non-referees had 

to intervene and that the tournament’s rules were debatable turned this event into a regular topic for 

debate (Taylor, 2012). 

Currently, these incidents at the World Cyber Games are regarded by the esports media as 

aberrations and examples of poor refereeing that should never happen again. Several articles were 

written, calling this Grand Final a scandal and an international disgrace. Due to all the negative 

reactions, within a month, the tournament organizers announced an alteration of the rules for the 

2008 edition of the event (Taylor, 2012). 

Other examples of incidents during tournaments include: monitors turning off during matches, 

games crashing, cameramen bumping into pro-players when zooming in, and various other 

examples of disputed moves by pro-players. Most importantly, these incidents do not stay within 

the boundaries of the arenas. They go on to be thoroughly discussed by the community in multiple 

online comment threads and forums. And the comments do not simply tap into the issues of 

rulesets or bad refereeing, they also argue about the standards of the tournament’s professionalism 

(Taylor, 2012). 

There have also been some tournaments accused of not paying out prize money. Because this 

issue has occurred more than just a few times, in September 2009, the G7 Federation requested that 

players who had not received their prizes should contact them so that they could help them. After 

just a few months, in November of 2009, the G7 had already received more than 150 complaints, 

totalling over $355,000 (Taylor, 2012). 

                                                           
114 MYM is an initialism for Meet Your Makers (Taylor, 2012). 
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In December 2009, G7 launched online petitions against the three tournaments that, allegedly, 

did not pay out prize money (i.e. Global Gaming League, Electronic Sports World Cup, and the 

Cyberathlete Professional League). These online petitions sought to gather support from the 

community so that G7 could take action against the organizers from these tournaments, which 

included the possibility of contacting attorney generals for legal action. The G7 Federation has also 

created a rating system about which tournaments pay players and which do not. This rating system 

can be very helpful, both for player and sponsors, in determining what are the best tournaments 

(Taylor, 2012). 

There is also the risk that the sponsored event does not meet the expected media exposure. 

Although sponsors will likely require a projection from the event organizers about how large the 

media exposure of their event is expected to be before accepting the partnership, there is always the 

chance of viewership numbers of the event being lower than expected (Crompton, 1994). For 

example, in 2017, DirecTV (a provider of digital satellite TV) made a heavy investment to create 

the Championship Gaming Series (CGS), a televised esports competition meant for casual 

audiences. However, after just two seasons, they had burned all of their funds, failed to attract the 

necessary audiences, and folded (Taylor, 2016). 

Another form of insufficiency happens when the sponsors’ logos are poorly placed or are not 

very visible. Although companies tend to carefully negotiate their sponsorships agreements, often 

specifying in their contracts when their logos will be shown on camera and the number of times 

their name will be mentioned, there is the chance of things not going according to plan. This 

happens because the media are more concerned with satisfying the audience than the sponsors. It is 

because of these disparate objectives that media exposure (both in terms of audience size and time 

of brand exposure) can be disappointing for sponsors (Crompton, 1994). 

Brands must also be cautious not to break the longstanding traditions of an event in order to 

accommodate the firms’ needs. That is, sponsors must not put their corporate needs in front of the 

audience’s needs. Brands usually do this when they alter the rules, the format, the facility, or the 

team’s name or their historic uniforms. Doing this will demonstrate insensitivity towards the fans’ 

sentiments and lead to public angst. Furthermore, ignoring established values and norms, or not 

showing good corporate practices, will also induce negative reactions. Insensitivity towards an 

audience happens when a brand breaches cherished traditions. As a critic once stated: “If you want 

people to like you, give them something. If you want people to hate you, take something away from 

them” (Crompton, 2015, p. 23). 

In terms of product promotion, there are two ways in which the sponsorship may lead to 

negative outcomes. Firstly, if the sponsoring strategy is seen as over-commercialisation, fans will 

get angry. Secondly, if the sponsor is using the event to demonstrate its products, then there is the 

risk of the product underperforming or failing in front of everyone. This may lead to negative 

promotion, severe public humiliation, and lower sales (Crompton, 2015). 

In short, there are a number of ways in which poor performance may negatively affect a 

sponsorship (Crompton, 1994; Crompton, 2015). There is always the risk of the sponsored team 

underperforming (Wilson, 2017), the sponsor may not get the desired brand exposure (Crompton, 

1994), there is the risk of a corporate decision that alters some aspect of the event angering fans, 

the brand’s products may fail during demonstrations (Crompton, 2015), and even the most simple 

esports tournament has a multitude of aspects that can go wrong (Winnan, 2016). Brands do not 

want to be associated with any of these kinds of poor performances as they have the potential of 

heavily damaging the brand (Crompton, 2015). 
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1.2.5.1. Low viewership outside Twitch and YouTube 

 

Competitive gaming has become so popular that several large TV channels have been 

demonstrating increasingly more interest in this medium (Ströh, 2017) and even brought esports to 

their platforms (Holden, Kaburakis, et al., 2017; Lu, 2017). For example, the Entertainment and 

Sports Programing Network (ESPN), United States’ biggest sports channel, has been broadcasting 

esports competitions (Ströh, 2017) and news (Peša et al., 2017) both in its online streaming 

platform, ESPN3, and on its TV channels, ESPN2 (Ströh, 2017) and ESPN (Franke, 2015; Peša et 

al., 2017). Although ESPN covers mostly regular sports (Wilson, 2017), they have even aired some 

esports tournaments on primetime (Lu, 2017). 

In 2016, MTV also found great success with its new program Gamers, a broadcast that gave an 

inside look at how an esports team (G2 Vodafone) trained and lived (AEVI, 2018). In the same 

vein, Turner Broadcasting System (TBS), a large TV channel on the United States, partnered with 

Twitch to stream the CS:GO matches of the league they created (i.e. ELEAGUE) on the streaming 

platform, while also broadcasting their Friday night matches exclusively on their TV channel, TBS. 

The first show on their channel was watched by approximately half a million viewers and the 

following Friday shows seem to have averaged at 250,000 viewers. The highlights of the league 

were also transmitted on German TV. According to Christina Alejandre, ELEAGUE general 

manager, the main goal of the creation of ELEAGUE was to attract new viewers to TBS. This 

strategy of partnering with a streaming platform while also broadcasting their own matches seems 

to have worked as TBS announced that ELEAGUE has brought 3.4 million new viewers to its 

channel, increasing by 97% the age group of males between 18 and 34 years old when compared to 

their former Friday night slot broadcasts. Because of this, TBS considers that their marketing 

strategy has been hugely successful (Ströh, 2017). 

In Spain, competitive gaming has also attained a notable presence on TV. In 2017, Spain 

created a TV channel called Movistar eSports that is exclusively dedicated to competitive gaming. 

This channel broadcasts both national and international competitions (AEVI, 2018). Other channels 

that have been broadcasting esports include the German TV channel EinsPlus (Franke, 2015) and 

Ginx, a TV channel that exclusively covers esports content (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). 

The relevance of esports has become so high (Ströh, 2017) that, in 2015, MTG
115

, a Swedish 

radio and TV broadcaster, acquired the esports tournament organizer, DreamHack (SuperData, 

2017b) and even purchased most of Turtle Entertainment’s shares for $78 million. This acquisition 

was very significant as Turtle Entertainment owns ESL (Ströh, 2017), which is the largest esports 

company in the world (Nielsen Esports, 2017), the second largest tournament organizer, and the 

most important European esports organization, holding 23% of all esports viewership on Twitch 

(Ströh, 2017). 

Although there has been an increased interest in streaming and televised esports (Shabir, 

2017), the truth is that, while the TV ratings for esports content average around 250,000 viewers, 

online viewership surpasses the million mark (SuperData, 2017b). For example, one of ESPN2’s 

esports broadcasts got an average of 201,000 viewers and TBS reported an average of 271,000 

viewers. According to both ESPN and TBS, these broadcasts gave them satisfactory numbers and 

they intend to continue covering esports (Wilson, 2017). However, in comparison, Twitch has an 

average of more than 9.7 million daily viewers, each of which spend roughly 106 minutes per day 

watching the platform’s content, and esports are an integral part of Twitch’s content (Peša et al., 

2017). Furthermore, although Twitch is solely focused on gaming content (Li, 2016), in 2015, it 

had a monthly viewer-base of more than 100 million (Hansen, 2016; Li, 2016). 

                                                           
115 MTG is an initialism for Modern Times Group (Ströh, 2017). 
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Another proof of esports low viewership on TV happened in 2016 when Ginx, a TV channel 

that exclusively broadcasts esports content, had a peak audience share of only 0.01% in the United 

Kingdom (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). It is estimated that only 18.51% of esports fans have 

watched competitive gaming through TV broadcasts (Franke, 2015). Comparatively, in relation to 

the United States population, 98% of the esports audience watches esports on either Twitch or 

YouTube. Specifically, from these, 20% only watch on Twitch, 11% only watch on YouTube, and 

67% watch on both Twitch and YouTube (SuperData, 2017a). 

As evident, there is a really high discrepancy between the numbers of viewers in online and 

TV broadcasts, with the latter having considerably lower figures. This disparity could be due to the 

LAN party roots of esports, which may be still influencing the audience’s preferred method of 

esports consumption (Franke, 2015). The discrepancy may also exist because traditional media, 

like TV channels or newspapers, have a tendency to only cover esports as a novelty story (Taylor, 

2012). 

One of the reasons why esports has faced so many difficulties when trying to enter the TV 

media space is because TV broadcasters do not fully understand esports and put their preferences in 

front of what the esports fans really want. For example, TV broadcasters often only want to 

broadcast the games with the prettiest graphics. Before the launch of CS:GO, the most popular 

version of the game was Counter-Strike 1.6. However, a TV broadcaster chose to air Counter-

Strike: Source (CSS) because it had prettier graphics, thus being better suited for TV. Because of 

this, several fans were outraged. Although CSS was indeed prettier, fans considered it to have 

inferior gameplay. Furthermore, the matches of this first-person shooter were shown in third person 

to make it seem more like a broadcast of any other sport (i.e. a normal broadcast). The broadcasters 

also changed the matches’ format. While in most tournaments the first team to have 16 wins was 

the victor, here they changed it to 9 and upped the starting in-game currency of each team from 

$800 to $16,000 so that the matches finished faster. This eliminated all the initial confrontations 

players had to have with weaker pistols before accumulating enough in-game currency to buy 

better and stronger weapons (Onofrio, 2011). 

Another problem that is introduced when trying to broadcast esports on TV is that airing time 

is not negotiable. A StarCraft match can last between 5 and 20 minutes and those fluctuations are 

not acceptable when doing a live TV broadcast. In comparison, online broadcasting does not suffer 

from these time constraints and they can be aired at any time (Onofrio, 2011). 

The low percentage of esports viewers on TV may also be due to the scarcity of esports 

broadcasts on TV (Franke, 2015). Most Western communities still lack dedicated esports TV 

channels (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017) and fans seem to want more televised esports. The fact that 

64% of fans stated that they would be interested in TV broadcasts of esports further cements this 

assumption (Franke, 2015). 

However, the main problem of esports on TV (especially on western ones) is that the heart and 

soul of the scene will often be taken away and exchanged for good visuals, attractive catchphrases, 

and a presenter who does not know anything about the competitive gaming scene. Their objective 

is not to do the most amazing esports tournaments. Their goal is to make TV. So, for now, at least 

in the west, the future of esports lies in online broadcasting (Onofrio, 2011). 

While Europe and North American TV channels have struggled to bring esports into the 

mainstream, South Korea has proven to be an outstanding pioneer in making competitive gaming 

part of the mainstream media (Taylor, 2012). In Korea, it is common for esports tournaments to be 

televised (Jin, 2010). The reason why esports are popular on Korean TV is because the people who 

control these broadcasts are real esports fans. These individuals are able to make attractive 

televised esports content because they know exactly what fans want to see (Onofrio, 2011). Despite 

this, only the most popular tournaments are broadcasted on South Korean TVs. The great majority 
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of tournaments are still only broadcasted via streams or video-on-demand, with reporting being 

handled by various esports websites (Taylor, 2012). 

When compared to traditional TV, the broadcasting of esports through the internet offers 

various benefits to consumers. First, it is easily accessible across the world. Second, it usually 

features an integrated chat that allows fans to talk and interact with each other and with the 

streamers themselves. This increases the consumer’s participation, the sense of immersion, and 

enhances the entertainment experience. Third, depending on the videogame, some streams give 

viewer the ability to control the camera, allowing people to personalize their viewing experience 

and further increasing interactivity (Seo, 2013). Some tournaments even allow online viewers to 

control the cameras and choose at will which one to watch, thus finding their preferred viewing 

angle. This further enhances the interactivity of these events (Seo & Jung, 2016). Platforms like 

Twitch offer greater content variety, and allow viewers to track pro-players’ stats (SuperData, 

2017b). Also, although the esports tournaments are streamed live, fans can see those videos at a 

later date by searching them on platforms like Twitch and YouTube (Peša et al., 2017). 

It is because of factors like these that live streams are the most popular way of watching 

esports (Nielsen Esports, 2017) and Twitch and YouTube are the dominant esports streaming 

platforms (Shabir, 2017; SuperData, 2017a). From these, Twitch is the most popular esports 

distribution platform (AEVI, 2018; CGC Europe, 2015), especially in terms of live-streaming 

(Johnson & Woodcock, 2017). Youtube also has a prominent presence, however, this platform is 

used more for the display of on-demand content than for live broadcasts (AEVI, 2018). 

Although they are battling for market dominance (Shabir, 2017), with YouTube struggling to 

offer a streaming experience that rivals that of Twitch (Stein & Scholz, 2016), both platforms have 

been working together. For example, Twitch allows streamers to upload their videos to YouTube 

and Youtube notifies the gaming audience when their favourite streamers are live on Twitch 

(Shabir, 2017). 

Several other online platforms are also broadcasting esports and multiple streaming platforms 

are negotiating with esports tournament organizers to gain the exclusive right of broadcasting their 

matches (Ströh, 2017). However, these other online channels are also not very successful. For 

instance, GOMTV (Gretech Online Movie Television) was a website that broadcasted esports 

tournaments. However, the site had to shut down in 2014 due to lowering viewership, sponsors, 

and revenue. According to a GOMTV staff member, the company was only profitable from 2011 to 

2012. As of now, GOMTV has been using YouTube and Twitch’s free video archiving service 

instead (Li, 2016). 

Similarly, in order for MLG to increase its viewer-base, besides live streaming their content on 

their own website, they also broadcast that same content on their Facebook page in order to 

increase the viewership numbers. This tactic is also much cheaper than broadcasting on TV 

channels. As an online mainstream platform, Facebook presents fewer entry barriers than Twitch. 

Besides, Twitch’s extremely fast chat during esports matches is intimidating for newcomers. 

Comparatively almost anyone knowns how to use the Facebook platform (SuperData, 2017b). 

Additionally, many esport titles now allow fans to watch the tournaments through their own 

copy of the game. If the game is connected to the internet and a tournament of that title is 

happening, some games will allow players to see that tournament right though the interface of the 

game itself. As such, in these cases, the use of a streaming platform like Twitch is not necessary 

(Seo & Jung, 2016). 

In short, unlike South Korea’s esports dedicated TV channels, competitive gaming has not yet 

been able strongly use the broadcasting capabilities of western TV. Although some attempts have 

been made, none showed significant success (Ströh, 2017). TV networks and websites like 

Facebook are trying to attract esports viewers to their platforms with competitive gaming content, 
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but long-time fans still prefer streaming channels like Twitch (SuperData, 2017b). As such, in 

western cultures, trying to make esports mainstream by broadcasting tournaments on TV is not 

likely to work. Companies have a better chance of reaching the mainstream by broadcasting esports 

through online media (Onofrio, 2011), especially Twitch and YouTube (Shabir, 2017). 

 

 

1.2.5.2. Sponsor incongruence 

 

Because consumers are usually exposed to roughly 300 advertising messages per day (and 

about 9,900 per month), brands try their best to catch the consumers’ attention in the middle of all 

the advertising clutter. However, this has led multiple brands to be seen as incongruent. That is, 

they are seen as being marketed in a place where, according to the consumers’ perceptions, they 

should not be (Lee & Mason, 1999). 

Unlike the fixed duality notions of endemic and non-endemic brands (which clearly state that a 

sponsor whose business line that is related to the sponsored party is an endemic brand and one 

whose business is not related to the sponsored party is non-endemic; Ströh, 2017), the dichotomy 

of sponsor congruence, also known as match or fit (Dardis, 2009), is not a fixed concept. Instead, it 

is determined by the consumers themselves. It is the people who decide the level of congruence 

between a sponsor and the sponsored party (Johnston & Paulsen, 2011; Smith, 2008). Consumers 

use preconceived ideas about both the sponsor and the sponsored party to evaluate how well they 

fit and then generate either positive or negative assessments about the sponsorship (Johnston & 

Paulsen, 2011). 

Because consumers decide the congruence degree (Johnston & Paulsen, 2011; Smith, 2008), 

sponsor fit can be modified through marketing and communication efforts. Particularly, research 

has shown that congruence can be positively altered through repeated sponsorship messages, which 

will help to diminish some of the risks associated with low sponsor fit (Dardis, 2009). 

Congruence exists when there is a resemblance between the sponsor and the sponsored party. 

The level of congruence is established by the consumers and is determined by how logical the 

connection between the sponsor and sponsored party is in peoples’ minds. For instance, there is a 

strong congruence between a tennis tournament and a brand that produces tennis products (Smith, 

2008) or between marathon and a sports brand (Dardis, 2009). In this sense, congruence refers to 

the notions of relatedness, similarity, compatibility, fit, and relevance (Rifon, Choi, Trimble, & Li, 

2004). 

By contrast, incongruence, also known as low congruence (Han, Choi, Kim, Davis, & Lee, 

2013), exists when consumers perceive a low fit between the sponsor and the sponsored party 

(Woisetschläger & Michaelis, 2012). This can also happen when the presence of a sponsor is seen 

as unexpected, surprising (Fleck & Quester, 2007), or irrelevant (Lee & Mason, 1999). For 

example, there is a low fit between an opera and a sports brand (Dardis, 2009). Similarly, when a 

sponsor uses a sport to promote unhealthy products, like alcohol or tobacco, or products that 

involve gambling, fans tend to get angry (Crompton, 2015). 

Congruence is very important (Groza, Cobbs, & Schaefers, 2012) because its degree will affect 

how consumers evaluate and react to the sponsor (Fleck & Quester, 2007) and to the sponsored 

party. Since congruent sponsorships meet consumers’ cognitive expectations, they are seen as more 

consistent (Groza et al., 2012). Thus, the sponsor benefits from more positive behavioural and 

attitudinal reactions than an incongruent sponsor (Dardis, 2009). The higher the perceived 

congruence, the more positive consumers’ reactions will be (Dardis, 2009; Rifon et al., 2004). For 

example, highly congruent brands will benefit from enhanced brand image and purchase intentions, 

and from more positive consumer attitudes (Dardis, 2009). 



90 

 

On the other end of the spectrum, a very high level of incongruence will likely give rise 

negative responses from consumers. This is because high incongruence forces consumers to change 

their cognitive structure (Fleck & Quester, 2007) and engage in higher cognitive processes (Groza 

et al., 2012). This creates cognitive tensions and generates deep cognitive activity because the 

pairing between the sponsor and the sponsored party is seen as weak but consumers are still forcing 

themselves to find some kind of association. This is because people have a tendency to find balance 

(i.e. congruence) in cognitive elements (Woisetschläger & Michaelis, 2012). 

When incongruence is found, the enhanced psychological activity makes consumers more 

aware that the sponsor is not altruistic and is just sponsoring due to selfish commercial reasons 

(Carrillat & d'Astous, 2013; Rifon et al., 2004). People have negative responses towards highly 

incongruent sponsorships because they are hard to cognitively reconcile (Groza et al., 2012). This 

ultimately leads consumers to form unfavourable cognitive concepts about the sponsor (Fleck & 

Quester, 2007) and the sponsored party (Groza et al., 2012). 

Incongruence will lead to negative perceptions (Dees, Bennett, & Ferreira, 2010), evaluations 

(Groza et al., 2012; Lee & Mason, 1999), associations, beliefs (Han et al., 2013), and affect
116

 

(Groza et al., 2012). Consumers will become sceptic and judgemental about the sponsor’s real 

motives, which will induce negative and defensive reactions (Fleck & Quester, 2007). It may lead 

to higher immunity and resistance to sponsorship messages (Rifon et al., 2004), frustration (Fleck 

& Quester, 2007; Groza et al., 2012), and to a lowering of purchase intentions (Carrillat & 

d'Astous, 2013; Woisetschläger, Eiting, Haselhoff, & Michaelis, 2010) and of brand equity in 

general (Groza et al., 2012; Han et al., 2013; Woisetschläger et al., 2010). If the incongruent brand 

is the main sponsor, the negative effects will be much higher than if it had engaged in a lower level 

sponsorship because main sponsors gain much more attention from consumers (Groza et al., 2012). 

Even if the sponsorship is meticulously elaborated to be consumer-friendly, pro-social, and 

altruistic, the sponsor may not benefit from positive image transfer, unless consumers perceive 

some kind of congruency between the sponsor and the sponsored party. In the worst case scenario, 

the sponsor may be rejected by consumers because of the ambiguous sponsorship activity and 

brand positioning (Han et al., 2013). However, because sponsor congruence is not a fixed concept 

or notion, there are some cases where sponsor fit is not as important. For instance, both General 

Motors and Ford have sponsored breast cancer fundraising programs. This marketing strategy was 

completely different than their usual sponsorships in male-dominated areas, like automotive events. 

This helped them enhance their brand awareness, brand image, and build relationships. These 

brands saw the potential for growth in areas outside their traditional environment and created new 

brand development opportunities (Dardis, 2009). 

In the same way, there is an extensive literature alluding to how the esports audience accepts 

both endemic and non-endemic sponsors (AEVI, 2018; CGC Europe, 2015; Franke, 2015; Härig, 

2015; Lokhman et al., 2018; Newzoo, 2016a; Nichols, 2017; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Seo, 2013; 

Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 2012). A market research found that esports fans see financial 

services, insurance brands, and alcoholic beverages as acceptable esports sponsors (Nielsen 

Esports, 2017). However, this does not mean that competitive gaming is open to all kinds of 

sponsoring brands (Franke, 2015; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

For example, the esports club, Team YP, is sponsored by the porn website YouPorn. Because 

this is a sponsor that operates in the pornographic industry, the organizers of the Capcom Street 

Fighter Cup did not allow this team to wear its sponsor’s shirts, even though the shirts did not show 

any sort of pornographic content or even the word porn. Although YouPorn made an effort to 

separate its esports team from the concept and image of their core business, with the team shirts 
                                                           
116 Negative affect is related to feelings of angriness, distress, sadness, fear, guilt, worry, depression, and anxiety 

(Benjamin et al., 2011). 
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only saying Team YP, the event organizer still did not consider this type of sponsorship 

appropriate. The code of conduct of the Capcom Cup does not permit anything that is deemed 

inappropriate by Capcom itself. Regardless, in the case of YouPorn, this was a smart move because 

the company benefited from the Streisand effect. That is, any attempt to hide or ban something will 

tend to generate even more publicity with a greater reach. Because of this, Team YP shirts have 

now become a valuable collector’s item (Winnan, 2016). However, brands should still be cautious 

as there have been several instances of brands being negatively viewed due to incongruence 

(Crompton, 2015; Dardis, 2009). 

Brands that are seen as incongruent usually sponsor because research on brand extensions
117

 

has found that moderate congruence has the potential of being more effective than both very high 

and very low levels of congruence. It seems that this mild degree of congruence can create more 

positive attitudes and better brand recall as long as consumers perceive the sponsorship as positive 

and interesting. The moderate congruence may even lead consumers to pay more attention to the 

sponsor in order to derive some meaning from the association (Fleck & Quester, 2007). 

Despite this, incongruence presents a plethora of risks to sponsors (Carrillat & d'Astous, 2013; 

Dees et al., 2010; Fleck & Quester, 2007; Groza et al., 2012; Han et al., 2013; Lee & Mason, 1999; 

Rifon et al., 2004; Woisetschläger et al., 2010). Because of this, managers are usually careful about 

what they should sponsor and what they should avoid (Dardis, 2009). Likewise, although esports 

fans tend to accept various types of sponsorships in this medium, brands should approach this 

market with caution because the type of advertisement that is displayed will probably influence its 

acceptance (Franke, 2015). 

 

 

1.2.5.3. Long-term investment 

 

Although sponsorships can either be long or short-term partnerships (Pitkänen, 2015) that give 

brief or durable benefits to the sponsoring brand (Bennett, 1999), companies must be aware that, in 

terms of strategic development (Pitkänen, 2015), long-term sponsorships are much more beneficial 

than a short-term investment (Korpimies, 2017; Nicholls et al., 1999; Pitkänen, 2015; Portlock & 

Rose, 2009; Quester & Farrelly, 1998; Renard & Sitz, 2011; Ströh, 2017; Yang et al., 2008). It is 

because of this that most brands prefer to conduct lengthy sponsorships (Söderman & Dolles, 

2010). Even most football teams have long-term partnerships with their sponsors (Groot & 

Ferwerda, 2015). 

A long-term sponsorship allows brands to obtain much more than just an isolated direct 

financial return (Yang et al., 2008). Research has shown that long-term sponsorships are more 

effective in enhancing brand equity, like improving brand image (Vance et al., 2016) and 

increasing brand awareness (Vance et al., 2016; Vashisht & Sreejesh, 2015) and brand recall 

(Edeling, Hattula, & Bornemann, 2017). The goal of a sponsorship must be a long-term brand 

building and not a short-term boost in sales (Söderman & Dolles, 2010). 

Long-term investments allow sponsors to create dynamic relations between consumers and the 

brand (Santomier, 2008). The longer a brand sponsors an esports team, the more likely it is that 

fans will have a good impression of the sponsor. Trust from the audience is not something that 

sponsors can get in an instant (Korpimies, 2017). Besides, as gamers grow older with a brand (and 

gain an attachment to it), they become less likely to change their opinions on that brand. Thus, they 

will have a tendency to maintain and continue to value their relationship with that particular brand 

(Butcher, Tang, & Phau, 2017). 
                                                           
117 Brand extension happens when a company extends their brand name to new types of products (Kotler et al., 

2020). 
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Besides leading to higher profits, long-term sponsorships help the brand to be perceived as an 

integral element of the esports industry (Ströh, 2017) and allows the firm to create a unique and 

distinct connection between the brand and the event (Nicholls et al., 1999). This will enable the 

benefits of the sport to be transferred to the brand (Quester & Farrelly, 1998). 

When a consumer sees that the same brand is sponsoring the same event every single year, he 

will create a strong mental association between the brand and that particular event. This is 

something that takes time, especially if the brand intends to create brand interest and brand loyalty 

(Yang et al., 2008). Once the brand has managed to establish a meaningful association, this positive 

impression will be quite durable. The brand will be associated with the favourable feelings of the 

event for a long time. These durable sponsorships allow brands to establish stronger associations 

and exercise a more persuasive influence over the consumer purchase decisions (Quester & 

Farrelly, 1998).  

Some corporate executives even state that, the reason why their sponsorship contracts were 

successful, was because they made a long-term commitment (Yang et al., 2008). For example, 

Alienware (a subdivision from Dell focused on the gaming market) was initially very hesitant about 

heavily investing in esports. But today, they are one the biggest sponsors of this industry (Li, 

2016). Several of the success stories within competitive gaming were focused on a sustainable 

market growth. Besides having a good product and a bright idea, successful esports entrepreneurs 

were able to manage growth (Stein & Scholz, 2016).  

It is because of this that, generally, sponsorships have a long-term nature (Meng-Lewis, 

Thwaites, & Pillai, 2013). Even in the area of videogames, advertising is a long-term strategy 

(Vashisht & Sreejesh, 2015). But, oftentimes, sponsors underestimate both the time and the money 

required to efficiently and effectively exploit a sponsorship (Masterman, 2007). Brands have to 

keep in mind that, if they are sponsoring an esports team, they may have to cover for multiple 

expenses, like paying for the team’s airplane tickets, hotel rooms or housing, food, agents, 

psychologists, nutritionists, etc., for the entire duration of the sponsorship (Li, 2016). And, unlike 

most large firms, oftentimes smaller brands do not possess the necessary funds to afford this in the 

long-term (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

Furthermore, when entering esports, some brands are not interested in long-term partnerships 

despite them leading to stronger and more beneficial relationships (Korpimies, 2017). Several 

companies enter esports with just a short-term experimental mind-set (Franke, 2015). However, 

these strategies are unable to successfully connect the brand with the event (Quester & Farrelly, 

1998) or to reap as many benefits as from long-term sponsorships (Korpimies, 2017).  

Also, although research has shown that the end of a sponsorship, and the amount of time since 

its termination, does not negatively affect brand recall, it has also shown that replacement 

sponsorships (i.e. the brand that replaces the sponsorship spot) will lead to a reduction in the recall 

of the former sponsor. Theoretically, this happens because the stored information about the former 

sponsor in the audiences’ minds is overwritten by the advertising actions of the newer sponsor
118

 

(Edeling et al., 2017). 

Because of this, and considering that the esports industry favours long-term sponsorships as it 

helps to reduce the volatility of the industry, including of teams and tournaments (Shabir, 2017), 

brands should make sure that their sponsorship objectives are long-term. Simple advertisements 

that are shown during a single tournament will not suffice (Korpimies, 2017). This is very 

important because, while short-term sponsorships create a very low spontaneous brand awareness, 

                                                           
118 In order to maintain the associations between the sponsor and the sponsored party in the audiences’ minds after 

the end of the partnership, brands may choose to switch to lower level sponsorships with the same party. Although the 

type of engagement here will be lower, it will serve as retrieval cues that will make the audience spontaneously recall the 

previously established high-level pairings (Edeling et al., 2017). 
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long-term sponsorships have the potential of creating long-term effects that could last for several 

years even after the termination of the sponsorship (Quester & Farrelly, 1998). 

The potential benefits of sponsorships are more effective when these partnerships are durable, 

instead of single event instances (Portlock & Rose, 2009). Hence, brands must be committed to 

long-term sponsorships. They must be willing and allow the formation of a mutually beneficial 

long-term relationship (Renard & Sitz, 2011). However, this can be a deal breaker for smaller 

(Korpimies, 2017) and less financially capable companies (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018) that want to 

be advertised in a single instance in a very direct way (Korpimies, 2017). This requirement of 

having a long-term involvement is a factor that will influence the brand’s decision of whether or 

not to invest in a sponsorship contract (Quester & Farrelly, 1998). 

 

 

1.2.5.4. Smaller revenues when compared to some regular sports sponsorships 

 

Various authors have referred to the fact that the number of esports fans is on the verge of 

surpassing the audience of some regular sports (Shabir, 2017; Taylor, 2012). For example, in South 

Korea, the amount of people who watch esports is the same as the combined number of individuals 

who watch football, baseball, and basketball (Taylor, 2012). As for the rest of the world, the 

esports audience rivals the size of the NFL (Winnan, 2016) and of the baseball audience (Sylvester 

& Rennie, 2017), and almost surpasses the American Football audience (Winnan, 2016). 

In the same vein, multiple authors refer to how brands have been able to earn billions of 

dollars per year with esports sponsorships (Shabir, 2017) and to generate significant ROIs (Nielsen 

Esports, 2017). According to Taylor (2012), in South Korea, some sponsors reported ROIs of 

500%, with SK Telecom declaring that they made $16.5 million solely by promoting their team 

through traditional offline media like TV, magazines, and newspapers.  

However, the research company Newzoo (2018a) states that, for several organizations within 

esports, return on investment and profitability are a challenge. According to Shabir (2017), esports 

revenues cannot compare to the revenues of regular sports. Lokhman et al. (2018) even state that, 

in general, when compared to regular sports, esports revenues are 160 times smaller. However, this 

value refers to the entirety of sports, which includes more than 200,000 types of sports, so it is not a 

fair comparison. 

It is undeniable that esports sponsorships have been providing very high revenues (Shabir, 

2017). But, these amounts are still a far cry when compared to some regular sports (Winnan, 2016). 

For example, while SuperData (2017b), estimates that, in 2017, the $839 million in revenue from 

esports sponsorships and advertisements was 5% higher than the total sponsorship revenues from 

the 2015-2016 season of NBA, Winnan (2016) states that, in terms of total revenues, in 2013, the 

Premier League football accumulated $3 billion and, in 2014, the NFL Teams generated $6 billion. 

Moreover, the NBA is reaping $7.5 billion per year in total revenues and this amount does not even 

include merchandising, which is worth roughly $15 billion (Winnan, 2016). Even the expected total 

revenue of $1.5 billion for esports in 2023 (Newzoo, 2020c) cannot compare to the present high 

figures of the Premier League, the NFL, and the NBA (Winnan, 2016). 

It is true that esports possess an extremely large audience. However, immediately after the size 

of the audience, the second most important factor for a sponsor is the revenue per fan. But, the 

average yearly revenue per esports fan is still quite low when compared to other sports (Ströh, 

2017). In 2014, the average annual revenue per esports fan was still significantly lower than an 

NFL fan. While an esports fan generated an average yearly revenue of $2, an NFL fan generated 

$56 (Winnan, 2016). Similarly, in 2016 the average annual revenue per esports fan had increased to 
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$3.5, but the average annual revenue per basketball fan was $15, the average per NBA fan was $20, 

and the average per NFL fan was already at $60 (Newzoo, 2016a). 

Furthermore, when seeking to sponsor an esports event or a pro-team or player, sponsors have 

to bear in mind the size of the base audience of that event, team, or player, and the amount of 

money the brand wishes to invest. Depending on the amount invested, the base audience may 

increase. When presented with a $5,000 sponsorship, a team with an average of 5,000 viewers may 

be able to increase its viewer-base to 15,000. This means that for every $1 spent, the sponsoring 

brand will be exposed to three viewers. If the sponsor is advertising a $10 product (instead of 

advertising the brand as a whole), then brands will need 500 viewers (i.e. one in every 30 viewers) 

to buy the product in order to recover the invested amount (Shabir, 2017). 

The model of the magic triangle of sports (proposed by Bruhn in the 1980s) describes the 

relation between the sport, the media, and the industry (i.e. the brands interested in that specific 

sport), with the audience as the central component. The more these three components cooperate and 

efficiently interact (i.e. sport, media, and industry), the more revenue will be generated from fans 

and commercial partners. The model of the magic triangle has also been applied to esports and it 

indicates that the yearly revenue per fan is still quite low (in comparison to regular sports) because 

the main components of this young market did not yet have enough time to optimize their 

interactions. Because of this, it is believed that interaction in the esports scene between the main 

elements of the magic triangle is an economical key factor for the whole ecosystem (Ströh, 2017). 

As competitive gaming gains more popularity in North America and Europe, and as more 

sponsors join the scene, this industry may experience an extremely rapid growth (Winnan, 2016). 

Estimates predict that the revenue per esports fan will continue to rise and, eventually, match that 

of regular sports. However, although Newzoo (2016a) declared that, in 2014, the yearly revenue 

per esports fan was $2.2 and that, in 2016, it was $3.5, it expected that, in 2019, this value would 

increase to $6 and Winnan (2016) estimated that, in 2020, it would rise to $15. But, a recent report 

by Newzoo (2020c) indicated that, in 2020, the average revenue per esports fan was just $4.9 (only 

2.8% higher than in 2019). 

Some brands are stating that their sponsorship investments, even being long-term, were not 

able to reap the intended economic returns. Interestingly, they also state that they still believe that 

the sponsorship was worth it because they were able to build their brand image, increase 

awareness, gain a good reputation, and create a large social network, which may include links to 

the media and the government (Yang et al., 2008).  

Regardless, despite all the investments esports has enjoyed, brands should still be cautious 

because there is the risk of overinvestment if the high expectations for the future of esports are not 

met. Although the business of esports sponsorships has proven to be profitable, at the moment, the 

average revenues that esports sponsors reap is still much smaller when compared to regular sports 

(Ströh, 2017). Brand must keep this issue in mind when they enter this market (Winnan, 2016) as 

there have already been several firms receiving lower economic ROIs than initially expected (Yang 

et al., 2008). 

 

 

1.2.5.5. Hard to measure sponsorship effectiveness 

 

It is true that sponsorships are amongst the fastest growing marketing tools of the current era. 

However, there are multiple problems in terms of the employed methodologies that seek to analyse 

sponsorship effectiveness. In fact, it would be an understatement to affirm that there is a 

measurement deficit in this area. Even the industry itself has acknowledged it. There are issues 
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both in terms of the problematic nature of the applied metrics and in terms of the extent of how 

corporations fail to efficiently assess sponsorship effectiveness (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). 

Financial crises have created a demand for more efficient analyses of the marketing 

environment. However, although there have been some improvements and overhauls in marketing, 

both in terms of metrics and mind-sets relative to the analysis of ROIs, key performance indicators 

(KPIs), marketing performance, marketing expenditures, etc., the measurement of sponsorship 

effectiveness has not yet changed to adapt to this more rigorous and hazardous economic 

environment (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). As such, at the moment, it is hard to measure 

sponsorship effectiveness (Ko et al., 2008; Korpimies, 2017; Meenaghan, McLoughlin, & 

McCormack, 2013; Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013; Vance et al., 2016) and the same applies to 

competitive gaming. According to esports sponsors, it is very hard to measure the effects of their 

sponsorships, be they positive or negative (Korpimies, 2017).  

Although sponsorships are quite common marketing strategies, there is a lack of trustworthy 

methodologies that effectively measure and compare the outcomes of these investments (Vance et 

al., 2016). This could be due to the recent changes in society. The economic crises, technologic 

advancements, and the adoption of new media have significantly influenced the measurement of 

sponsorship effectiveness. The financial crises have led brands to be careful about being wasteful 

or excessive. This has put sponsors under pressure to justify their investments. And the new social 

media now presents an extremely wide range of new categories that warrant performance 

measurement (Meenaghan et al., 2013). 

There are also various ways to measure sponsorship effectiveness (Tsiotsou, 2011). Some of 

the most used metrics in the measurement of sponsorship effectiveness include: sponsorship 

awareness (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013), behavioural intentions, brand awareness, brand recall 

(Tsiotsou, 2011), brand image (Lucas, 2015), internal feedback, response to sponsorship, attitudes 

towards the brand, customer acquisition cost, TV logo exposure, sales activity, media coverage 

(Meenaghan et al., 2013), and number of new followers and visitors on the brand’s social media 

pages (Pitkänen, 2015). According to Tsiotsou (2011), from these, oftentimes, the two main 

variables are: reach (i.e. the amount of people exposed to the sponsorship) and awareness (i.e. the 

number of people who are able to correctly recall the sponsor). 

However, despite of how sophisticated their creation and application may be, the metrics that 

are being applied are problematic themselves and some of them may not even be rigorously 

analysed (Meenaghan et al., 2013). It is true that brands can simply evaluate and compare the 

present data to a previous year when the brand was not performing the sponsorship (Pitkänen, 

2015), but it is difficult to measure sponsorship effectiveness because the great majority of 

sponsorship goals are very long-term (Korpimies, 2017). There are also multiple other problems 

(Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). For example, it is still unknown how the relation between the 

number of viewers and ROI works, so higher viewership does not necessarily mean revenue growth 

(SuperData, 2017b). Also, despite the brand recall measure not being the most appropriate, it is still 

the most used in sponsorship studies (Leng, 2017). 

The main objective of most sponsorships is to increase brand awareness and improve brand 

image. However, these aspects are very difficult to measure in a reliable manner (Korpimies, 

2017). There are several categories whose performance is difficult to assess or even evaluate, like 

ROIs (Meenaghan et al., 2013).  

This does not mean that there are no tools to measure sponsorships effectiveness in esports. 

Sponsors can calculate the reach of their sponsorships by using affiliate links. That is, when the 

sponsored party posts a link to their sponsor’s website, the brand is able to analyse how much 

traffic that affiliate link brought to their website. However, this method only analyses the short-
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term effects of the sponsorships and only in relation to the increase in the website’s traffic. The 

method does not analyse other important aspects like improved image (Korpimies, 2017). 

Unsurprisingly (Meenaghan et al., 2013), the large diversity of sponsorship types and goals 

mean that (Vance et al., 2016) there is no universal tool capable of measuring the effectiveness of 

all kinds of sponsorships (Meenaghan et al., 2013; Vance et al., 2016). However, the biggest 

problem is the lack of consistency. Although multiple people have tried to measure sponsorship 

effectiveness, there has been a lack of consistency regarding methods, metrics, and outcomes. For 

instance, while some researchers have simply used consumers’ attitudes towards the sponsoring 

brand as a measurement tool to assess corporate image, others have claimed that, in order to 

effectively measure corporate image, there must be a measurement of particular qualitative 

attributes of the firm’s personality (Ko et al., 2008).  

Some studies use aided recall tests, while others use unaided recall (Leng, 2017). While some 

focus on consumers, others focus on the shareholders’ reactions, however the latter suffers from 

multiple deficiencies (Tsiotsou, 2011). While some companies analyse their own performance, 

others use external firms (specialized in sponsorship analyses) to evaluate the effectiveness of their 

sponsorships (Meenaghan et al., 2013). There is not even a clear formula to calculate and evaluate 

the return on investment (Pitkänen, 2015). Most importantly, even if based on the same data, the 

same sponsorship tactic can receive completely different values in terms of their effectiveness. This 

puts the credibility, viability, and validity of the contemporary measurement tools into question 

(Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). 

Although some aspects of sponsorship effectiveness can be measured (e.g. sponsor recall can 

be measured through simple recall and recognition tests), it is difficult to clearly identify the entire 

spectrum of benefits that these investments generate (Vance et al., 2016). Furthermore, the ability 

to divide and isolate specific parts of an investment and analyse the success of a particular outcome 

(e.g. sales) as a consequence of the application of a specific investment is an extremely difficult 

and complicated endeavour in the case of the exceedingly multifaceted, multi-engagement, and 

versatile platform that are sponsorships, which in themselves require various lines of activation in 

order to be successfully implemented (Meenaghan et al., 2013). Maybe it is because of this that 

32% of sponsors do not even analyse the success of their sponsorships and 44% spend less than 1% 

of their funds on measuring sponsorship effectiveness (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). The only 

thing that some companies care about is if the sponsored party is doing everything they promised 

and within the agreed schedule (Korpimies, 2017). 

With these data in mind, it is clear that this industry is in serious need of better measuring 

tools. According to an investigation by the IEG/Performance Research Study, 86% of responding 

brands think that there is a need for more viable results of sponsorship effectiveness measurements. 

Another study by the European Sponsorship Association concluded that the measurement of 

sponsorships effectiveness is the largest challenge that the industry faces. Just 11% of European 

sponsors believed that they were capable of effectively measuring sponsorship returns. And the 

situation is very similar in the United States (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). 

There are several brands that have implemented credible and rigorous measurement tools to 

analyse the return of their sponsorship expenditures. There are even some that are now accounting 

for engagement and experience as variables for these measurements. However, there is still too 

much inconsistency and flawed methods, variables, and outcomes. The measurement of 

sponsorship effectiveness is still a problem that must be solved as soon as possible. It is vital for 

this industry to become more acquainted with how sponsorships function and create credible and 

clear metrics that can viably and effectively measure these values (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 

2013). 
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1.3. MAIN STRATEGIES FOR SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

The size and profile of the esports industry is attracting several brands to this market (Shabir, 

2017). There are various revenue streams (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017) and benefits for 

companies to tap into. But there are also several risks to be cautious about (Shabir, 2017). As such, 

minimizing the risks is as important to a successful sponsorship as is to maximize the benefits 

(Crompton, 1994).  

Considering that sponsorships are, in essence, a strategic marketing activity (Berrett & Slack, 

1999), it is vital to implement efficient and solid strategies (Shabir, 2017) to ensure success (BI 

Intelligence & Elder, 2017), sustainability, and growth in this new market (Shabir, 2017). Brands 

should also keep in mind that successful sponsorship deals involve reciprocal relations between 

sponsors, the media, and sponsored party (Nicholls et al., 1999). 

When entering the esports scene as sponsors, companies usually use one of the following 

strategies: have a physical presence at the esports events, sponsor an esports game, create an image 

around a product (i.e. branding of equipment), use celebrities as endorsers, or simply name and 

introduce the sponsored party (Ströh, 2017). It is also common to partner with a league or with 

gaming companies, to target influencers, to create engaging and sustainable content, to study the 

audience and be internationally aware, to connect with successful teams, and to have an engaging 

motto (CGC Europe, 2015). 

There are various places that companies can choose to expose their brands. On average 37% of 

companies choose to expose their brands on broadcasting channels (with on-screen logos), 20% 

expose the brand in clothing, 16% expose the brand inside the videogames, 16% expose in the 

tournaments’ venue, and 11% expose in equipment. However, these percentages can vary greatly 

based on the videogame genre. For instance, while in shooter titles 42% of companies expose their 

brand through the broadcasting channels, in sport titles, 49% of the companies expose their brands 

within the videogame itself. Because of the way regular sports incorporate sponsor logos in their 

matches, this type of esports sponsoring strategy is seen as authentic because it mimics regular 

sports’ sponsoring methods (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

Although several people have compared the esports market to the wild-west, it has been 

proven that those who successfully navigate this space will reap substantial rewards. Competitive 

gaming is driving large investments into the market. However, despite the perceived benefits, the 

sponsoring of esports must be done right (Shabir, 2017). Sponsors must implement strategies that 

seek to capitalise on the benefits and avoid the risks of sponsorships (Crompton, 1994). As such, 

the following subchapters of this section will present the strategies to successfully sponsor esports 

that are most commonly mentioned in the literature. 

 

 

1.3.1. Acquire esports expertise 

 

Various high-profile organizations are investing in the esports market because they have 

confidence in the scene (SuperData, 2017a). But, in order to prosper, companies should ensure that 

they possess the skills and perfect esports acumen to tackle this industry. Companies must make 

sure that they have an appreciation for gaming, know the sector (Shabir, 2017), are in sync with 

esports fans (Pitkänen, 2015), and that they are able to stay relevant (Shabir, 2017). 

Competitive gaming requires management expertise (Funk et al., 2018). To ensure success you 

must understand all various departments that compose the industry (Shabir, 2017). However, being 

an esports sponsor is trickier than it seems. These are elaborated campaigns that must be in 
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harmony with the scene (CGC Europe, 2015). Unfortunately, some brands just do not have enough 

knowledge about esports (Pitkänen, 2015). 

As with any growing industry, advertisers are wondering how to capitalize on esports’ success 

(BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017). But the complexity of the esports industry makes it difficult for 

companies to know what is the best way to enter the market (Nielsen Esports, 2017). Despite some 

basic similarities, it is crucial to keep in mind that esports do not derive from regular sports. They 

derive from gaming. As such, it is neither reliable nor feasible to simply copy the approaches and 

strategies from regular sports sponsoring (Ströh, 2017). Traditional advertising and marketing 

models may not correlate well with esports (Burton, 2017) and brands should move beyond the 

traditional sponsoring models present in TV channels (Seo, 2013). The esports sponsoring strategy 

has to be adapted according to the esports title, the level of professionalism, and the type of event 

(Ströh, 2017). This requires dedicated strategies from brands. Simple and standard sponsorships 

will not suffice (Shabir, 2017). 

Some companies have entered the sector without any kind of preparation and their mistakes 

resulted in negative outcomes (Shabir, 2017). For example, brands should not sponsor an entity that 

they will want to alter in some way. The sponsored party is chosen to represent a brand and its 

products. As such, the brand should seek an entity that already represents its ideas and values. 

Instead of trying to change the sponsored party, brands have to find partners that are already in 

sync with them (Pitkänen, 2015). 

Another problem is that, for several brands, esports sponsorships are just a marketing 

experiment (Taylor, 2012). Because companies tend to not be literate in esports (especially non-

endemic ones), they often enter the competitive gaming industry with experimental strategies and 

mind-sets. However, in order to adequately enter this market with a viable sponsorship strategy, 

they need a strong and solid preparation (Franke, 2015). 

Companies must make sure that their sponsorship strategies do not upset the balance of the 

scene by implementing it in a form that does not make sense (Shabir, 2017). Hence, the first thing 

that companies interested in esports should do is study the market. Studying it will help to 

understand, not only what esports are, how they work (Winnan, 2016), and what are the audience’s 

preferences and habits, but also what are the company’s own objectives (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

However, studying esports, be it with a focus on sponsorships, broadcastings, team management, 

etc., requires an expanded and deeply sociologically informed eye to fully understand it (Taylor, 

2012). 

Regarding the audience, companies have to analyse consumers (Nunes et al., 2013) to ensure 

that they understand the esports culture and know how to address the community (Nichols, 2017). 

This will also enable brands to discover new marketing benefits and secure customer loyalty 

(Nunes et al., 2013). Knowing esports fans and understanding their behaviour is essential (Nielsen 

Esports, 2017). Their critical nature requires that companies approach them with caution as wrong 

methods may cause much more harm than good (CGC Europe, 2015). In the eyes of the target 

audience, the sponsorship must be done for the right reasons and it must make sense (Shabir, 

2017). 

Brands must ensure that all of their sponsorship decisions are sensitive and do not disturb the 

prevailing political and social sphere. Essentially, sponsors must ensure that none of their actions 

will lead to negative reactions from fans. Brands must know what fans want, like, and value 

(Crompton, 2015). For instance, being a hardware manufacturer for gaming enthusiasts, Kingston 

decided to invest in esports in order leverage one of its brands, HyperX. Through sensitiveness, 

authenticity, and customer knowledge, this brand has managed to thrive on a sponsoring area that, 

while full of potential, presents several pitfalls for the careless and unprepared (CGC Europe, 

2015). 
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Understanding esports fans is even harder for non-endemic brands. Because endemic sponsors 

are more involved with the medium, and have been for a longer time, they are more in-sync with 

the audience’s lingo and, thus, are able to better communicate with fans than non-endemic brands. 

However, a prime example of a successful non-endemic sponsor in esports is Gillette. When the 

brand decided to sponsor this industry (specifically, the League of Legends World Championship), 

the company asked its managers to immerse themselves in the competitive gaming culture and to 

be part of the community so that they would be able to establish an effective communication with 

the audience (Nichols, 2017). 

For sponsors of any sport, learning how to reach and connect with fans is not something new. 

Even when the Under Armor
119

 brand decided to sponsor the golf industry, the company’s vice-

president, Ryan Kuehl, stated that they needed to start talking, acting, and behaving like a golf 

brand (Nichols, 2017). 

Furthermore, marketers should study the consumption of esports in a more holistic manner 

(Seo, 2013). Simple advertising at events is not a major revenue source. The focus should be on 

marketing your products through digital platforms and social media, and not simply target those 

who are at the venues. The digital world is where most of esports fans are. Facebook seems to have 

noticed this as they acquired the rights to be the sole broadcasters of the major esports event Heroes 

of the Dorm (Burton, 2017). However, marketers must also broaden their focus beyond just digital 

communication. While esports fans consume the majority of their content via the internet, they also 

seek to enrich their experiences by personally attending the offline tournaments. As such, despite 

esports being based on communication technologies, marketers should take into account the 

multiple online and offline channels that allow them to reach this audience (Seo, 2013). 

Competitive gaming fans are not a homogeneous mass. They differ in various points according 

to their country and even according to their favourite game. For example, while the audience for 

Counter-Strike is composed by 90% males and 10% females, the audience for FIFA is composed 

by 68% males and 32% females. While it may be tempting to reach a broad audience, most of the 

times a generalized approach will not be very effective in reaching fans. It is essential to 

understand these subtle differences when developing a strategy to sponsor esports (Nielsen Esports, 

2017). 

Fans must be divided according to their favourite teams, genres, videogames, etc. On average 

each esports fan follows five videogames across two or three different genres. It is not advisable to 

just invest in esports as a whole. Sponsors should learn about its various sectors in order to decide 

what is the best entry point and brand alignment
120

 for them in the esports scene (Nielsen Esports, 

2017). 

It is also very important to attentively study esports genres and titles because they are quite 

dynamic and are frequently changing due to the constant releases of new videogame titles (Ströh, 

2017). Because the popularity of each game is constantly changing, sponsors have to follow the 

trends (Winnan, 2016). For companies interested in sponsoring a single, or just a few, titles, it is 

vital to stay alert and adapt to eventual possible shifts in videogame popularity (Ströh, 2017). A 

solution to this would be to increase the number and variety of sponsored videogames to expand 

the brand’s reach and raise its viewer-base (Winnan, 2016). Also, before choosing which team or 

event to sponsor, it is vital to know the game that the team plays or the games that are present at the 

event. The range and popularity of each game will affect the success of the investment (CGC 

Europe, 2015). 

                                                           
119 Under Armour is a sportswear company (Under Armour, 2018). 
120 Brand alignment is related to efforts of integrating, harmonizing, and homogenizing the brand’s values, mission, 

vision, etc. across the entire company and market. The entire business of the company should be driven by the brand and 

the company should think of itself as a brand (Kapferer, 2008). 
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It is very difficult to generalize videogame data. Because of this, it is important to be aware 

that each videogame has its particularities. Each one has a different community, lifespan, 

consumption habits, and dynamism (AEVI, 2018). Brands must be aware and know about the 

games that are being played, their differences and similarities, the current trends, and even 

understand the concept of cosplaying
121

. These are just some examples. Every game represents a 

small world full of intricacies that the brand must know (Pitkänen, 2015). 

One important aspect for the sponsoring of esports is that, before engaging with the medium, 

brands should create an entire new section in their company that is solely, or at least mainly, 

focused on esports (Pitkänen, 2015). Some sponsors, like Red Bull and Coca-Cola, have marketing 

teams specialised in esports (Ströh, 2017). 

Besides being in sync with the esports audience (Nichols, 2017), it is also important that all of 

the different departments of the brand be in sync with each other. When creating a sponsoring 

strategy it is crucial that the sponsoring activity is integrated into the whole communication mix. 

For this, it is essential that all communication instruments are systematically coordinated and in 

sync (i.e. inter-instrumental integration), and that all sponsoring activities are also systematically 

coordinated and in sync (i.e. intra-instrumental integration). Such will result in a more harmonized 

and focused sponsoring activity (Ströh, 2017). This is important because, if an advertisement 

persuades a consumer to visit a brand’s website to find more about the company but the consumer 

perceives that the website is unattractive or not user friendly, then the consumer’s perception of the 

value of that brand will diminish. Because of this, it is imperative that every aspect of the 

promotional mix is carefully developed and implemented in order to not affect the overall brand 

equity (Lancaster & Massingham, 2018). 

Currently, the websites of the big companies in the advertising industry possess scarce 

information about their involvement in esports. This is a missed opportunity as it is extremely 

important to properly position the brand and be seen as an important entity in esports. However, 

most companies are not sure what they wish to communicate. It is not enough to simply state in 

your website that you will be present at some esports event. For this reason, it would also be 

beneficial for companies to recruit specific experts, or an agency, for support (CGC Europe, 2015). 

However, only specialised professionals, with a good understanding of the sector, should advise the 

people and companies that want to enter esports (AEVI, 2018). For example, some sponsored 

parties from esports are open to sharing their knowledge and expertise about the scene with their 

sponsors (Pitkänen, 2015). 

Cooperating with an experienced partner that has credibility in the heavily connected culture of 

competitive gaming may be a one way ticket to success. For instance, by partnering with Riot 

Games, Coca-Cola was able to create a heavily customised strategy adapted to the specificities of 

their target audience
122

 (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Companies can also rely on advertising agencies (e.g. Savage, an agency with expertise in 

esports marketing) as these are likely to be better in tune with the needs and wants of the esports 

audience. With their networks, these agencies will also play a very important role in connecting the 

sponsor with the esports organizations. Outsourcing certain tasks may help brands grow and 

establish themselves more easily in the competitive gaming industry (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Similarly, having an efficient esports agent would increase the sponsored team’s online 

presence. This person would be able to increase the number of Twitch and Twitter followers, 

                                                           
121 In the case of esports, cosplaying refers to individuals dressing up as characters from the games (Pitkänen, 

2015). 
122 However, although it has not been disclosed, the amount of money spent with this partnership was definitely 

substantial, especially bearing in mind that League of Legends is the most popular and the most watched videogame in 

the world (CGC Europe, 2015). 
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YouTube subscribers, etc. Moreover, having an agent allows teams to just focus on improving their 

gaming skills, while this person takes care of all the other managerial aspects of the team (Winnan, 

2016). 

It is crucial to create connections when trying to enter the esports industry (Shabir, 2017). 

Facebook has hired Stephen Ellis, a former esports player, to use his industry relations, and get 

players and companies to create more esports content for Facebook (SuperData, 2017b). 

If hiring a former pro-player is not possible, companies can rely on esports fans as well. 

Comcast Xfinity, a high-speed internet provider, entered the esports industry during the Intel 

Extreme Masters at Oakland. The brands’ sponsoring strategy was conducted by a group of 

Comcast employees who were avid gamers themselves. These individuals proved to be the ideal 

strategists as they were aware of how important their product (a fast internet connection) was for 

gamers. More importantly, because they understood and had a real love for gaming, they were able 

to have genuine interactions with esports fans, which undoubtedly provided authenticity. Comcast 

has also partnered with ESL and with the Evil Geniuses team (one of the top teams). In return for 

having the brand’s logo featured on the team’s shirts, Comcast has provided the team with training 

facilities, a premium internet service, etc. With this strategy, Comcast was able to become a natural 

part of the esports scene and, when the Evil Geniuses speak about the brand’s products, their 

dialogue is much more authentic (Shabir, 2017). 

Likewise, through the use of fans, Korea has shown that it is possible for esports to be done 

right, and be successful, on TV. In Korea, esports have become very popular on TV because the 

people who were in charge of casting, producing, and broadcasting were real fans. They did not 

change the broadcasting style to match the style of other TV shows. Instead, they kept the exact 

style of online esports streams, with all the attention centred around the pro-players and the games 

they played (Onofrio, 2011). 

An esports broadcast will be successful and well run if it is organized by competent 

administrators (something hard to find), by people who are really interested in the success of the 

tournaments, and by the gamers themselves. True fans are the ones who really understand the 

games and their intricacies. This will maximize efficiency and the satisfaction of both players and 

spectators (Onofrio, 2011). It is vital that sponsorships are credible, truthful and honest, both to 

consumers, teams and partners. If they fail, the marketing strategy will backfire and there will be 

severe repercussions (CGC Europe, 2015). 

It may take some time for brands to adjust to the esports industry, grasp its dynamics, and 

comprehend the target audience’s language (CGC Europe, 2015). As companies start to become 

acquainted with esports, its audience, participants, and the technology that sustains it, more 

sophisticated strategies will lead to a better integration and a greater return on investment (Nielsen 

Esports, 2017). 

Today, an esports organization with a good infrastructure and several capable staff has become 

very attractive. These organizations will be able to create higher quality content for fans and, thus, 

provide a better environment (Korpimies, 2017). Companies and consumer brands must act quickly 

to gain experience in this field in order to prevent any kinds of miscommunications with the 

audience. The need to develop expertise is even more pronounced in this field as campaigns in 

competitive gaming work in a very different way from traditional and even social media campaigns 

(CGC Europe, 2015). 
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1.3.2. Start sponsoring as soon as possible 

 

The esports industry is no longer an obscure market (Winnan, 2016). In fact, it is already seen 

as a worldwide phenomenon (Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017) that is highly explorable and exploitable 

(Stein & Scholz, 2016). Because the foundations of esports are in place and have reached a strong 

solid point, brands and marketers have started to notice the industry (Winnan, 2016). However, 

despite its great growth potential, at present, this market is still quite undervalued (BI Intelligence 

& Elder, 2017). The number of sponsors making use of this market is still very small and even 

those who have entered this industry are mostly focused on peripherals and other hardware. 

Germany, for instance, despite being one of the main countries to invest in esports, is not yet fully 

aware of the marketing opportunities presented by competitive gaming, but there has been a steady 

growth of interested companies (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Although companies first started noticing the value of esports from 2009 onwards (Leunens, 

2010), it is only now that several large brands have established themselves in the scene (Winnan, 

2016). Increasingly more brands are starting to realize that it is cheaper to sponsor an esports team 

than a regular sports one (Borowy, 2012). These relatively low entry barriers, coupled with an 

impressive growth rate, ROI (Winnan, 2016), desirable demographics of fans, as well as the 

industry’s obvious potential, have caught the attention (Shabir, 2017), and are attracting, more and 

more sponsors to the esports scene (CGC Europe, 2015; Keiper et al., 2017; Mooney, 2018; 

Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Even celebrities, non-endemic brands, and 

sport organizations have noticed that we are changing into a gaming society and, as such, are 

beginning to enter this space (Shabir, 2017).  

Even though several companies are entering the market with experimental strategies, more and 

more brands are starting to demonstrate a serious long-term commitment to the industry (Franke, 

2015). Spain is one of the countries where there has been a significant interest of large sponsors for 

esports and this is one of the main reasons why competitive gaming has had a great reach and 

evolution in that country (AEVI, 2018). As brands and advertisers adapt to this emergent form of 

entertainment, increasingly more sponsorship deals will be made (SuperData, 2015). 

It is hard to find exact figures about the number of esports sponsorships, but it is very clear that 

there is a great interest in partnering with competitive gaming (Keiper et al., 2017). Just in 2017, 

brands invested 5% more in esports sponsorships than in sponsorships for the 2015-2016 season of 

NBA (SuperData, 2017b). 

The popularity of the industry and the expected revenue figures has led companies to perform 

lots of acquisitions in the sector (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). In 2014, Amazon bought the 

streaming platform Twitch for $1 billion (Shabir, 2017). In 2015, the media company, Modern 

Times Group, bought Turtle Entertainment (responsible for the ESL) for $87 million (BI 

Intelligence & Elder, 2017; Shabir, 2017). In the same year, the entertainment company Cineplex 

used $15 million to acquire an esports company and develop an esports league that will be held in 

its theatres (Shabir, 2017). 

As esports grows, including the evolution of the efficiency with which it is monetized as a 

media sport, it will become more profitable, valuable, attractive, and offer more business 

opportunities for all stakeholders involved, including sponsors (Ströh, 2017). The ever increasing 

importance of competitive gaming will lead to an upsurge of sponsors with enough professionalism 

to implement successful marketing strategies (CGC Europe, 2015). 

The recent growth of the competitive gaming industry has led to a buying frenzy (Stein & 

Scholz, 2016). As such, interested sponsors must be wary because the increasing number of heavy 

investments in esports is creating bigger entrance barriers for smaller and less wealthy sponsors. It 

is expected that these barriers will be increasing every six months. For instance, while in 2013 an 
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advertising slot
123

 for the League of Legends Championship Series costed roughly $80,000, in 2014 

this value increased to $400,000 and, in 2015, to between $800,000 and $1.2 million. Although 

these prices may seem very high for some, they are actually quite cheap when compared to 

advertising slots in the Premier League or in the NFL. This is very significant because the audience 

size of these sports rivals the size of the fan-base of esports (Winnan, 2016). 

Currently, the esports industry represents an enormous untapped market for advertisers. 

However, specialists predict that the advertising investment from brands in esports will catapult in 

the near future (Shabir, 2017). Furthermore, with the evolution of the industry, teams may be able 

to rely less on sponsors (Holden, Kaburakis, et al., 2017). In fact, Nichols (2017) even mentions 

that, because of the benefits that esports offer, especially those coming from the audience 

demographics, the competitive gaming industry will not face many challenges when trying to 

attract sponsors. 

Although smaller brands have been able to sponsor esports until now, things will not be like 

this forever. As competitive gaming enters the mainstream, the amount of money required to 

sponsor will sky-rocket and smaller sponsors will be at a disadvantage (Winnan, 2016). 

In the current regular sports market, brands have to pay millions of dollars to place their logos 

on the athletes’ attire and to rename stadiums. If these companies had signed their sponsorship 

deals before those sports reached such magnitudes of popularity they could have saved millions of 

dollars in investments and signed extremely long sponsorships that would make them reap massive 

revenues in the long-term. This is the opportunity that esports are presenting right now (Winnan, 

2016). 

Now is the time to invest in esports. As the industry improves, gains more awareness, and 

creates an improved image and profile, the barriers to entry, including the prices for sponsoring, 

will also increase. Brands must be aware that late adopting companies will face far less attractive 

propositions than pioneering and more agile organizations (Winnan, 2016). 

Several consumer brands are still taking their time to capitalize on the various brand-building 

opportunities that esports offer (Burton, 2017). However, as the world notices the large growth of 

this market, there will not only be much bigger and more professionally organized tournaments, 

there will also exist much larger international sponsors (Winnan, 2016), which means that entrance 

costs for sponsors are likely to rise (Ströh, 2017). 

Due to esports’ success, traditional media companies want to capitalize on its growing 

popularity before it floods into the mainstream (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017). Just like the people 

who invested in football before it became an international phenomenon, those who invest in esports 

now may reap impressive revenues in the future (Winnan, 2016). Furthermore, because esports is 

currently being dominated by just a few major entities, the companies and brands that bet in this 

industry early on will be able to benefit from its pioneering atmosphere (CGC Europe, 2015). 

According to Winnan (2016), companies should move into esports now as pioneer investors, 

do their best to be an integral element that promotes its continuous growth, and ride on its 

increasing success. For example, by being a pioneer in esports sponsoring, Samsung has almost 

become a synonymous of competitive gaming. Three of the four best League of Legends teams 

from 2015 were sponsored by Samsung. Because of their pioneering attitude, we could say that the 

Samsung White team is as popular in the League of Legends competitive scene as Barcelona is in 

football. Thanks to their fame, now one third of Chinese gamers use the Samsung app store to 

download their games. 

Red Bull has also been quite successful at taking advantage of emerging sports and 

subcultures. The company recognized the market relevance of competitive gaming and invested at 

                                                           
123 A brief and specific time frame in which an advertisement is shown (Business Dictionary, 2018). 
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an early stage by creating the Red Bull Battle Grounds event. These tournaments should result in 

an increased appeal for the brand, an appeal that will attract the wealthy audience that are esports 

fans (Härig, 2015). 

Another example of successful pioneers in esports sponsoring came from Steve Kaplan (co-

owner of the NBA team Memphis Grizzlies) and a group of technology, media, and finance 

executives
124

. These individuals acquired the esports club Team 8 and changed the name to 

Immortals (Winnan, 2016). As a result, they became the most successful esports team in the first 

half of 2016 (Li, 2016). Similarly, Rick Fox, a three time NBA champion from the Los Angeles 

Lakers who created his own esports franchise in 2016, believes that early adopters, leaders, and 

brands that enter the esports scene now will have a future full of opportunities (Shabir, 2017). 

Alisher Usmanov (one of the main stakeholders of Arsenal) also invested $100 million in 

Virtus.pro (a Russian esports company). Thanks to that, now they are Russia’s biggest esports 

group. They are organizing multiple tournaments, own a large network of recording studios, are 

followed by more than 7.6 million subscribers and, just in 2015, their content had more than 1 

billion views (Winnan, 2016). 

The responsible for gaming at the Coca-Cola Company, Matt Wolf, also considers that it is 

time for their company to enter esports (Franke, 2015). According to him, “now’s the perfect time 

to get involved with the passionate League of Legends community, and to help support and grow 

esports” (CGC Europe, 2015, p. 15). Wolf clearly believes that it is time to move into esports. 

Competitive gaming is at a point where it is showing multiple signs that it is real, sustainable, and 

experiencing astronomical growth (Franke, 2015). With this mind-set, Coke Zero was able to 

position itself, not only as a mere sponsor, but as a mighty supporter of the esports industry. Such 

motto created the needed authenticity and credibility to engage the esports audience (CGC Europe, 

2015). 

Sponsors have the potential of making a long-term impact if they enter a medium at an early 

stage of its development (Rosson, 2001). The high growth rate of esports viewers, coupled the 

industry’s increasing potential for gathering considerable mainstream attention, means that 

entrance costs for sponsors are likely to rise. Because of this, it is important that sponsors make 

sure that they create solid partnerships and gain a strong position in the industry while entrance 

costs are still quite low. This strategy has the potential of being very cost-effective with future high 

payoffs for the companies’ investments (Ströh, 2017). Furthermore, by being part of the first wave 

of sponsors, the esports teams and the organizations themselves will remember that your brand was 

involved with them and supported the industry from the very beginning when it was still very hard 

to get sponsors (Korpimies, 2017). In essence, the brands who act fast will have a bright future in 

esports (CGC Europe, 2015). 

 

 

1.3.3. Create relevant-added value 

 

Thanks to the more than 400 esports annual events, consumers enjoy vast amounts of content. 

However, the digital age has evolved and so has online advertising. Banner and native 

advertisements, which conquered the internet during the 2000s, are now despised, being the least 

effective means of advertising. The current internet user is not so inclined to accept invasive ads 

and, because of this, ad-blockers are now more popular than ever (Shabir, 2017). 

                                                           
124 This group of investors consisted of Machine Shop Ventures (known for investing in the Linkin Park band), a 

co-owner of Memphis Grizzlies, Lionsgate Interactive Venture and Games, and Machinima (Li, 2016). 
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Brands often opt for simply placing their logos on the players’ jerseys or on the player or 

tournament’s website (Taylor, 2012). But, esports fans do not respond to ordinary advertising (BI 

Intelligence & Elder, 2017). The viewers want to be heard and entertained (Shabir, 2017). 

The weakening of the effectiveness of traditional advertising (Shabir, 2017), coupled with the 

overabundance of content and advertisements (Winnan, 2016), means that, besides looking to 

capitalize on this industry, sponsors will have to implement new, more integrated (Burton, 2017), 

and extremely creative strategies to conquer esports (Burton, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016) 

and effectively connect with fans (Burton, 2017). That is, the esports audience must be approached 

with a dedicated custom strategy (CGC Europe, 2015).  

Successfully connecting with the esports audience also requires that brands find ways to 

logically use or incorporate the imagery of the esports culture in their products and marketing 

strategies (Burton, 2017). The esports audience is not against brand integration as long as it makes 

sense (Shabir, 2017). Hence, a good marketing strategy will rely on making the sponsor an integral 

element of the esports scene (Pitkänen, 2015). Brands must ensure that their branding strategies 

match the image of the event. By making your product reflect the particular interests of an audience 

you will be able to reach them (Burton, 2017). 

Unfortunately, sponsors have had little involvement in esports tournaments, with very few 

companies making an actual effort to sync their brands, or products, with the esports environment. 

In this sense, the 4Es
125

 framework may help companies identify multiple methods of engaging 

with the esports audience. Specifically, brands could improve their attractiveness in competitive 

gaming by staging (or increasing the number of) activities that enhance the esports experience. 

Some brands, like Korean Air, are already implementing this strategy in their marketing 

communications (Seo, 2013). 

Companies interested in entering the esports industry as sponsors could also look at how the 

regular sports industry has integrated sponsors for direction. In successful sponsoring strategies, the 

brand seems to be part of the show. Companies should have this goal of being perceived as an 

integral part of the spectacle if they wish to have positive results. In order to achieve this, sponsors 

must engage with their target audience and build a relationship with them. By having the good 

intention of improving the fans and the professionals players’ experience, of improving the overall 

event, and of being part of the cause, the brand will become an element of the movement (Shabir, 

2017). 

Although fans generally accept sponsors in the esports environment, there is still a high degree 

of scepticism about the sponsors’ real interest. Fans know that the sponsors’ main goal is 

commercial success, but they believe that these companies’ second goal should be altruism. 

Companies that seem to only have a financial interest in esports (showing no signs of altruistic sub-

motives) tend to be viewed as lacking authenticity (Ströh, 2017). And esports fans crave for 

authenticity (Li, 2016). 

Any company seeking to enter the esports scene must implement a long-term, authentic, and 

altruistic strategy in order to be successful (Shabir, 2017). But this means that brands will have to 

convince all stockholders and workers that philanthropy is a necessary tactic to reap long-term 

benefits and larger ROIs (Crompton, 2015). 

Competitive gaming is based on consumer experiences (Seo, 2013). Ergo, sponsors should 

strive for more than simple media exposure. In order to properly engage esports fans during a 

                                                           
125 The 4Es framework refers to the four elements of the consumer-perceived experience, and includes 

entertainment, esthetic, escapist, and educational experiences (Seo, 2013). 
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sponsoring strategy, it is extremely important to create relevant-added value
126

 for the target 

audience (Ströh, 2017). A good engagement strategy will give genuine and relevant contributions 

to customers’ lives and conversations (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

Companies must seek to add value to the audience. A survey conducted by Magid Advisors 

and the Esports Ad Bureau found that 72% of fans want sponsors to add value to the esports 

community
127

. The sponsorship must be transparent, touch the viewers, and support the esports 

phenomenon. It is not enough to simply show your brand logo. Companies must actually improve 

the space. When entering the esports industry as a sponsor, brands should analyse if their 

sponsoring strategy will help put esports into the mainstream culture, provide opportunities for the 

ones within the esports industry, and promote competitiveness (Shabir, 2017). 

Advertisements should offer relevant information (Parreño, Sanz-Blas, Ruiz-Mafe, & Aldás-

Manzano, 2013) and present relevant offers to this target group (CGC Europe, 2015). A study 

showed that fans reacted positively to sponsors that provided product discounts to both attendees 

and online viewers (Shabir, 2017). Brands can also deliver other benefits, like limited timed offers. 

If people find that an advertisement is useful, this will reduce their level of irritation towards that 

specific publicity. Because of this, marketers should carefully think about how useful their 

advertisements will be for their target-audience (Parreño et al., 2013).  

Advertisers should also seek to improve the entertainment element of their advertising 

strategies in order to increase the benefits that entertaining advertisements provide to the brand. 

The perceived entertainment factor of the advertisement will directly contribute to the consumers’ 

attitudes towards the brand’s publicity. Because of this, managers should take advantage of the 

influence that entertainment has on overall attitudes towards advertisements and create 

entertainment-based advertising (Parreño et al., 2013). 

There are numerous innovative ways by which companies can reach their target audience 

(Shabir, 2017). Some examples of companies that brought relevant-added value to esports, and 

where highly successful, include Red Bull and Coca-Cola (Ströh, 2017). 

Red Bull has created the Red Bull Battle Grounds tournament (Härig, 2015), built a training 

facility for the best esports players (Winnan, 2016), and has a section on its company that is 

entirely dedicated to esports coverage (Keiper et al., 2017). 

Coca-Cola has continuously made good use of the fans’ passion for esports in their sponsoring 

strategies. Some examples include giving attendees cheer boards during events for them to write 

messages on and hosting viewing parties for the major tournaments at cinemas for the fans who 

cannot attend the tournaments
128

. Coca-Cola has also partnered with Riot Games, offering their 

drinks during League of Legends tournaments, and partnered with EA Sports to create a tournament 

where college-aged amateur players can compete in a game of FIFA. The event is called the 

eCOPA Coca-Cola and winners earn a cash scholarship and become qualified to participate in a 

professional FIFA esports tournament (Shabir, 2017). 

HyperX also went much further than simply asking team members to wear brand logos on their 

garments. HyperX engaged the esports community with very high quality content, including 

gaming insights, funny videos with celebrities, and information about the professional gaming 

scene. This content was not a basic collection of facts and generic humour. HyperX proved to be 

aware of their audience’s lingo, inside jokes, and what was happening inside the teams they 

sponsor. This knowledge made their content feel authentic, instead of odd. It is not enough to know 

                                                           
126 In the sponsoring environment, providing relevant-added refers to going beyond simple media exposure 

activities, like plain logo placements, and actually providing the target audience with content (related to the sponsored 

industry) that is of interest to them and improves their experience (Ströh, 2017). 
127 The survey was conducted on 1000 esports consumers aged between 16 and 45-year-old (Shabir, 2017). 
128 During the 2016 edition of the League of Legends World Championship, Coca-Cola used over 200 cinema 

screens in the United States to stream the event (Shabir, 2017). 
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your target group’s demographics, you must live their life. This strategy made HyperX reach a 

massive audience (CGC Europe, 2015). 

The airline company, Korean Air (Korean Air, 2018), is another brand that focused on being 

an integral element of esports and on enhancing the consumers’ experience. In 2010, the company 

used its hanger to host the finals of a major StarCraft tournament and even wrapped the image of a 

character from the game on two of its airplanes that flew to the United States, Europe, and within 

South Korea. Korean Air revealed that their partnership with Blizzard Entertainment represents 

their continuous effort to support the new information technologies culture of the current youth and 

the esports industry (Seo, 2013). 

Totino’s is a frozen pizza company that entered the esports scene during an Intel Extreme 

Masters tournament held in Oakland. In the event, the brand provided attendees with samples of 

their products and created a challenge where fans had to remain on, and avoid falling from, a 

mechanical moving couch while playing a videogame. In another Intel Extreme Masters event in 

Poland, Gillette provided all pro-players with free grooming services and gave players and fans a 

chance to customize and keep a 3D printed razor (Shabir, 2017). 

Monster Energy also went beyond simple logo placements. The brand has cans of their energy 

drink on their pro-players’ tables for them to drink during matches (Li, 2016). In the same vein, the 

Shinhan Bank did not simply sponsor the World Cyber Games. They created the Star League 

Mania, a bank account that allows its owners to have V.I.P. seating during the tournament’s finals. 

As such, anyone who opens that account will have get a privileged experience (Taylor, 2012). 

Even the South Korean Air Force has brought relevant-added value into the esports scene. In 

2007, they created The Ace Team, a StarCraft esports team, to allow the best Korean StarCraft 

players to continue competing in esports while they perform the country’s mandatory two years of 

military service (Gifford, 2017). 

The most successful entities in esports are the passionate ones (Shabir, 2017). The main 

characteristics of an esports entrepreneur are vision, perseverance, networking skills and, above of 

all, passion. It is crucial that you have a love for gaming. This love is what drives the industry. 

Those within esports are dedicating a large part of their life to make competitive gaming grow. 

Striving to continuously raise the bar is within the spirit of esports. Because of this, people expect 

that you, as a brand, have an intrinsic love and motivation to support esports (Stein & Scholz, 

2016). 

Competitive gaming entrepreneurs are tinkerers, adventurers, and explorers of new ideas. In 

order to survive and grow in this industry, companies must have innovational drive (Stein & 

Scholz, 2016) and entrepreneurial spirit (Shabir, 2017; Stein & Scholz, 2016). They must be 

dedicated and busy, have the motivation to get involved, the wish to truly create something of 

value, and even the ability to come up with a strategy for when there is no money (Shabir, 2017). 

In their research, Fransen et al. (2013) concluded that adding a staged brand experience
129

 to a 

sponsorship can enhance sponsoring effectiveness. Their results showed that providing people with 

the chance to directly and interactively experience a brand would lead to increased brand awareness 

and brand recall, and more positive attitudes toward the brand (elements commonly used to 

measure sponsorship effectiveness). Furthermore, the participants of this study who experienced 

and interacted with the brand rated it as more exciting and pleasant than the participants who just 

attended the event and simply saw the brand logo. This shows that integrating a direct brand 

                                                           
129 Brand experience is related to feelings, cognitions, sensations, and behavioural responses which are caused due 

to consumer exposure to particular brand stimuli that may come from the brand’s identity, design, communications, 

packaging, or environments (Brakus et al., 2009). That is, brand experience can be understood as what the consumer 

experiences as he interacts with a particular brand (Landa, 2011). 
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experience into an event with various other sponsors can be a very impactful and successful 

strategy. 

Fransen et al. (2013) also indicate that, when developing a staged brand experience, companies 

should focus on the social aspects of the experience because individual aspects do not affect brand 

attitudes. This may be because social contact creates excitement and satiates multiple social needs, 

like reassurance from others and comfort. As such, a greater number of participants being carried 

away by brand experiences will lead to more positive attitudes towards the brand. These results 

indicate that brands should make sure that participants feel that, together, they are part of a social 

and shared experience. 

These data show the importance of flow (i.e. a very pleasurable mental state that comes from 

being highly absorbed into an experience or activity). Studies have proven that a brand encounter 

with active flow experiences can positively affect the participants’ emotions. This is important 

because, during flow experiences, brands can bypass consumers’ rational information processing 

pathways, entering the consumers’ mind in a much more direct and intuitive manner. As a result, 

the brand becomes more engraved in consumers’ minds, thus boosting positive brand attitudes and 

brand recall (Fransen et al., 2013). 

These flow experiences are also possible in the online environment as website interactivity can 

significantly enhance flow. Interactivity has the potential of enhancing the perceptions of 

absentmindedness, concentration, curiosity, engagement, and control (all of which are dimensions 

of flow). As such, it is understandable that staged brand experiences, where customers come into 

contact with the brand, will lead to comparable positive effects (Fransen et al., 2013). 

Flow and absorption into an experience also seem to prevent consumer scepticism. All of this 

implies that feelings of flow are significant elements that may lead to positive brand attitudes and 

evaluations. Flow is capable of enhancing positive brand meanings in consumers’ minds. As such, 

knowing what causes flow can help marketers develop a positive and attractive brand that is in sync 

with the consumers’ hedonic needs (Fransen et al., 2013). 

Going back to the specific aspects of relevancy and value, the brands that have gone beyond 

one-directional sponsorship strategies have reaped several benefits (Taylor, 2012). Creating 

relevant-added value will allow brands to be perceived as being an integral element of this industry 

(Ströh, 2017), have a substantial range of coverage (CGC Europe, 2015), reach a larger fan-base, 

be perceived as more authentic and altruistic, create strong connections with esports and its 

audience, become a relevant element of the scene (Ströh, 2017), and obtain a substantial return on 

investment (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Even non-endemic companies can reach, in the long-run, a 

quasi-endemic status by creating relevant-added value for the industry and making long-term 

partnerships. And this can be done at a relatively low cost (Ströh, 2017). 

This does not mean that all strategies of this kind have a 100% success rate. Bud Light is a 

brand that had a rough time being accepted by the audience. They entered the industry by forming a 

pro-team called Bud Light All-Stars. Although the members of the team were chosen by the fans 

(from a selection presented by the company), the brand was criticized and accused of seeking brand 

ambassadors instead of actually searching for the best. Dot Esports even mentioned that the 

nominees were not good enough. Regardless of the negativity, the company stayed resilient and 

devoted to providing quality content featuring their team. Fortunately, the pessimism eventually 

disappeared. Since then, Bud Light has mentioned that they are pleased with the results and plan to 

continue with the program (Shabir, 2017). 

Creating relevant-added value will also contribute to the growth of esports (Ströh, 2017). It has 

been proven that fans have more favourable attitudes towards brands that, instead of just 

sponsoring an event or simply placing themselves in the competitive gaming scene, go beyond and 

support the industry, the sport, and the gamers. The esports audience highly regards brands that 
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give their products or money to the winner of the tournament, brands that do giveaways or provide 

esports tickets, brands that pay for the tournaments to be live streamed, or brands whose products 

are used by sponsored teams or pro-players (The Nielsen Company, 2015). 

It is because of this that brands want to show fans that they are part of the community and 

committed to them. This work towards the greater good of the community is important because 

fans are the ultimate source of all the benefits that the brands will receive. The more brands 

contribute to the growth of the community, the greater the possibilities to expand the number of 

sponsorship activities and brand growth as a sponsor. Brands are interested in contributing to the 

development of the esports community as this will result in the creation of new areas to explore 

(Pitkänen, 2015). 

Furthermore, when a consumer is exposed to an interesting or amusing advertisement the 

overall brand equity of the company is also likely to increase. Specifically, the brand is likely to 

become more deeply entrenched in the consumer’s mind (i.e. increased brand awareness) and the 

consumer will also probably start having a more positive opinion of the brand (i.e. improved brand 

image). The enhancement of these two elements will increase the brand’s chances of making more 

sales and of increasing brand loyalty (Lancaster & Massingham, 2018). 

In short, it has been proven that esports fans favour sponsors that provide value (Shabir, 2017). 

Hence, any company that wishes to enter the esports market as a sponsor should create a 

connection with the audience and present relevant content as this can positively influence fans’ 

attitudes and lower their doubts about the sponsor’s real interest in esports (Ströh, 2017). By 

increasing their participation in the medium and enhancing the consumer experience, brands can 

reap substantial rewards (Seo, 2013). 

 

 

1.3.3.1. Storytelling 

 

Since ancient times that storytelling has been used to transfer knowledge between people and 

generations. Stories are capable of creating emotional bonds, which enhance the potential of 

retention. Because of this, stories are used in today’s world (especially in leisure mediums like 

games, movies, and books) to attract us through the use of ingenious narratives and 

characterizations (Routledge, 2016). 

From a marketing and sponsorship perspective, storytelling, also referred as content marketing 

(Pulizzi, 2012) or narrative (Denning, 2006), can be perceived as a creative advertising and 

branding strategy where stories are used to strengthen the brands relations with customers and to 

stimulate brand loyalty (Trigoni, 2016). Basically, storytelling requires that a brand behaves and 

thinks like a media company. That is, they need to create stories (Pulizzi, 2012). They must enter 

the listeners’ cognition and stimulate their senses by describing the actions that certain characters 

take in a specific scenario (Grzesiak, 2018). Most importantly, the brand must create a story that 

people will be interested in listening (Lee & Shin, 2015) and that is compelling enough to evoke a 

particular reaction from them (Grzesiak, 2018). Because of this, it is very important that the listener 

and the storyteller be in sync. They must be experiencing the same event or theme (Lee & Shin, 

2015). 

In essence, the company creates and distributes a story around its brand, and the consumer is 

the listener. But he is not a passive listener. He actively participates in the brand’s story. While 

brands have, until recently, been the main creators and distributors of the stories, now, thanks to the 

domination of social media, user-generated brand content has become a new form of brand 

storytelling. This has led to the co-creation of content and stories. Both the brand and its consumers 

are creating stories around the brand. However, in this case, the brand has to oversee and attempt to 
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control the stories that are generated in order to avoid the generation and spreading of negative 

content around the brand (Singh & Sonnenburg, 2012). 

The story does not need to be told in verbal form, it can be manifested in a variety of forms 

(Lee & Shin, 2015). Likewise, the brand can also tell the story across various media channels. 

While some media may be more focused on telling the story, others may be used to share character 

information or plot insights to deepen the narrative (Bourdaa, 2014). 

As increasingly more companies become aware of how vital narrative is to overcoming several 

of contemporary business challenges, brands are starting to ask themselves about how to effectively 

use storytelling. There are various ways to tell a good story, so brands must analyse what kind of 

story must be told (e.g. a story that sparks action, communicates who you are or who the firm is, 

transmits values, fosters collaboration, controls rumours, shares knowledge, or leads people into the 

future) and what is the best way to tell it. For example, a story with a negative tone probably will 

not be very effective in sparking action. Likewise, it is not enough to tell a useful or attention-

grabbing story, the narrative must motivate and inspire people. Hence, before starting to craft a 

story, the brand must first know what it hopes to achieve (Denning, 2006). 

After identifying what kind story the brand wants to tell, the company must find an appropriate 

visible medium, with activities and values, and explore the most suitable way to tell the story. If the 

medium is well-known, then its contents can be used, and if the medium does not offer any 

interesting stories to tell, then the company can create new ones (Lee & Shin, 2015). 

In this sense, the esports industry is not different from other sports. Like football (although it 

has lasted for quite some time now), esports are a centre of daily news and stories. Therefore, a 

good marketing strategy might take advantage of this continuous storytelling. Like football, esports 

are highly emotional and watched by communities. This makes it much easier for a brand to 

connect with its target audience on an intimate level. If this marketing strategy is fine-tuned in 

esports, it will have the potential to raise more brand awareness than classical advertising (CGC 

Europe, 2015). 

Unlike general gaming, where gamers play videogames with the intent of either enjoying the 

game’s story or escaping from the everyday mundane life, esports are mainly focused on 

competition (Seo, 2013). For example, some tournaments show videos of teams or players’ past 

actions and rivalries in a form of storytelling sequences (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017). Players can 

even exhibit aggressive behaviour towards their opponents. As long as they do not disrespect their 

opponents or the community in any form, they can showcase their personalities. A great novel 

needs great characters after all and, by showing their distinct personalities (often the ones they were 

born with), pro-players eventually find the roles they will play within the storyline that is esports 

(Li, 2016). Brands use of these matches and players to create a narrative, a story (Taylor, 2012). 

As can be seen, there is storytelling in esports (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017). For instance, in the 

road to grow their organization, the Electronic Sports League (ESL) has been focused, not only on 

opening new offices, creating more tournaments, and expanding to new markets, but also on 

increasing storytelling across their entire product line (Nielsen Esports, 2017). In the same vein, the 

Championship Gaming Series (CGS) has put a significant effort at staging drama and drawing 

attention to the personal and competitive elements of the scene. They created a narrative about the 

rivalries, teamwork, and individualism in their tournaments. This creation of a player storyline will 

be familiar to fans of televised sports, as regular sports are also very theatrical (Taylor, 2012). 

This focus on storytelling was a core element of the Championship Gaming Series. According 

to Mike Burks, a producer with experience in the areas of NHL, NBA, NFL, and esports (i.e. the 

CGS), it is not so much about the sport; it is more about the people who play it. Fans get an 

emotional attachment to the pro-players, either liking or hating them. While someone who does not 

care about any particular pro-player may not watch, a person that does not like a certain player will 
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be more prone to watch him. To make this happen (i.e. influence someone to watch a player they 

hate) you must be a great storyteller and know how to create drama and highlight what is at stake. 

Just pointing cameras at the match is not sufficient (Taylor, 2012). 

Just like with regular sports, as an esports tournament moves forward, with the winners 

gathering points, the event is presented in a way that increasingly builds dramatic tension. There 

are various important aspects to take into account here. This includes lightning, stage design, and 

the theatricality of how pro-gamers and even general managers are presented. The performances 

and personas of the players and coaches are part of the product that is esports. The multiple 

demonstrations of teamwork, effort, euphoria, or frustration are all major elements that allow the 

audience to relate to esports (Taylor, 2012). 

The focus on dramatic stories, like a veteran pro-player with multiple years of experience 

versus a rookie pro-player that has just started making a name for himself, will certainly grab the 

attention of the crowd (Taylor, 2012). The connotations of a frontrunner versus an underdog, or of 

kind versus evil, have been common since the beginning of esports and are the necessary 

ingredients for a captivating storyline that will become the selling point of any tournament 

(Borowy, 2012). However, care must be taken so that esports do not lose their legitimacy. The 

stories that are told must be real and the players’ personas must be the ones that they themselves 

created, not ones that were enforced upon them. Competitive gaming should not become a theatre 

like wrestling (Taylor, 2012). 

Tournament organizers are not the only ones who help build a story within esports. Because 

the esports audience does not simply want to watch raw footage, various South Korean media tried 

to carefully develop the match commentating scene, with continuous team and player narratives. 

Competitive gaming commentators provide deep and significant historical context about the 

tournaments, teams, and players, especially because some of these casters have been part of the 

community from the very beginning. The relevancy of esports commentators is catapulted because 

there is almost no data about the past history of esports. For example, there are very few data on the 

best players from the 2000s. This is because, despite the technologically advanced time we live in, 

very few data has been recorded on the internet. Generally, when a tournament is shut down, so is 

its website, leaving no trace of its history. The same tends to happen to past iterations of current 

tournaments. When this year’s edition ends, the website (or website section) dedicated to this year 

will probably be deleted. As such, because commentators have been inside the scene since its 

origins (with some also being former pro-players), these individuals carry important information 

about the background of the industry, including its tournaments, teams, and players. That is, they 

know the story of esports (Taylor, 2012). 

According to one esports commentator, the main role of a caster is to tell a story. A 

commentator is just a glorified storyteller. This requires a profound knowledge of the history of the 

pro-players, including their background, what they have done to get here, and where they are going 

(Taylor, 2012). 

According to one of the best StarCraft commentators, Sean “Day[9]” Plott, the main goal of a 

caster during a tournament is, not only to convey excitement, but also to convey a story. Plott 

affirms that commentators must be able to deliver a compelling story that is strengthened by their 

own genuine excitement. This is very important because esports fans can easily tell when 

enthusiasm is being faked. When a losing team is able to overcome a difficult in-game situation 

and make a comeback, the fans’ attention is captured. This is not only due to the amazing feats that 

they are witnessing, it is also due to the caster’s ability to enhance the audience’s emotions and 

make them feel like hope is not yet lost (Demers, 2015). 

Another agent responsible for developing esports storyline is media outlets, which have placed 

a focus on pro-players and created a frequent narrative hook. According to the general manager of 
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OnGameNet (a popular esports TV channel), Hyong Jun Hwang, they realized that one of the main 

reasons why people continue to come back to TV is the personalities, the recurring characters that 

the public starts to familiarize with, to understand and identity with and, in some cases, even start 

to dislike. Realizing that TV necessitates celebrities and stars, OnGameNet began promoting and 

turning the best pro-players into stars (Taylor, 2012). 

Multiple websites like Hana TV, Pandora TV, GOMTV, and FighterForum offer detailed 

coverage of pro-players and the competitions themselves, showing photos, interviews, and replays. 

In addition, TV channels like MBC and OnGameNet have established an online presence in the 

gaming community by, besides regularly covering esports tournaments, also showing interviews 

and offering fan hubs (Taylor, 2012). 

The power of storytelling has long been recognized by the branding literature (Singh & 

Sonnenburg, 2012). According to Andy Reif, the CEO of the Championship Gaming Series, what 

they need to take esports to a higher level is, not only the right production values, but also the right 

storytelling (Taylor, 2012). This is because, in esports, you are not selling products, you are selling 

emotions. You are creating a bond between the audience, the organizations, the players, and your 

brand, and if this bond is properly cultivated and nurtured, it will become so powerful that it will 

last a lifetime (Li, 2016). 

Storytelling is a very effective way of gaining multiple benefits. Advertisements that 

incorporate the familiar language of a celebrity, movie, or any popular style or structure, will be 

able to communicate much more effectively than through any other regular advertising method 

(Trigoni, 2016). Furthermore, in the current age of information clutter, storytelling presents itself as 

an organic way of drawing consumer attention. Narration is allowing brands to rise above the 

advertising clutter (Walter & Gioglio, 2014). 

A good story increases the attractiveness of the content (Pikos & Olejniczak, 2016) and the 

appeal of esports (Taylor, 2012). Storytelling is potentially effective in attracting and retaining 

customers (Lee & Shin, 2015). The creation of a narrative naturally increases engagement and 

viewership as fans become more connected with the teams and players (Shabir, 2017). 

Consequently, it helps to make people more familiar with (Lee & Shin, 2015), and gives meaning 

to, the brand (Singh & Sonnenburg, 2012) and promotes the formation of an emotional fellowship 

(Lee & Shin, 2015). It connects consumers (or enhances their connection) with the brand and 

creates conversations among consumers and with the brand. Storytelling also builds empathy, 

comprehension, recognition, awareness, and recall (Singh & Sonnenburg, 2012). 

Humans are not good at remembering facts. For example, in a study, only 5% of people were 

able to remember the facts they were told, but 63% were able to remember the facts they were told 

in a narrative, story-like, form (Grzesiak, 2018). People are able to remember facts when they are 

integrated into a story instead of in a bulleted list. This is because stories make the content more 

interesting and motivate people to accompany the plot until the end (Pikos & Olejniczak, 2016). 

This allows advertisers to capture consumer’s attention and make the brand an integral part of the 

story. Thus, as the narrative advances, the brand will always be present in the scene and in the 

audience’s mind (Trigoni, 2016). 

Stories are much more effective than simple images. They are very beneficial in helping to 

create a brand image and a sales narrative, and they significantly increase advertising effectiveness. 

Hence, storytelling is a vital and extensively used marketing tool (Grzesiak, 2018) that is extremely 

important for successful branding, especially if it makes use of strong, coherent, and emotional 

stories. However, advertisers must be careful so that the brand, or the advertising message, is not 

overshadowed by the story. Companies do not want consumers to remember the advertisement and 

not the brand (Trigoni, 2016). 
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Nevertheless, storytelling has proven that it is not just a new passing craze. It is a new 

marketing strategy that is here to stay (Walter & Gioglio, 2014). Creating a compelling story is a 

vital element of branding (Lee & Shin, 2015), so much so that the term content marketing is among 

the most searched marketing terms in Google (Pulizzi, 2012). 

 

 

1.3.3.2. Product trial 

 

Sponsorships offer the chance to encourage people to try your product and to find people who 

already wanted to try it but never had the chance. However, product trial may also mean the simple 

demonstration of a product’s excellence to potential customers instead of inducing people to 

personally test it (Crompton, 1994). 

Product trial is a common tactic during sponsorships. Sponsors favour this strategy because it 

encourages people who are unfamiliar with the brand or its products to try them out. This strategy 

presents no financial risks to consumers because they can try and evaluate the product without 

making any kind of monetary commitment. With this, consumers can avoid dissatisfaction or 

cognitive dissonance
130

 (McCarville, Flood, & Froats, 1998). 

Multiple companies use events to encourage product trial (Masterman & Wood, 2005). For 

example, if a motor oil company is sponsoring an event, it can give visitors a sample of its oil to 

use, while taking the opportunity to explain its uniqueness and benefits (McDonnell & Moir, 2014). 

This is done to either encourage existing customers to continue buying or to convince non-users to 

start using the brand’s products (Masterman & Wood, 2005). 

There are several events that are suitable for exposing a product (McDonnell & Moir, 2014). In 

the case of esports, sponsors can place demo booths in offline tournaments (Taylor, 2012) and 

present their products, give product samples, and even test their products and evaluate consumers’ 

reactions (Pitkänen, 2015).  

For example, during the 2010 World Cyber Games, Samsung (the event’s main sponsor) took 

the opportunity to demonstrate some of its new products, which included cell phones, tablets, and 

monitors (Borowy, 2012). When sponsoring the ESL offline tournaments, besides doing onsite 

branding activities, brands like Logitech, ONE.de, and Zowie had interactive promotion booths 

with playable consoles and PCs where attendees could try their new gaming-related peripherals and 

add-ons (Ströh, 2017). During the Intel Extreme Masters in Oakland, Intel allowed the attendees to 

try out their products, including experiences in virtual reality
131

. Even the Totino’s pizza company 

gave the attendees of the Intel Extreme Masters in Oakland samples of their products (Shabir, 

2017). 

Product trials are extremely valuable (Crompton, 1994) because it is very hard to move 

customers from a stage where they are just interested in a product to a stage where they actually 

desire the product (McDonnell & Moir, 2014). Consumers may be interested in a product, but have 

never tried it (Crompton, 1994). Hence, a sponsorship strategy that allows people to try or 

experience a product without having to spend any kind of money is a very effective tactic 

(McDonnell & Moir, 2014). 

Encouraging product trial is an essential element of the adoption process because consumers 

prefer to experience a product before forming an opinion and deciding whether or not to buy it 

                                                           
130 Cognitive dissonance happens when, after a purchase, the consumer is satisfied with the benefits of the product 

he acquired but feels uneasy about the drawbacks of the chosen product and losing the benefits of the alternative products 

he did not acquire (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 
131 Virtual reality (VR) refers to an immersive experience that makes use of hardware, like stereoscopic googles, to 

make the player feel like he is inside the videogame world (Thomas et al., 2007). 
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(Wood, 2017). The adoption process is a cognitive procedure that starts when the consumer 

becomes aware of a product and goes to a point where he becomes a regular user. Specifically, the 

adoption process begins with the awareness phase (where he learns about the existence of a 

product, but has no information about it), moves to an interest phase (here he actively seeks 

information about the product), evolves into an evaluation phase (considering if product trial makes 

sense), turns into a trial phase (the consumer experiments the product to analyse its value), and 

finally ends in an adoption phase (where he becomes a regular consumer of the product). Brands 

know about this adoption process and are always trying to find ways to move consumers to the end 

point of regular consumption (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

When compared to regular advertising, product trial has a greater potential of leading to long-

term use of the brand’s products (Belch & Belch, 2018). This is because product trial can serve as a 

tool to quickly move consumers to one of the last phases of the adoption process (Kotler & 

Armstrong, 2018). If the trial is able to show the products’ qualities and make consumers 

appreciate it (Earls, 2015), then the trial will lead to liking (Fahy & Jobber, 2015). 

It seems that, in terms of return on investment, product trial is more effective than many other 

sponsoring tactics. A study has concluded that people who had the opportunity to try a product had 

more positive responses to the sponsorship than people who were simply given discount coupons or 

basic sponsor information, like logos, slogans, and telephone numbers (Damster & Tassiopoulos, 

2007; McCarville et al., 1998). Furthermore, when compared to indirect experiences, like regular 

advertising, a direct experience, like product trial, leads to more consistent consumer attitudes and 

behaviours (Meng-Lewis et al., 2013). 

If the trial experience is enjoyable or memorable, the brand can expect positive word of mouth 

and an increase in sales (Masterman & Wood, 2005). It has been proven that, as the brand’s 

product trial efforts increase, so will brand or product awareness (Kotler & Keller, 2016b). As 

such, product trial has the potential to attract new customers (McDonnell & Moir, 2014). Similarly, 

a study has revealed that individuals who tried a product showed more signs of intending to buy the 

product within the next month. Comparatively, other advertising methods failed to change the 

consumers’ perceptions of the sponsor or product (McCarville et al., 1998). Thus, product trial 

increases the probability of consumers buying the product (Fahy & Jobber, 2015). Moreover, if, 

during the trial, the consumer recognizes that the product completely satisfies his needs, then he 

will become a regular consumer of that particular product (McCarville et al., 1998). 

Product trial can also be used as a tool to improve your product (Taylor, 2012). There is a high 

demand for esports merchandise (Franke, 2015) and an extremely large audience of videogame 

enthusiasts who are willing to spend large amounts of money for top quality esports products. As 

such, brands like Thermaltake are implementing aggressive marketing strategies and have created a 

wide line of products that cater to the needs of pro-gamers (Winnan, 2016). 

In order to conquer esports, brands have to develop the best products (Winnan, 2016). Hence, 

SteelSeries, a manufacturer of gaming peripherals, like mice and headphones, besides sponsoring 

esports, also solicits that pro-players try their upcoming products and provide feedback. This 

ensures the brand that, when their products are launched, they will possess the necessary qualities 

to be used by the best of the best (Taylor, 2012). Because pro-players have a deep knowledge about 

how good gaming gear should be, endemic brands can ask the pro-players and teams that they are 

sponsoring to evaluate their products (e.g. in terms of quality and comfort) and give feedback and 

ideas to further improve them. This way, brands can ensure a successful product launch (Pitkänen, 

2015). 

Product trial is one of the best sponsoring strategies. Comparatively to other sponsoring tactics, 

sampling is an experience that stimulates peoples’ senses more deeply, while also generally 

providing immediate gratification. Sponsorship benefits will be increased if brands complement 
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their logos, slogans, and other message placements with product trial (McCarville et al., 1998). 

However, this strategy may not very effective for products that require an acquired taste (Earls, 

2015). 

 

 

1.3.3.3. Promote good practice and integrity 

 

It would be convenient for all actors of the esports industry to be aware of their roles, rights, 

obligations, and responsibilities (AEVI, 2018). For example, often sponsors forget that they should 

also promote good practice and integrity in esports. It is important to comply with good behaviour 

clauses (e.g. codes of conduct and regulation), require robust integrity measures, and cooperate 

with all other organizations (Brickell, 2017). 

In order to fight the multiple issues that threaten the esports industry and its integrity, the 

Esports Integrity Coalition (ESIC) was founded by DreamHack and ESL, with support from Ian 

Smith, a British sports lawyer (Ströh, 2017), in 2015 (Mooney, 2018). ESIC aims to fight 

corruption, defend the sporting integrity of competitive gaming (Ströh, 2017), combat doping 

(Mooney, 2018), harmonize codes of conduct, and regulate esports (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017), 

among other issues (Mooney, 2018). As a way of mitigating the multiple risks of esports, ESIC has 

published an anti-doping policy, an anti-corruption code, a code of conduct (Shabir, 2017), and a 

set of rules. ESIC has even implemented a player education program (Brickell, 2017) and a 

disciplinary procedure for those who offend the code of ethics (Brickell, 2017; Shabir, 2017).  

This led several stakeholders to become members, including Betway, Intel (Ströh, 2017), ESL 

(Mooney, 2018), along with various other tournament organizers and betting companies (Sylvester 

& Rennie, 2017), to abide by its code of conduct, follow specific rules, and put performance 

enhancers, and other drugs, out of the esports industry (Mooney, 2018). However, ESIC is still a 

very young organization, so it still does not have a wide jurisdiction in the market (Brickell, 2017). 

Nevertheless, the integrity issues of esports must be solved in order to ensure the growing 

popularity of the industry and to prevent people from losing faith in the legitimacy of the scene 

(Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). For instance, if a member of the sponsored party causes any form of 

negative publicity (e.g. racism), the sponsor should immediately terminate the partnership 

(Pitkänen, 2015). Still, research suggests that terminating a sponsorship may not be the best 

response for less severe scandals because fans tend to forgive and even dismiss isolated, and 

minimal, incidents (Manoli, 2018). 

In order to deal with toxicity, multiple games allow players to report toxic players. Once a 

player has accumulated a certain amount of reports, developers will take action. Other games 

automatically mute any player that uses abusive language. In the case of League of Legends, there 

is a tribunal where players accused of toxic behaviour are put on trial, with players functioning as 

jurors and voting on the innocence or guilt of the accused (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014). There is also 

software that analyses players’ chats in search for words which could be classified as toxic (Neto et 

al., 2017). In the case of Riot Games (the developers of League of Legends), the company takes 

various disciplinary actions, like fining anyone who uses abusive language or is found to be 

poaching someone (Li, 2016). 

Regarding the several difficulties that women face when entering esports (Ströh, 2017), the 

increasing number of female gamers, who now represent a relevant portion of the gaming 

community, has led some game developers to seek ways of getting more women into the 

competitive gaming industry (Mooney, 2018). Creating an all-around better environment and 

atmosphere for both the female audience and female pro-gamers may lead to an increased female 

fan-base as well as potential growth opportunities (Ströh, 2017). As such, it is necessary to create 
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strategies that ensure that women are not harassed and that they feel as welcomed as men (Winnan, 

2016). 

Even with laws that protect women, little has been achieved in the digital sphere. It is 

necessary to create the social awareness that threats and harassment of women in esports are a 

serious misconduct. Tournament organizers must take these type of behaviours seriously and 

prioritize their mitigation (Menti & Araújo, 2017). The answer to these sexist behaviours is to have 

a zero tolerance policy. And, although the lack of female gamers is not going overnight, the little 

efforts being made offer some hope (Winnan, 2016). 

To help balance the gender gap in tournaments, more organizations, like the International 

Esports Federation and Blizzard, are now organizing leagues that are exclusive to women 

(SuperData, 2015). Oxent, a French esports company that organizes the Electronic Sports World 

Cup (ESWC), has been a pioneer at promoting female participation in esports. Among their 

actions, they partnered with Riot Games to create a League of Legends tournament exclusive to 

females with a prize pool of $25,000. This attracted dozens of interested female teams from all over 

the world (Winnan, 2016). 

Although SuperData (2015) states that this helps to create a better environment for 

professional female players and the audience, Winnan (2016) thinks that separating tournaments by 

gender is not the ideal solution to the sexist problems. Sadly, regular sports have made gender 

segregation the norm. 

However, there are some companies that have taken a different route. One of these is Bandai 

Namco Entertainment, which is planning on implementing tag team tournaments, with each team 

having to be composed of one man and one woman. The company is also looking to start a training 

programme to increase the number of professional female gamers (Mooney, 2018). 

In relation to female sponsorships, there are some female pro-teams who have sponsors. For 

example, Ubisoft sponsors the female team Frag Dolls. However, brands must be cautious here 

because sponsoring female teams can also be seen as a cynical marketing effort to attract male 

audiences (Li, 2016). According to Taylor (2012), sponsors recognize the economic value of 

female pro-gamers and like the amount of visibility they get. Even so, there is still the perception 

that sponsoring female players is a gimmick, a marketing ploy, and an attempt to attract attention 

due to their gender. There have been female pro-gamers doing sexy poses near brand products or 

gaming weaponry (in some cases because the sponsor asked them to and, in others, because they 

themselves are seeking sponsorships).  

It is considered that the sponsors, the advertisers, the female pro-gamers, and the tournament 

organizers have all been complicit in exploring these gender performances. For example, 

sometimes sponsors pressure female pro-players into developing highly gendered representations 

of themselves, with highly sexualised photos on their websites. However, these marketing 

strategies are easily seen as artificial and painful attempts at attracting the male audience (Taylor, 

2012). 

In the future, professional female gamers need to be better integrated into esports. In order to 

ensure the continued growth of esports, women need to feel that they belong in the scene (Winnan, 

2016). The different actors of the industry should deepen the vision of equal opportunities, work to 

avoid any type of discrimination, and give a greater image of inclusion to the sector (AEVI, 2018). 

Identifying the barriers for entry, either as a spectator or as a competitor, may allow to mitigate 

these gender discrepancies (Funk et al., 2018). This will benefit the entire videogame industry. 

Female gamers in esports create new marketing and sponsorship benefits and attract more female 

fans to the industry. There is a significant need of female world champions who can become 

important role models (Winnan, 2016). 
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With regards to the multiple corruption-related risks that sponsorships present to brands, it is 

very important for sponsors to have carefully prepared courses of action that seek to limit these 

occurrences. In regular sports, when faced with corruption, and depending on the seriousness of the 

scandal, the sponsors’ course of action has ranged from completely, and immediately, withdrawing 

from the partnership, to maintaining the sponsorship but taking a stance against the wrongdoings 

(Manoli, 2018). 

ESIC has already created an anti-corruption policy that its members must follow and has even 

banned an esports player from every single tournament due to an infraction of its code. The player 

was caught using cheating software during a tournament sponsored by Samsung. ESIC’s ability to 

impose bans across multiple tournaments and esports titles has been a positive development for 

competitive gaming (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017).  

In order to detect cheating, various game developers have also worked hard to create anti-

cheating software (Ströh, 2017; Wilson, 2017), like Valve’s Anti-Cheat System (VACS) and ESL’s 

Wire Anti-Cheat (Ströh, 2017). Some of the best CS:GO players in the world have been caught by 

Valve’s Anti-Cheat System and banned (Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

Another cheating incident almost managed to bring down the biggest professional gaming 

league in the world, the Electronic Sports League (ESL). For several years the ESL community 

suffered because of cheaters. To counter this, the Aequitas anti-cheating tool was created. 

However, as time went by, people started to realize that cheaters had learned how to work around 

it. Because of this, the ESL had to invest 500,000€ to develop a new anti-cheating software called 

the Wire Anti-Cheat. If this investment had resulted in an inefficient anti-cheating tool it could 

have economically ruined ESL. But the program was successful and, within one year, it caught 

1000 cheaters (this number refers only to players of online tournaments). Those who are caught 

cheating are normally banned from ESL for 2 years (Christophers, 2011). 

Despite these efforts, cheating is still a problem in esports. Every time a new anti-cheating 

software measure is implemented, the cheating community tends to finds ways to work around it 

(Wilson, 2017). Also, although cheating mostly affects online tournaments, where each player’s 

software and hardware setups cannot be fully controlled (Ströh, 2017), event organizers still need 

to have experienced personnel in offline events watching for any signs of cheating and hacking. To 

prevent the use of macros in offline tournaments, one gamer created Game:ref, a hardware that 

compares the players’ inputs with the screen movement to detect any illegal use of macros 

(Winnan, 2016). 

Furthermore, the industry must eliminate the threat of DDoS attacks. However, these 

cyberattacks are mostly untraceable (Shabir, 2017). Another problem is the presence of improperly 

registered rosters. In this case, Riot Games has already taken disciplinary action on some of these 

incidents (Li, 2016). 

Tournaments and esports-related companies that are affected by cheating may be destroyed, 

leading to the loss of various jobs. Because of that, there is no room for mercy or forgiveness when 

it comes to cheating (Christophers, 2011). Still, just like with regular sports, it is unlikely that 

cheating will be completely erased from the scene. The large array of gaming titles and 

tournaments makes banning someone from all competitions almost impossible. Because of this, the 

industry as a whole must cooperate to ensure that esports is free from cheating and all other forms 

of corruption (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). 

Another form of corruption has been the use of performance enhancing drugs, which have led 

to several incidents. These doping issues led to the implementation of various anti-doping policies 

(Ströh, 2017) and to some tournaments requiring players to perform drug tests before entering their 

competitions (Holden et al., 2018). For example, the International Esports Federation (IESF) has 

already put efforts to create and implement an anti-doping policy in its regulations (IESF, n.d.-b; 
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Ströh, 2017). Likewise, in 2015 (Mooney, 2018), the Electronic Sports League (ESL) announced 

that it would be working with the Nationale Anti Doping Agentur (a German anti-doping agency 

also known as NADA) and the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) in order to prevent further 

scandals (Stivers, 2017; Ströh, 2017). This resulted in the creation of a formal policy to prevent 

doping in esports (Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017). Now, the ESL One Rulebook states that it is 

strictly prohibited to play a match (be it offline or online) under the influence of alcohol, drugs, or 

any performance enhancer and that such acts can be punished with the player’s exclusion from 

their leagues (Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017; Turtle Entertainment GmbH, 2015; Winnan, 2016). 

The first random drug test in esports tournaments happened at the 2015 ESL One finals in 

Cologne, Germany (Guinness World Records, 2017; Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017). The initiative 

had the support of the Germany’s Nationale Anti Doping Agentur and the World Anti-Doping 

Agency. This was done to signal how serious esports have become, thus putting competitive 

gaming on the same field as other professional sports. Although all players yielded negative results, 

the procedure is intended to become a permanent part of every future ESL One event (Guinness 

World Records, 2017). 

The various efforts of the IESF and ESL, and the major agencies that support them, are a first 

step in the fight against doping and its risks (Ströh, 2017). Still, only 38% of the esports audience 

has shown support for the realization of doping tests in esports (Franke, 2015). 

Sponsors (among event organizers and the players themselves) are interested in making 

matches fair because no one likes cheaters, and this could cause problems for their public relations 

department (Stivers, 2017). However, despite anti-doping tests, some problems still remain 

(Winnan, 2016). Firstly, while drug tests can be done for offline tournaments, it is not possible to 

control players during online competitions because they are spread around the world (Ströh, 2017). 

Secondly, while steroids mark the body for long periods of time, the drugs used in esports quickly 

decay and can only be traced while being used. So it is quite difficult to ensure integrity during 

training periods. Furthermore, what should be done in the case of players who have a valid 

prescription for drugs like Adderall? Should they be banned from participating in esports? As we 

can see the solution is not as simple as merely performing drug tests and prohibiting the use of 

certain substances (Winnan, 2016). 

In relation to the incidents of match-fixing, the industry is taking this issue very seriously by 

banning match-fixers from esports for life. Also, because there is actual money involved, some 

players have even been arrested (Mooney, 2018). 

Because western esports lack regulating bodies, game publishers end up being the most 

important institutions in trying to solve the problem of match-fixing (Ströh, 2017). For example, 

Valve has permanently banned every match-fixer that was involved with any kind of Valve-

sponsored tournaments and events (Winnan, 2016). Until now, 21 players have been issued lifetime 

bans. Riot Games has also presented a rule book and created a players’ association. However, there 

is an extreme lack of consistency in these rules across the various leagues and esports titles 

(Brickell, 2017). 

In order to combat esports match-fixing issues, various companies specialized in fighting 

regular sports’ match-fixing have started to offer their services to esports publishers and league 

organizers. Some examples include Sportradar AG and SportsIM. ESL has already partnered with 

Sportradar and are benefiting from Sportradar’s Fraud Detection System, a betting activities 

monitor (Ströh, 2017). Still, it is believed that the consolidation of leagues and the increase in 

player salary will eventually help diminish these occurrences (Winnan, 2016). 

Also, the threat posed by illegal and unregulated gambling has led multiple stakeholders to 

fight it (Ströh, 2017). It is very important to address these issues because they put consumers at risk 

and compromise the licenced gambling operators’ revenue (Gainsbury et al., 2017a). For example, 
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in order to make gamblers recognize the risk of their practices and limit their involvement with 

betting, it may be useful to develop prevention campaigns and educational activities that inform 

about the risks of gambling and high frequency betting (Gainsbury et al., 2017b). 

Due to the growth of this gambling submarket, multiple regulators from all over the world, like 

the United Kingdom Gambling Commission, are pondering about implementing some regulations 

(Griffiths, 2017) to create a safer and better functioning environment (Shabir, 2017). Recently, the 

ESL formed a partnership with Sportradar to ensure that any form of suspicious betting during their 

matches was monitored on the major betting websites. Others have also used Luxbet to monitor 

irregular gambling patterns (Winnan, 2016). 

Another example is Valve. Due to the problems of match-fixing, the criticisms of youngsters 

partaking in skin gambling, and lawsuits against Valve, in 2016, Valve announced that they would 

be prohibiting third-party skin gambling. As a result, multiple websites ceased their operations 

(Ströh, 2017). Valve has also tried to shut down 23 websites that supposedly were infringing their 

terms of service and facilitating skin betting. However, the game developer only obtained marginal 

results. Half of the websites continued their operations on a lower profile and the other half created 

offshore websites (Martinelli, 2017). 

Tracking illegal skin wagering is very hard and, even if shut down, these websites can simply 

reopen under a different uniform resource locator (URL). But just shutting them down is already a 

challenge. If they are based abroad, shutting them down will be a lot more complicated. Despite all 

this, and as the history of esports has already shown, cooperation and further regulation are the 

keys to stop illegal betting (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). 

The impact of Valve’s actions on esports is not yet known. It can be assumed that this will 

have a positive impact on how governmental authorities and industry partners perceive esports. 

However, these actions may also decrease viewership numbers as the main reason why some 

people watch esports may be related to keeping track of their bets. Nevertheless, there are legal 

betting websites that these viewers may use, so the decrease in viewership may not be a problem 

(Ströh, 2017). 

After the prohibition of skin betting on third party platforms, it is expected that the situation of 

illegal betting will slow down. Furthermore, investment into official esports betting platforms is 

increasing, with major virtual casino and sports gambling platforms increasing their esports betting 

offerings (Ströh, 2017). Also, because several of the most prominent esports gambling websites 

were restricted from continuing their operations, some are trying to obtain gambling licences in 

order to legitimize and continue their operations (James & Tunney, 2017). 

Lastly, just like with McDonalds, doughnuts, or anything that is unhealthy in excess, it is 

essential to inform and educate consumers on the potential consequences of prolonged sessions of 

gameplay. Such a proactive strategy would avoid adverse health effects and other possible future 

issues (Shabir, 2017). 

In short, although there have been some attempts at improving the esports scene (Brickell, 

2017; Ströh, 2017), all the actors of this medium must be aware of their obligations and 

responsibilities (AEVI, 2018). Sponsors, are interested in keeping matches fair (Stivers, 2017) and 

avoiding any chances of their brands being associated with any kind of disreputable behaviour or 

corruption (Ströh, 2017) as this may negatively affect their brands (Stivers, 2017). Hence, it is also 

their job to promote good practices and the integrity of esports (Brickell, 2017). 
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1.3.3.4. Promote gaming’s acceptance 

 

Because of its massive value, it is vital to recognize the importance of the videogame industry 

(AEVI, 2018). However, there are various misconceptions that haunt gamers. The unfair stereotype 

of gaming is a detrimental portrayal that exists due to just a few media propaganda and the actions 

of a small number of people (Shabir, 2017). Academics, politicians, parent groups, and individuals 

from the mass media have argued that videogames lead people to be aggressive, obese, and 

antisocial. But there is little evidence supporting these claims (Crawford & Gosling, 2009). In fact, 

research has, until now, only produced inconclusive results, with some data validating these 

negative assumptions and other data completely rejecting them (Franke, 2015). 

In the same vein, at the moment, there is not enough evidence to confirm that professional 

esports players are addicted to gaming. The fact is that the distinction between competitive play 

and problematic play is still not well formulated in esports and, because of that, dedication seems to 

be confused as addiction (Nielsen & Karhulahti, 2017). Just like professional athletes who spend 10 

hours a day practising, esports players also often spend the same amount of time honing their skills 

for the various competitions. Also, in relation to the concerns about the large amount of time that 

gamers spend looking at TVs, if we pay attention, we might notice that a lot of peoples’ work 

consists of spending 8 hours siting on a chair while staring at a screen. There is no difference 

between those jobs and a career in professional gaming. Both have to spend about 8 hours a day 

siting and looking at monitors (Shabir, 2017) and, despite this substantial amount of physically 

inactive time, most esports players are in fact physically fit (Li, 2016). Similarly, more research is 

needed to verify the veracity of the accusations that esports and skin gambling may lead to 

gambling addiction (Teichert et al., 2017) because, currently, there are no reliable numbers on 

esports gambling (Winnan, 2016). 

The truth is that the condemnation of gaming is partly based on ignorance over the potential 

effects of being exposed to virtual beatings, shootings, and killings. An example of this ignorance 

appeared in 2013 when the Huffington Post declared that: “Video games are a bigger problem than 

guns!” (p. 1). Interestingly, while it is not considered immoral or dangerous to see children playing 

with plastic toy-guns, a large amount of energy and money has been spent researching the potential 

dangers of videogames and their virtual guns (Hilvoorde, 2016). Furthermore, most games are not 

full of blood (Routledge, 2016) or just focused on killing (Hilvoorde, 2016). In his book, Routledge 

(2016) even states: “Think games are all about blood and gore? Think again!” (p. 2). 

Another negative stereotype is that gamers are male, young, and solitary (Routledge, 2016). 

But the reality is that more than 70% of gamers are over 18 years old (ESA, 2018a), and over a 

quarter are more than 50 years old (Gifford, 2017). The average gamer is 34 years old, with the 

average male gamer being 32 years old and the average female gamer being 36 (ESA, 2018a). 

Furthermore, gamers are very social and, thanks to the surge of mobile casual games, there is a 

balance in the number of male and female gamers (Routledge, 2016). Hence, nowadays it is 

completely unwise to mistake gamers for nerdy teens, or adult men who still live with their parents. 

The days of those stereotypes should be long gone. Today, videogames are marketed towards 

adults as a form of entertainment and people from all ages spend some of their time and money 

playing videogames (Winnan, 2016). 

Most gamers defend that the logic behind the criticisms is greatly flawed and portray 

videogames and gamers in a grotesque way. However, the criticisms are so voracious, and the 

stereotype is so persistent, that corrective measures are required (Newman, 2008). The way public 

media treats videogames, and its competitive scene, must be altered and improved so that they 

provide a positive and realistic vision of them, thus ending the prejudices inherited from past eras 

(AEVI, 2018). 
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Luckily, the negative perceptions of videogames are steadily being positively changed thanks 

to the influence of esports sponsors and the mainstream media that covers it. With good 

coordination between all the esports organizations and the mainstream media, the gaming industry 

may be able to overcome this challenge and give this industry a more positive image (Shabir, 

2017). 

Competitive gaming companies are working hard to dispel the stigma associated with gaming. 

For example, the Championship Gaming Series (CGS) has produced videos meant to refute several 

of the negative assumptions. One of their videos tackles multiple gaming myths, like esports not 

being a sport, being boring, and having no teamwork, excitement or emotion (Taylor, 2012), while 

also highlighting their passion and energy (Li, 2016). 

In his book about the esports market and its sponsorships, Ströh (2017) also counterattacks the 

negative accusations of videogames and esports encouraging violent behaviour by listing some of 

their positive influential aspects. According to the author, videogames transfer various positive 

values, including team work, adherence to rules, and acceptance. They help develop media literacy, 

technological skills, and motor skills like hand-eye coordination, and they positively impact 

cognitive flexibility
132

 and decision-making. 

The accusation that videogames cause social problems is a fallacy because it assumes that they 

are mostly solo experiences, which is untrue (Newman, 2008). On average, 56% of gamers play 

multiplayer games and spend 7 hours per week playing online and 6 hours playing personally with 

friends (ESA, 2018a). Besides, the great majority of esports games require multiple players (Ströh, 

2017) and the success of an esports team is highly dependent on communication and cooperation 

(Li, 2016; Parkin, 2015). Furthermore, competitive gaming houses also increase the sociability and 

interactivity factors (Parkin, 2015). Even if not in gaming houses, esports ensures that there is an 

online communication between cyber-sportsmen at a global level (Lokhman et al., 2018). It is 

because of this that research has shown that being a member of an esports team can positively 

affect a player’s social embeddedness (Domahidi, Festl, & Quandt, 2014). 

According to Peša et al. (2017), what captivates esports players the most is not the playing 

itself, it is the multiplayer aspect of these games and the social interactions between the gamers (be 

them in the real or virtual world). After the social aspect comes the fun element and only after that 

comes the goal of winning. This should not come as a surprise as these priorities are in line with 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
133

. The majority of esports players wish to belong to a group and this 

need can be satisfied by communicating with others or belonging to a team. 

Further contradicting the allegations that players are anti-social, Wong (2012) states that the 

reason why gamers love LAN parties so much is exactly because of its sociability aspect. Players 

want to be able to personally see each other’s emotions and reactions when they win or lose a 

match, and talk to each other. This type of experience is not possible when you play at home. 

As such, gaming is a social activity (Consalvo, 2017) and it promotes prosocial behaviour 

(Griffiths, 2017). Videogames bring families together, with children playing with their parents 

(Martin & Martinez, 2016). There are also multiple games, like MMOs
134

, that offer socializing 

opportunities, and The Sims, a strategic social simulator that can teach various relationship 

dynamics (Novak & Levy, 2008). Even single-player games can serve as a form of social activity 

                                                           
132 Cognitive flexibility is related to the ability to use different mental frameworks and thinking strategies. For 

instance, leaders with good cognitive flexibility are able to analyse an environment and identify any alterations that may 

happen, while also acquiring a holistic understanding of the situation, and develop several strategies to deal with any 

situation that may occur (Calarco & Gurvis, 2006). 
133 According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, human needs are hierarchically arranged. People try to satisfy the 

most important essential need first before trying to satisfy the second most important need and so on. From most to least 

important, these needs are: physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-actualisation (Kotler et al., 2020). 
134 MMO is an initialism for massively multiplayer online. These are games that feature thousands of players 

interacting within the same virtual world (Thomas et al., 2007). 
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(Consalvo, 2017) because in the videogame culture people talk, share, collaborate, and discuss 

everything that relates to their favourite videogames (Newman, 2008). 

People play videogames for both hedonic (i.e. leisure) and utilitarian (i.e. work-related) 

reasons. That is, people play videogames, not only with the purpose of entertainment and 

enjoyment, but also for their usefulness and educative capabilities
135

 (Hamari & Keronen, 2017). 

Ergo, videogames are capable of developing one’s skills (Newman, 2008) and it is essential that 

people understand this (Scholz, 2011). 

Several skills are developed through the use of videogames (the conjunction of skills learned 

from gaming is called game literacy). One of these skills is the aptitude to perform multimodal 

operations. That is, to interpret auditory, visual, and haptic information simultaneously, at a fast 

pace, and respond accordingly and effectively. Another skill is the dexterity to immediately and 

meaningfully respond in a manner that complies with the objectives and rules of the game. This 

relies on the ability to filter the vast multi-sensory information and identify only what is essential at 

each specific moment. This ability to discern the meaningful from the superfluous, even when 

deliberately presented in a chaotic and confusing form, denotes a player that is far different from 

the zombie that is often depicted by critics (Newman, 2008).  

Videogames are mainly focused on discovery, formulation, and testing of ideas and strategies. 

This cycle of working within, or around, the game’s rulesets, deducting, testing, performing trial-

and-error, and overcoming specific obstacles represents a major part of the pleasure that is playing 

a videogame. Thus, instead of being irrelevant or even problematic (Newman, 2004), videogames 

offer propitious environments to improve spatial cognitive capabilities and skill development, train 

one’s strategic problem solving competences (Griffiths, 2017), sharpen an individual’s 

navigation
136

 and goal-construction capabilities (Newman, 2004), and promote creativity (Tavinor, 

2009). Games can also teach us the importance of leadership and communication; strategies and 

rules of cooperation; ideological, economic and political differences; and notions of scarcity, 

renewability, and sustainability (Rizzi, 2016). Videogame experience has even been proven to 

decrease the amount of time needed to achieve proficiency in surgical skills (Shane, Pettitt, 

Morgenthal, & Smith, 2008). 

It is because of this that research has shown that pro-players possess improved visual-spatial 

abilities, pattern recognition, executive control, self-monitoring, and short-term memory, and 

present more efficient task-switching and problem-solving skills (Griffiths, 2017). Although games 

like Counter-Strike and World of Warcraft have been categorised as killer games by some media, 

others, like Harvard Business Publishing, Business Week, and WIRED, have agreed that they teach 

various important skills for the working life (Scholz, 2010a). Counter-Strike and World of Warcraft 

teach us the values of persistence and to be motivated. Specifically, World of Warcraft teaches the 

importance leadership (Scholz, 2011) and promotes the idea of clear focus on results, of permanent 

performance improvement, of intrinsic motivation and teamwork, of shared responsibility, and of 

mutual gratification (Scholz, 2010a). Counter-Strike teaches the idea of flat hierarchies (Scholz, 

2011) and promotes teamwork
137

 (Scholz, 2010b). Gran Turismo, a realistic driving simulator, can 

help improve real-world driving skills (Novak & Levy, 2008). In the case of StarCraft, the game 

trains various important skills for the real working world. It teaches the value of an individual’s 

work, promotes fast decision-making and quick adaptability, how to work with scarce resources, 

how to handle and effectively use a budget, helps to recognize our strengths and weaknesses, and 

                                                           
135 However, the purpose of play may vary depending on the game’s genre (Hamari & Keronen, 2017). 
136 Playing videogames strongly enhanced children’s visual-spatial skills (Jackson, Eye, Fitzgerald, Witt, & Zhao, 

2011). 
137 Teamwork is an essential skill for winning Counter-Strike matches (Scholz, 2010b). 
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how to mitigate our fragilities and exploit our forces. When seen at a micro level, this game is 

about maximizing your return on investment (Scholz, 2011). 

Various experts have predicted that, with the increase of gaming, gamification
138

 will also 

increase as a type of technology inside schools (Hill, 2015). Because gamification is a tool for 

learning and acquiring new skills (Simeone, Secundo, & Schiuma, 2017), it is argued that 

videogames may be used in education (Newman, 2008).  

Because videogames can be perceived as contests of wisdom and narrative studies that test our 

intellect and ingenuity while immersing us in an imaginary world composed of narratives (Brown, 

2008), some see them as one of the potential main educational and training tools of the future 

(Scaeteanu & Malureanu, 2016). Even games that were not created with education in mind can 

teach us various things (Novak & Levy, 2008; Rizzi, 2016). 

There have been several studies on the potentialities of videogames in education. The 

University of Otago is conducting a research to uncover if gaming can function as an educational 

tool for children (Cunningham et al., 2018) and Pfannenstiel (2016) analysed how videogames can 

help and promote learning in schools. Similarly, several authors, like Beavis, Dezuanni, and 

O’Mara (2017), Becker (2017), Brown (2008), Hergenrader (2016), Shaffer (2006), and Wankel 

and Blessinger (2012), have written entire books around the importance and benefits of videogames 

in education. 

Most games are a heavy problem-solving exercise that is masked by the promise of a thrilling 

adventure (Routledge, 2016). Hence, they encourage good learning principles (Hill, 2015). This is 

because, besides teaching, videogames encourage self-learning through the exploration, planning, 

and experimentation that is done inside the game’s world (Newman, 2008). As children, we 

discovered reality by playing. As such, game-based learning is an intrinsic human ability 

(Scaeteanu & Malureanu, 2016) and the highly experimental nature of videogames provides a good 

learning environment (Holmes & Gee, 2016; Steinkuehler, 2016).  

A study by Martin and Martinez (2016) found that videogames can spur interest in learning 

because some students would go on to read history books that were related to the historical games 

that they had previously played. Due to their teaching capabilities, Provenzo (1991) classified 

videogames as “teaching machines” (p. 34) and Newman (2008) classified videogames as 

“Problem-Based Learning” (p. 10) because of their deduction, speculation, theorising, and 

experimentation structure where players have to try to overcome obstacles through the sole use of 

the tools which they are given. 

A videogame that schools have begun to actively use to promote self-learning is Minecraft. 

Due to its learning potential, an educational version, named MinecraftEdu, was created. Minecraft 

is an open-ended creative platform that allows players to create (through the use of cubes) and learn 

almost anything, including: geography, math concepts, storytelling, computer programming, etc. 

(Hill, 2015). 

Even esports are being introduced in educational institutions because of the various benefits 

that they entail (Ströh, 2017), like promoting computer literacy (Lokhman et al., 2018). They are 

also being included into varsity programmes of sports universities (Ströh, 2017). Roughly 20 

universities from the United States have included esports into their official varsity programmes 

(Shabir, 2017). 

Besides providing memorable and lasting experiences (Novak & Levy, 2008), one of the 

aspects that make videogames perfect for learning is their element of punishment. If a player is bad 

                                                           
138 Gamification refers to the implementation of game design elements in non-gaming contexts. Some examples 

include: points, leaderboards, levels, and badges. Gamification has been widely used to transfer the appeal of games to 

the working or learning environment (Klevers et al., 2016). For instance, a research by Klevers et al. (2016) showed that 

the gamification of business processes is a useful tool to promote employees’ motivation and performance. 
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at a game, their progress is stalled. Although at first glance this does not seem like a positive 

aspect, especially for those who are not gamers, the truth is that games positively reinforce us for 

good performance, decision, and choices. In order to progress, a gamer is required to learn the 

intricacies of each title and prove that he understood the concepts and rules (Routledge, 2016). 

Even if they are violent, simple minded, or sexist (which is not as common as the non-gaming 

society believes), videogames are highly complex programs that force our brains to perform new 

cognitive tasks. Furthermore, there is a plethora of games that are almost purely puzzle-based, like 

Portal, or that focus on positive change, like Flower. However, they are not picked by the mass 

media as they do not conform with the attention-seeking hysteria that the mainstream press wants 

(Routledge, 2016). 

The accusations that videogames are nothing more than audio-visual spectacles that do not 

promote the same imaginative and interpretative skills that book reading does completely ignore a 

vast library of videogames, such as Final Fantasy, Chrono Trigger, Secret of Mana, and The 

Legend of Zelda, whose narratives include vast amounts of text and lines of dialogue that players 

must read in order to understand the games’ epic and complex scripts. The first nine instalments of 

Final Fantasy, in particular, included no voice-overs and every line of text had to be read by the 

player. There are entire videogame genres that rely on text reading and demand substantial 

interpretative skills (Newman, 2008). 

In short, videogames are good for education (Steinkuehler, 2016) and are increasingly 

becoming a very popular educational tool (Burgos, Tattersall, & Koper, 2007; Orvis, Horn, & 

Belanich, 2008) with studies showing that videogame experience significantly influences learning 

outcomes (Orvis et al., 2008). As an instructional instrument, videogames are motivating (Dickey, 

2005; O’Neil & Fisher, 2008; Orvis et al., 2008) and the skills learned in the game are transferred 

to real-life (Gopher, Well, & Bareket, 1994; Orvis et al., 2008), thus improving performance (Orvis 

et al., 2008). Because of this, even the government and corporations are using videogames to train 

their employees’ skills
139

 (Novak & Levy, 2008). The indie scene
140

 should capitalize on this and 

start developing videogames specialized for the educational domain (Steinkuehler, 2016). 

Finally, videogames can also be useful in various healthcare areas
141

 (Simeone et al., 2017). 

They may help in the recovery from traumas, surgeries, depression, and chemotherapy. The game 

Re-Mission, which asks players to fire against cancerous cells, has inspired children to regularly 

take their medication (Novak & Levy, 2008). Games have been used as a tool to help fine-tune 

people’s hearing devices (Simeone et al., 2017) and virtual reality games have helped people with 

fear of heights (Novak & Levy, 2008). Also, although a study concluded that the use of information 

technologies, including videogames, did not predict or affect children’s body weight or body mass 

index (Jackson et al., 2011), there are some games that require people to perform various 

movements in real life, with a camera tracking their body movements. These types of games can 

provide intense workout sessions (Novak & Levy, 2008). 

In summary, esports sponsors have been actively doing their best to promote gaming’s 

acceptance (Shabir, 2017). The fact is that excellence at playing a videogame is just as impressive 

and legitimate as expertise at playing a traditional sport (Schaeperkoetter et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, competitive gaming is a social phenomenon that helps to promote communication in 

teams, leadership, strategic thinking, parallel thinking
142

, creativity, entrepreneurship, self-

improvement, discipline, and respect for the rules. Some of these skills are very important in this 

                                                           
139 For example, pilots have, for decades, used flight simulators to hone their skills (Novak & Levy, 2008). 
140 Indies refers to independent game developers (Steinkuehler, 2016). 
141 Simeone et al. (2017) use the term “innovative serious games” (p. 1408) to refer to the videogames that can be 

used to improve people’s health. 
142 Parallel thinking refers to the ability of a group of individuals to think together, with both looking at positives 

and negatives together. No one is driven by ego or acts as a separatist. Everyone acts in harmony (Jasmuheen, 2007).  
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digital age (AEVI, 2018) and they can also serve several other purposes, including helping in 

education, healing, and socializing (Novak & Levy, 2008). 

The increasing number of esports fans and tournaments is giving greater recognition to the 

gaming market and contributing to the acceptance of esports (Şentuna & Kanbur, 2016). It seems 

that 73% of the general public believes that the growing popularity of competitive gaming will 

have a positive influence on how the media portrays gaming (Franke, 2015). In fact, the popular 

press has increasingly started rejecting videogames as a source of harm and academic studies have 

become one of the keenest advocates and supporters of the medium (Newman, 2008). There has 

been some occasional media coverage on esports. For example, the televised show 60 Minutes 

broadcasted a segment focused one of the most popular pro-gamers, Johnathan “Fatal1ty” Wendel 

(Taylor, 2012). 

However, there is still plenty of negativity and derogatory views and stereotypes (Shabir, 

2017). Hence, the general and specialized press must be encouraged to take into account the social, 

cultural, and competitive values of competitive gaming (AEVI, 2018). Considering how fast 

esports is growing, and the state that it has already reached, it is time, highly recommendable, and 

necessary, to drop these outdated stereotypes, and start seeing esports as what it has really become: 

A serious and globally spread media sport whose fan-base is composed by millions of socially 

influential, economically capable, and highly engaged individuals (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

1.3.4. Sponsor the most beneficial entity 

 

Brands must not simply ask themselves how to sponsor, they must also decide who or what to 

sponsor (Kim, Smith, & James, 2010). This selection will be significantly influenced by the 

objectives of the sponsorship (Cousens & Bradish, 2012). In fact, choosing who or what to sponsor 

is analogous to deciding who will endorse the brand. This is highly relevant as there is a high 

chance that the attributes of the sponsored party will be associated and transmitted to the sponsor. 

Hence, a brand will choose who or what it will sponsor based on one or more attributes that the 

sponsored party has and that the brand wants to be associated with. The intention here is that the 

enthusiasm that customers have for the sponsored party be transferred to the sponsor. Ultimately, 

this selection will influence the perceived brand quality (Nickell et al., 2011).  

Since pro-gamers and teams are the stars of esports (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016) 

and the most sponsored esports entity (AEVI, 2018), and the stars of regular sports are often the 

main entities that brands want to sponsor because they generally bring the most benefits (Ströh, 

2017), we believe that pro-gamers and teams may be the most beneficial entity to sponsor in 

esports. Nevertheless, the following subchapters will cover who or what brands may sponsor in the 

esports market to better identify (in the conclusions of the literature review) which is the most 

beneficial. 

 

 

1.3.4.1. Sponsor professional players and teams 

 

It has been proven that sponsorships of famous personalities can be a very successful strategy 

(Canwell, 1998). A company that sponsors a team expects much more return on their investment 

than one that simply places a poster (Bennett, 1999). As a result, brands like Nike sponsor famous 

athletes (Hoyer, MacInnis, & Pieters, 2013). This strategy can also be applied in esports (Ströh, 

2017). Just like with regular sports (CGC Europe, 2015), in esports, pro-gamers and teams 

advertise their sponsors by wearing logo-clad jerseys (CGC Europe, 2015; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 
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2012; TEO, 2018; Wilson, 2017; Winnan, 2016) and by placing sponsor advertisements in their 

websites (Winnan, 2016) and streams (Ströh, 2017; TEO, 2018; Winnan, 2016). 

Brands sponsor esports teams because this gives the brand a huge exposure (Mooney, 2018). 

Professional esports players are able to attract a large group of followers, whose size is comparable 

to that of athletes of regular sports. This gives the chance of an increased reach for the sponsors’ 

marketing activities (Franke, 2015). The visibility can even be enhanced by sponsoring a good 

performing team (Mooney, 2018). A famous pro-player, who has won one or more tournaments, 

has a lot of fans who follow and support him (Mah, 2011). Because of this, sponsoring the leading 

team is an effective way of reaching a considerably large target-group (Winnan, 2016).  

Besides appearing during tournaments, esports players also tend to broadcast their training 

sessions and, because these celebrities attract numerous fans who follow their every move (Peša et 

al., 2017), sponsors will get exposition, not only during matches, but also during these practice 

sessions, which tend to be streamed to various interested (Ströh, 2017) and eager fans (Winnan, 

2016). Pro-player also directly promote their sponsors. For example, Avallone (2010), a 

professional esports player, states that, when he was not competing at tournaments or practicing, he 

was usually at some event promoting his sponsors. According to the author, he normally promoted 

his sponsors every weekend at a different city (from the United States to Europe) and found that to 

be a very enjoyable experience. 

Furthermore, in Korea, there are much more fan-clubs of esports players than of sports, music, 

or movie stars. In fact, the largest fan website is not from a sex-symbol pop singer, it is from the 

esports player Yo-Hwan Lim, with 650,000 fans. In comparison, two popular Korean singers, Boa 

and Hyo-ri Lee, have 460,000 and 370,000 fan club members, respectively. Because of this, brands 

naturally seek to use these high numbers to increase their visibility among the esports audience by 

sponsoring these popular players (Jin, 2010). 

Because popular teams have hundreds of thousands of fans, the brands who own these teams 

are directly influenced in terms of visibility (Jin, 2010). For instance, Red Bull sponsors Darryl 

“Snake Eyez” Lewis, a Street Fighter player. Because this player has a large fan-base and generally 

ranks high in tournaments, Red Bull is able to promote their brand to a wide audience. 

Furthermore, because Red Bull provides Lewis with multiple sponsorship benefits, he is able to 

concentrate all his focus in improving his gaming skills (Wilson, 2017). Red Bull also sponsors 

other esports players (Winnan, 2016), including the Spanish player Enrique “xPeke” Cedeño 

(AEVI, 2018) and Matt “NaDeSHoT” Haag. The latter has more than 2 million subscribers on 

YouTube (Li, 2016), made almost $1 million in 2015 from competitive play, and his practice 

sessions, which last for several hours a day, are seen online by a large group of dedicated fans. To 

ensure that its players are at their best, Red Bull even built a training facility for them (Winnan, 

2016). 

Various sport organizations, like the Milwaukee Bucks, the Philadelphia 76ers (Funk et al., 

2018), and the National Basketball Association (NBA), are also partnering with esports and 

sponsoring teams to increase their brand awareness. Scott O’Neil, the chief executive of the 

Philadelphia 76ers, mentioned that competitive gaming is a good opportunity to reach a younger 

audience in a different manner. Scott hopes that this strategy will attract new fans and increase their 

fan-base (Cunningham et al., 2018). Even so, despite the high viewership, when negotiating a 

sponsorship, brands should ask the esports teams for estimates of their social media reach. This will 

give the companies a clearer image of how many people will see their logo (Korpimies, 2017). 

Sponsoring pro-players may also result in brand image transfer and in an improved brand 

image (Winnan, 2016). Sponsoring a pro-team allows the company to capture the fans’ excitement 

for their favourite team (Shabir, 2017) and sponsoring the leading team is an effective way of 

associating your brand with the best of the best (Winnan, 2016). 



127 

 

Furthermore, pro-players and teams have the potential of being important brand endorsers 

(Ströh, 2017). This is because highly involved and loyal fans tend to possess more positive 

attitudes towards the sponsors and be more satisfied with them (Lee, Ahn, & Lee, 2016). By 

sponsoring a team, companies hope that fans attribute desirable characteristics to the brand due to it 

being endorsed by their favourite players. These hero endorsements give the audience an external 

opinion on the value of the sponsoring company and project unique signals, which in turn may 

increase brand awareness and recall (Bennett, 1999). 

Even the teams’ websites are a tool for building enthusiasm. They attract a large audience and 

other potential fans, which are valuable eyes for sponsors. Hence, these websites usually present 

large sponsor banners (Taylor, 2012). Similarly, social media are very efficient at reaching people 

and inciting love and loyalty. Because of this, a team that knows how to correctly use social 

platforms, and understands its intricacies, is very valuable to sponsors (Winnan, 2016). 

Brands have been capitalizing on this opportunity of image improvement. In 2008, the Dr 

Pepper brand partnered with Major League Gaming (MLG) and put an image of Tom “Tsquared” 

Taylor, one of MLG’s best players, on their bottles. This allowed Dr Pepper’s brand to be linked 

with the highest levels of professional gaming (Taylor, 2012). 

By sponsoring esports players, and making them use their products, the gaming peripheral 

manufacturer, SteelSeries, has signalled that their products are authentic. According to the brand’s 

website, SteelSeries is focused on developing the highest quality gaming peripherals that are, not 

only used by the world’s best pro-gamers, but also give a competitive edge to all players (Taylor, 

2012). Similarly, HyperX uses pro-gamers’ testimonials to promote its products. This generates a 

proximity with the audience and puts the brand closer to potential buyers, thus being more effective 

than basic logo sponsoring (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Because consumers tend to have more positive evaluations of the products that are used, or 

connected to, their favourite teams (Lee et al., 2016), sponsors of pro-players can also benefit from 

increased sales (Franke, 2015; Mah, 2011; Pitkänen, 2015; Taylor, 2012; Winnan, 2016). This is 

because esports fans have a higher tendency to buy the products that are used (Franke, 2015) or 

associated with by their favourite teams
143

 (Winnan, 2016). 

Just like the fans of movie stars buy the products that those actors use or endorse, the fans of 

pro-players do the same (Mah, 2011). Generally, fans see what products the best players use in 

order to buy the same ones. This is because, although brands show their products during 

tournaments, it is much more influential to have another entity, like a famous player, using that 

product than to have the brand directly suggesting that fans should buy the product (Pitkänen, 

2015). Fans are more likely to have a biased information processing and buy the merchandise that 

is sponsored or licensed by their favourite teams (Lee et al., 2016). If a successful and popular team 

uses their sponsor’s products, people regard that brand’s products as being of high quality. This 

benefits the sponsor because it creates, in the audience, a notion and an image of a quality brand, 

which makes people more prone to buying those products (Pitkänen, 2015). 

Furthermore, while general fans have a tendency to purchase their favourite teams’ well-

known brands (e.g. Nike) and not so much lesser known brands (e.g. Starter), highly involved and 

loyal fans are less affected by the popularity of a brand’s name due to their unconditional love for 

the team. Ergo, loyal fans have a higher tendency to ignore the popularity of a brand and buy any 

product of their team’s sponsors (Lee et al., 2016). Because of this, just like sports teams that only 

use a particular brand, sponsors sign hardware exclusivity deals with pro-players (TEO, 2018). 

                                                           
143 In a research conducted by Franke (2015), 50% of esports fans stated that they are more likely to buy the 

products from a brand that sponsors pro-players or teams. A similar study by Tsiotsou and Alexandris (2009) also 

concluded that highly attached fans have higher intentions of purchasing the products of their favourite team’s sponsor. 
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Additionally, if a team’s website has an online shop or links to the sponsor’s page, then fans 

have the immediate opportunity of buying the sponsors’ products (Taylor, 2012). There is also a 

large and growing market for the selling of products with the logo of the team itself. Several 

esports teams have started selling merchandise. For example, team Cloud9 sells products like T-

shirts, bracelets, wristbands, rings, etc. The Ninjas in Pyjamas team are selling over 160 officially 

licenced products. Also, in 2015, the Fnatic team acquired Func, a Swedish manufacturer, to 

develop the team’s very own gaming peripherals, nicknamed Fnatic Gear. According to the CEO of 

Fnatic, they want to become “the lifestyle brand for eSports” (Winnan, 2016, p. 29). 

The high brand equity of esports teams has given birth to a series of opportunities to grow 

multiple lines of business and create revenue channels. This presents a chance to profit from the 

team’s merchandising. Because teams are using their logos to develop an identity and a personality, 

these logos can be put into T-shirts, caps, stickers, patches, badges, computer equipment, posters, 

etc. However, not everyone will have the funds to set up a formal licensing deal with the top 

esports teams (Winnan, 2016). 

Still regarding pro-players and teams, there are various companies sponsoring these entities 

(Peša et al., 2017). The high valorisation of esports teams was shown when, in 2015, the multi-

billion dollar company, USM Holdings (Ströh, 2017), bought the leading Russian esports team (and 

its community platform) Virtuous.pro for $100 million (Stein & Scholz, 2016; Ströh, 2017). 

Furthermore, Vodafone sponsors the G2 team (AEVI, 2018); Facebook also signed a deal with G2 

so that they would produce content and stream their gaming sessions on Facebook (SuperData, 

2017b); Movistar sponsors the Riders team (AEVI, 2018); and VPGAME, a famous esports service 

platform, sponsors Team Empire, one of the best Dota 2 teams in the world, having won several 

world titles and being ranked in the top 10 best in the world (Winnan, 2016).  

In 2015, Besiktas Istanbul, a Turkish sports organization and owner of the popular Besiktas 

football team, acquired the Aces High, a Turkish professional LoL team. This gave rise to the trend 

of professional sports clubs investing into esports (Guinness World Records, 2017). Even the 

Manchester City football club decided to sponsor a FIFA esports player so that he would represent 

the club during international tournaments (Lopez-Gonzalez & Griffiths, 2016). Furthermore, some 

regular sports clubs are integrating esports divisions into their lines of sport (Ströh, 2017). 

It is just a matter of time until more brands start realizing the many opportunities of sponsoring 

esports teams. For instance, several pro-players wear glasses, so it will not take long for designer 

brands like Calvin Klein, Porsche, or Police to make a sponsorship deal with a major esports team 

with the goal of bringing a very high global visibility to their brand (Winnan, 2016). 

Organizations always try to sponsor the best players, but those who have lower budgets can 

sponsor lower tier individuals who have a chance of reaching the top division (Shabir, 2017). 

However, companies should avoid the risk of sponsoring an unknown or obscure team. It is best to 

sponsor a team that is already well established in the competitive scene (Winnan, 2016). 

Furthermore, brands should bear in mind that the teams and players’ geographic origins are 

generally of no interest. Unlike regular sports, teams are not based on specific world areas (McTee, 

2014). Hence, sponsoring at a regional level is not a reliable strategy (Ströh, 2017). 

Sponsoring popular personalities is a very effective marketing strategy (Canwell, 1998). Pro-

gamers are the celebrities of esports (CGC Europe, 2015). Their popularity and constant creation of 

content are attractive attributes for sponsors (Ströh, 2017). Because pro-players have brand logos 

on their shirts, use the brands products (where applicable), and create social media content around 

the brand that supports them (TEO, 2018), they will help build the brand image, attract more 

people, and promote the brand’s products (Pitkänen, 2015). It is because of this that the 

sponsorship of teams has been the most usual form of sponsorship in esports (AEVI, 2018). 
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1.3.4.2. Sponsor commentators 

 

Besides pro-players, brands are also sponsoring commentators (also referred to as casters). A 

good commentator is one of the best personalities to sponsor as they appear in more events than 

pro-players. Commentators have fan-bases that follow them on streams and other media (Pitkänen, 

2015). This is because they have a strong connection with the esports community. They play (for 

fun) the esport titles with both pros and fans, and also use pro-gamer nicknames (e.g. Marcus 

“djWHEAT” Graham, or Paul “Redeye” Chaloner). These are legitimate individuals who have a 

true love for gaming. They are committed to the gaming culture and are dedicated gamers 

themselves (Taylor, 2012). When compared to a team, it is cheaper to sponsor a commentator 

because this is a single individual. Even when compared to a single pro-player, they often require a 

smaller investment. A commentator does not require managers or other agents. As such, it may be 

more cost-effective to sponsor a single individual, like a commentator, who has a good reputation 

and several followers, than an entire group of players (Pitkänen, 2015). 

 

 

1.3.4.3. Sponsor videogames 

 

Research has shown that co-branding with popular videogames is potentially an efficient tactic 

to reach todays’ youth. Particularly, entertaining commercials and advertising slogans related to 

videogames, as well as in-game product placements, are effective ways of promotion (even for 

non-endemic companies like bank services). This strategy is very effective at obtaining a high 

sponsorship recall (Chan, Tsang, & Chen, 2017). 

Riot Games are the publishers of the world’s most popular esports title, League of Legends. 

Due to its massive success, Riot Games were able to create annual world championships and 

regional leagues focused only on this single game and have become the golden standard for a 

successful esports publisher. This success led Coca-Cola to partner with Riot Games and, within a 

year, Coca-Cola went from being a non-entity in esports to being the number one non-endemic 

brand associated with League of Legends (Winnan, 2016).  

Making an existing brand product somewhat related to an esports game is an effective way of 

spreading brand recognition and increasing sales. The esports audience is completely fanatical 

about anything related to their favourite games. Whenever there are online giveaways or freebies 

attached to real-world products, there is almost always a product shortage (Winnan, 2016). Hence, 

besides sponsoring a League of Legends tournament (i.e. the Challenger Series), Coca-Cola used 

the game’s popularity to bring attention to their brand by placing images of the game’s characters 

on its cans (Li, 2016). Fanta (the soft drink brand) also did the same with the same game. As a 

result, Coca-Cola and Fanta’s themed cans became quite a desirable and sought after product. 

Coca-Cola also placed codes on some of its products, which could then be inserted into their 

website in order to accumulate points. Once enough points had been amassed, consumers could 

trade them for Riot Points, which is an in-game currency for League of legends. As a result, the 

products that offered these codes instantly ran out of stock (Winnan, 2016).  

When sponsoring World of Warcraft, the soft drink brand Mountain Dew, besides also placing 

images of the game’s characters on its cans, provided coloured versions of their drinks (red for the 

Horde faction and blue for the Alliance faction) to attract the games’ fan-base (Taylor, 2012). 

Similarly, in 2013, American Express (a financial giant) sponsored League of Legends and 

produced credit cards with images of the game’s characters. By using this card during their daily 

lives, fans would gain points that could be traded for in-game characters and in-game items (Li, 
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2016). In the same vein, Razor
144

 did an online giveaway of runes (i.e. a virtual item) for League of 

Legends and, as a result, their website crashed because it could not handle the extraordinary 

amount of traffic (Winnan, 2016). 

Another form of sponsoring videogames is through in-game branding (Dardis & Schmierbach, 

2012). Some esports games allow sponsors to place their advertisements and logos inside the game 

itself. In StarCraft, the team’s sponsors’ logos are shown where the team is placed at the start of the 

match. Because a large portion of the initial part of the match is spent in this starting area, the 

sponsors benefit from immediate screen time and direct advertising (Härig, 2015). In the football 

videogame FIFA, it is possible to see advertisements and brand logos from real-world companies in 

the virtual players’ shirts, socks, shoes, and even on the perimeter advertising boards (Hebbel-

Seeger, 2012). Some esports titles have even been modded
145

 so that the in-game characters wear 

the same jerseys as the team that is controlling them (Taylor, 2012). 

Hence, brands may use in-game branding by doing product placement inside the games’ 

virtual worlds (Hallmann & Giel, 2018). Product placement is an important advertising tool in the 

gaming scene. Placing the brand either in a prominent or subtle place can heavily influence brand 

evaluations and brand recall (Vashisht & Sreejesh, 2015). 

Sponsors usually try to directly integrate their brands into esports broadcasts by placing their 

logos in places where they can be easily seen during the stream. A company that simply places 

their logos on the pro-players’ jerseys, or has their branded peripherals and equipment being used 

by these gamers, will have a very short display time as most of the broadcasting is spent showing 

the virtual playground of the videogame. In this sense, in-game branding allows brands to 

maximize their display time and sponsorship effectiveness. Through this strategy, the brand 

appears in the videogame itself (e.g. on the virtual playground) and, as such, becomes an integral 

part of the game and of the action. Besides increasing display time, this strategy increases the 

conscious and unconscious brand awareness and leads fans to associate the game, the tournament, 

and the pro-players and teams with the sponsoring brand (Ströh, 2017). 

People are often surprised by in-game branding. By seeing a brand’s logo inside the game, 

they are more likely to start thinking about it and about how unusual it is to see an advertisement 

inside a game’s virtual world. This will lead to a higher brand recall (Vashisht & Sreejesh, 2017). 

There have been several studies claiming that in-game branding results in higher brand awareness 

(Reijmersdal, Jansz, Peters, & Noort, 2010) and brand recall (Cauberghe & Pelsmacker, 2013; 

Hernandez & Chapa, 2010; Vashisht & Sreejesh, 2015). Particularly, a study by Nelson (2002) 

concluded that, through in-game branding, roughly 30% of people were able to recall the sponsor 

in the short-term and 15% still remembered the sponsor after five months. Hernandez and Chapa 

(2010) also found that, if a person is familiar with videogames, then in-game branding will be even 

more effective in creating a high brand recognition than any type of advertisement on TV or on the 

internet. 

Furthermore, a study concluded that, in terms of in-game branding, multiplayer videogames 

provided gamers with higher brand recall than single-player games. Although, at first sight, it may 

seem that a multi-person setting could be more distracting, the data suggest that virtual 

environments with multiple gamers can enhance memory. As such, multiplayer games may be a 

better sponsoring investment than single-player games (Dardis & Schmierbach, 2012). This 

information is important for marketers and sponsors because almost all esports titles are 

multiplayer games (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

                                                           
144 Razor is a manufacturer of action sports equipment (Razor, 2018). 
145 A mod (short for modification) is a game alteration developed, by either a player or a game developer, that 

changes or updates the contents of a videogame (Thomas et al., 2007). 
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Because videogames are more involving and enthralling than traditional media advertising, 

like newspapers or TV, they may serve as a better environment to place a brand’s messages and 

create more positive brand attitudes (Vashisht & Sreejesh, 2015). In fact, several studies seem to 

mention the benefits of in-game branding in improving brand image. A study by Hernandez and 

Chapa (2010) found that in-game branding leads consumers to like the brand. A research by 

Reijmersdal et al. (2010) found that in-game branding resulted in improved perceptions over the 

sponsor’s image and in more positive behavioural intentions to defend the brand. And a study by 

Mallinckrodt and Mizerski (2007) found that in-game branding has the potential to lead to brand 

preference. 

According to Mukherjee and Lau-Gesk (2016), presenting in-game advertisements at the end 

or final moments of a videogame has the potential of further enhancing positive evaluations. 

Additionally, in order to increase favourable evaluations, the meaning of these ads should be 

associated with the end moments of the videogame that is being played. For example, by creating 

ads that are connected with the videogame’s story, both viewers and players will have a greater 

sense of achievement. 

Because the use of language in videogames is minimized, the simple display of a brand’s name 

or logo is enough to effectively persuade the consumer mind (Hernandez & Minor, 2015). This also 

means that in-game branding leads to more favourable behavioural intentions, like higher 

disposition to buy or consume the products or services that people see advertised in the games’ 

virtual worlds (Dias & Agante, 2011; Hernandez & Chapa, 2010; Reijmersdal et al., 2010). The 

study conducted by Hernandez and Chapa (2010) seems to support this. According to the authors, 

65% of people will select the products they see advertised in videogames over other products. 

Competitive gaming campaigns, like the placement of images of game characters in soft drink 

cans, show that brands are increasingly perceiving esports titles as viable tools to garner brand 

enthusiasm (Taylor, 2012). Likewise, in-game branding is also proving to be much more than a 

simple logo in a virtual arena. This is the most compelling approach to advertising in esports 

(Härig, 2015). As new solutions are created for in-game branding, sponsoring benefits and their 

effectiveness will surely increase (Ströh, 2017). In the future, game developers should provide even 

more options to directly integrate sponsorships in their game’s virtual worlds (Härig, 2015). 

 

 

1.3.4.4. Sponsor tournaments 

 

Instead of directly partnering with a gaming publisher, companies may choose to sponsor an 

entire event. Bearing in mind that popular game titles are constantly being substituted
146

, betting in 

an entire event, which contains several games, is a more viable way of surviving and staying 

resilient in the volatile market of esports (CGC Europe, 2015). 

An event can be sponsored for various reasons. Usually brands sponsor events because they 

seek to increase their visibility, drive sales, alter or create consumer attitudes, target a specific 

audience, entertain consumers, differentiate the brand, demonstrate product attributes, recruit or 

retain employees, or generate merchandising opportunities (Skinner & Rukavina, 2003). Other 

benefits may also include a higher brand awareness, familiarity, image, reputation, and market 

share, as well as differentiation, improved brand personality, and several possibilities to create 

consumer or employee relations (Papadimitriou, Apostolopoulou, & Dounis, 2008). 

In the case of esports, the sponsoring of these events (known as tournaments or leagues) also 

presents multiple potential benefits. One of the most sought after benefits is increased brand 
                                                           
146 E.g. while in 2007 Intel Extreme Masters were representing Warcraft III and Counter-Strike, nowadays 

StarCraft II and League of Legends are the most prevailing games in this league (CGC Europe, 2015). 
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awareness
147

 (Ströh, 2017). This is because the amount of online traffic that certain esports 

tournaments generate is comparable to that of some major events like the Super Bowl or the Oscars 

(Franke, 2015). Hence, brands sponsor entire tournaments and leagues because this gives the brand 

a large exposure, especially if it is an extremely popular tournament that attracts millions of 

viewers (Mooney, 2018). 

There is a vast line of tournaments that brands can sponsor (Shabir, 2017). Various 

independent esport leagues, like Major League Gaming and ESL, sponsor and organize several 

tournaments every year (Mooney, 2018). Furthermore, various companies are looking to organize 

more tournaments with capacity for even larger live audiences (SuperData, 2017b). Even ESL, the 

biggest esports company, is planning to increase its championship programs (Nielsen Esports, 

2017). This also leads to increased ticket and merchandize sales (SuperData, 2017b). 

There are several times when an advertising message or a logo may appear, like during 

matches (TEO, 2018) or commercial breaks (Ströh, 2017). The sponsor can be highlighted (TEO, 

2018) and can even place banners and demo booths (Taylor, 2012). The circumstances in which the 

advertisement is seen may affect the impact and the recall potential of the message (Bennett, 1999). 

Samsung is an example of a tournament sponsor whose investments have attempted to increase 

the brand’s visibility within the ever increasing esports fan-base and gain an iconic status. The 

brand has, for more than 10 years, been a persistent sponsor of competitive gaming, even 

sponsoring the Cyber World Games (Seo, 2016). According to a Samsung vice chairman, Yun 

Jong-yong, every year the company pays for the majority of the costs of the World Cyber Games 

(WCG). But, Jong-yong points out that they do not expect a rise in sales in the short-term. Instead, 

due to the fact that over 1 million people (mostly teenagers) from more than 60 countries 

participate in the tournament, they expect that these individuals will not forget the brand and will 

remember it for the rest of their lives (Taylor, 2012). 

By being present at events, sponsors also seek to strengthen their brand image (Pitkänen, 

2015). This may be achieved through brand image transfer. If the event has a better image than the 

sponsor, then there is the possibility that the sponsor’s image will be improved (Woisetschläger & 

Michaelis, 2012). In this sense, it has been discovered that sponsoring an esports event also has the 

potential of generating brand image transfer (Ströh, 2017).  

Competitive gaming tournaments tend to provide the audience with truly amazing viewing 

experiences. For example, in one tournament, attendees were greeted with nine giant screens 

offering data like player vision, observer vision, and even a graph showing the players’ heart rate. 

All these different screens allowed viewers to watch almost everything that was happening and 

catch most of the action. Some tournaments even offer the chance for both viewers and attendees to 

experience the event in different languages. While online viewers can select the language of the 

commentator, attendees are offered headsets with various channels to choose from. Some common 

languages include English, French, and German (Schenkhuizen, 2010). 

A higher event involvement will likely also improve consumers’ perceptions of the sponsor 

and its sponsoring activities (Lucas, 2015; Ströh, 2017). Particularly, if the sponsor is able to 

emotionally involve the audience, they will have a better view of the brand (Quester & Farrelly, 

1998). However, an important aspect to consider is that viewers of online tournaments are more 

sceptical of the sponsor’s altruism and authenticity than attendees of an offline tournament. The 

fact that attendees of offline events are more exposed to, and involved with, the sponsorship 

activities makes them have a better opinion about the sponsors. This indicates that, even in esports, 

face-to-face sponsoring activities are more effective, having a more positive impact on the audience 

(Ströh, 2017). 
                                                           
147 Generally, the sponsorship of a major event will allow a brand to increase the awareness of existing products in 

new target audiences or create an awareness for new products (Crompton, 1994). 
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Wüstenrot is a non-endemic brand that was perceived as more modern, dynamic, trustworthy, 

likable, and sympathetic after sponsoring an ESL tournament. The Wüstenrot Bausparkasse AG, 

one of Germany’s largest private home loan banks, took advantage of the fact that ESL was 

looking for more non-endemic sponsors and sponsored the 2016 edition of the ESL 

Frühlingsmeisterschaft. During all of the online matches, the company’s branding and sponsoring 

activities included advertising on ESL’s website and during the commercial breaks of ESL’s 

streams. They also made various interviews, created relevant content about the lives of competitive 

gaming influencers (these videos were also posted on Wüstenrot’s YouTube channel), and posted 

several messages on their and ESL’s social media channels. Besides that, the company also created 

a page for ESL on their official website with information about their partnership and offered the 

chance to win tickets for the 2016 edition of Gamescom. During the finals in Germany, which were 

offline and visited by approximately 1500 fans, the company’s branding and sponsoring activities 

included having a green screen photo booth where fans could take photos in which the green 

background would be replaced with another image and next to this was an information desk related 

to Wüstenrot’s products. After this event, both ESL and Wüstenrot announced that they would be 

extending their partnership for two more seasons (Ströh, 2017). 

Sponsoring esports tournaments may also lead to increased sales (Eventbrite, 2015; Franke, 

2015). This seems to be especially true for offline tournaments. A study conducted by Franke 

(2015), concluded that 45% of esports fans are more prone to buy the products from a brand that 

sponsors offline tournaments. Similarly, Eventbrite (2015) mentions that 38% of fans who attend 

live esports tournaments admit that they have a higher tendency to buy the products and services 

they see being showcased or used during the event. Still, online tournaments also offer the chance 

for sales as tournament websites, besides presenting sponsor logos, also tend to contain links to 

purchase the brands’ products (Taylor, 2012). 

There are several brands sponsoring esports tournaments (Ströh, 2017). Youtube made its 

biggest investment in esports by signing a multiyear deal with Faceit to stream its Esports 

Championship Series (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017). Facebook is now broadcasting the Heroes of 

the Dorm tournament (SuperData, 2017b). Likewise, in 2017, Movistar sponsored the ESL Masters 

tournaments (AEVI, 2018). Even TV channels like ESPN and MTG (SuperData, 2017b) are trying 

to bring esports tournaments to their platforms (Ströh, 2017). For example, ESPN2 is the former 

broadcaster of the Heroes of the Dorm tournament (SuperData, 2017b). Other tournament sponsors 

include Logitech, ONE.de, and Zowie, which have sponsored ESL online tournaments and 

performed various branding activities on the streams (Ströh, 2017). 

There are, however, some things that sponsors should keep in mind. For example, offline 

tournaments are better than online events at reaching the esports audience because (1) these are the 

matches with the overall highest media reach, (2) they offer the opportunity to personally and 

directly interact with those who attended the event, and (3) they give the brand the chance to 

emphasize its interest in esports and be accepted into the scene (Ströh, 2017). Also, an important 

way to keep an esports event relevant is to be internationally aware. That is, considering that the 

popularity of each single game varies by country, it is best to individually tailor each event for each 

target market. Intel has done this with the very successful Intel Extreme Masters. As game 

popularity changes, so does their gaming line-up (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Companies do not want to sponsor a tournament where only a small number of people will 

realize who the sponsors are. A good tournament will mention the name of the sponsors that 

supported the event and will make their name and logos visible to the audience (O‘Beirne, 2010). 

In the same vein, before sponsoring, the company must analyse if the event has a good chance of 

being successful. A good track record, favourable prospects, and similar business objectives are the 

ingredients for success (Shabir, 2017). 
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In short, sponsoring an event can benefit a brand in multiple ways. Particularly, if the event is 

well sponsored, it will give sponsors results (Skinner & Rukavina, 2003). However, brands must 

still carefully manage their sponsorships in order to maximise the desired benefits (Papadimitriou 

et al., 2008). 

 

 

1.3.5. Be the main sponsor 

 

Because sponsorships are arguably the most important income source for pro-players, it is 

common to see various brand logos on a player or team’s shirt. This is because esports teams can 

have more than one sponsor. The Evil Geniuses are sponsored by Razer, Kingston, Monster 

Energy, and other brands (Winnan, 2016). But, in order to maximise the sponsorship’s benefits, 

brands must make sure that their sponsorship is highly visible (Crompton, 2015).  

It has been proven that main sponsors, also known as title sponsors, headline sponsors 

(Berners, 2017), or presenting sponsors (Collett & Fenton, 2011), have much more success than 

other sponsors with less visible logos (Quester & Farrelly, 1998). In fact, there is a clear correlation 

between being a main sponsor and being the first brand to be remembered as a sponsor
148

 (Dekhil, 

2010; Ferrand et al., 2007). This is because, main sponsors can place their logos on the most visible 

and valuable spots (Pitkänen, 2015). For example, the name of a main sponsor usually is 

incorporated into the title of the event that it is sponsoring, an example are the Mastercard Brit 

Awards (Berners, 2017). 

Main sponsors also have much more opportunities to communicate that their brand has 

partnered with the event, more sponsoring freedom, more control, etc. (Ferrand et al., 2007). 

Research has even proven that esports fans are most favourable to brands that are the sole sponsors 

of online or offline tournaments (The Nielsen Company, 2015). 

There are several brands that have become the main sponsors of esports tournaments. The 

company News UK (owner of The Sun newspaper) signed a million dollar deal to become the main 

sponsor of the esports UK Championship Series and the official partner of the Gfinity 

Championship Series. This sponsorship established The Sun as a major esports supporter in the 

United Kingdom. It seems the company is also interested in performing in-game branding, 

advertising esports broadcasts and tournaments, and in selling esports merchandise (Winnan, 

2016). 

The Wüstenrot Bausparkasse AG, one of Germany’s largest private home loan banks, was the 

main sponsor of the 2016 edition of the ESL Frühlingsmeisterschaft. As a result, the company had 

the largest and best positioned promotion both and was able to present the label “ESL 

Championship – presented by Wüstenrot” (p. 73, translated from German). After the event, 

Wüstenrot announced that, although they were a non-endemic brand, they were very happy with 

the results of the sponsorship and planned to continue sponsoring esports (Ströh, 2017). In the same 

vein, in 2016, Mountain Dew made a deal with the E-Sports Entertainment Association (ESEA) 

and with ESL to become the main sponsor of a Counter-Strike tournament (Burton, 2017) and 

Orange became the main sponsor of the LVP
149

 (AEVI, 2018). 

There are other ways of becoming a main sponsor. Some brands may acquire the naming rights 

of a tournament (Hallmann & Giel, 2018) and others, instead of creating a partnership, simply buy 

the tournaments. For example, the publisher Activision Blizzard purchased MLG, the biggest 

                                                           
148 Interestingly, a study by Donovan, Anwar-McHenry, Aguilera, Nicholas, and Kerrigan (2016) found that brand 

recall will be significantly higher if the main sponsors of an event present the written name of their brand, instead of their 

logo. 
149 LVP is an initialism for Liga de Videojuegos Profesional (Liga de Videojuegos Profesional). 
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esports provider (Ströh, 2017), for $46 million and Modern Times Group
150

 bought the tournament 

operator, Turtle Entertainment, for $87 million (Stein & Scholz, 2016). 

Another way to become a main sponsor is to create your own esports tournaments (Ströh, 

2017). Here, gaming hardware companies are presented with the chance to build entire events 

around their latest product lines (TEO, 2018). If the event contains high cash prizes, as well as 

popular pro-players and commentators, then viewership levels will surely rise (Shabir, 2017). On 

top of that, by being the single sponsor, brands hope that they will be able to more easily reach the 

millions of esports fans (Jin, 2010). 

Having supported several gaming tournaments and events, Intel has been an esports sponsor 

for a long time and is now one the most famous brands in the competitive gaming scene. This 

company has developed its own line of tournaments, named Intel Extreme Masters (IEM), and is 

funding the ESL Major League
151

, the oldest esports league. With its own esports event, Intel has 

been able to develop a lasting engagement with gamers and increase brand awareness. 

Furthermore, the fact that esports fans are tech influencers means that Intel is gaining more value 

for their investment because they are reaching a much bigger consumer group than just the ones 

that are exposed to esports events (CGC Europe, 2015). 

In 2013, Coke Zero did what is probably the most influencing sponsoring deal in the history of 

esports (so far) when they, in collaboration with Riot Games, created the League of Legends 

Challenger Series. This new tournament seeks to anchor the Coke Zero brand in the esports 

community and engage the public by giving “amateurs a path to the pros” (p. 15). Giving novices 

the opportunity to become professionals is a dream and a story that always fascinates people. This 

set the basis for sustainable content creation, with several competitions where the two best teams 

become pro-gamers. These events have been viewed online by hundreds of thousands of people 

and created a lasting brand experience that is deeply connected with the esports industry (CGC 

Europe, 2015). 

Inspired by the filling of entire large arenas and the significant media coverage, NBA has 

created the NBA 2K eLeague, an esports tournament. Ligue 1, a French football championship, 

also developed the first esports football tournament (at a professional level) in Europe. The 

Australian Football League organized an esport tournament at the Etihad Stadium (with capacity 

for over 56,000 people) and is interested in continuing sponsoring and creating its own esports 

teams (Funk et al., 2018).  

The McLaren Formula One team (the real world one, not the one from esports) created a 

competition to find the world’s fastest virtual driver. Their strategy of advertising this competition 

on their Formula One cars has drawn a significant amount of exposure and interest to their brand 

on a global scale. As such, they are now seeing esports as a unique and lucrative asset and are 

already making plans for the future sponsorships (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

Competitive gaming has become so popular that even universities are hosting their own 

tournaments. An example is the University of British Columbia (UBC), in Canada, which created 

the UBC Esports Gaming Club in 2016. They have 800 members and 50 of those are competing at 

a high level, having won more than $500,000 from professional gaming tournaments (Shabir, 

2017). 

Other examples include, the hardware company, ZOTAC, which organizes the ZOTAC Cup, a 

weekly tournament with some being online and others offline events. Red Bull which, in order to 

host their own tournaments and create high quality esports content, created an esports studio in 

                                                           
150 A traditional media company (Stein & Scholz, 2016). 
151 The ESL Major League is one of the tournaments offered by the Electronic Sports League. It is positioned below 

the ESL Pro League and the best teams from this tournament are promoted into the ESEA Main Division (ESL Play, 

2018). ESEA is an acronym for E-Sports Entertainment Association (Thunberg, 2003). 
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their Red Bull Media House in California (Ströh, 2017). The Shinhan Bank created its own 

tournament called Shinhan Bank Proleague (Jin, 2010). And Turner Broadcasting System (TBS), a 

large TV channel on the United States, created ELEAGUE, a CS:GO league that offers $1.2 

million in prize money (Ströh, 2017). 

There are various brands that are also interested in being the sole sponsor of a player or team. 

Brands like SK Telecom are even the sole sponsors of multiple teams. And brands like Razer 

require that teams accept that they be the sole sponsor even before commencing any kind of 

sponsorship negotiations (Chalmet, 2015). 

Similarly, instead of just forming a partnership, several companies have started sponsoring 

esports by purchasing teams to represent the brand and compete under the brand’s name (Goetomo, 

2017). Sponsors are investing large amounts of money to create the best esports teams (Guinness 

World Records, 2017). Some examples include the Red Bulls, Team Kinguin
152

, and Team 

ROCCAT
153

 (TEO, 2018).  

Jin Air
154

 acquired some of the members of the teams Eat Sleep Game and Hood Good Day, 

and formed the teams Jin Air Green Wings Stealth and Jin Air Green Wings Falcons (Goetomo, 

2017), who have now merged into Jin Air Green Wings (Gifford, 2017). The CJ Corporation
155

 

acquired a League of Legends team and rebranded it into the CJ Entus Frost and CJ Entus Blaze. 

The KT Corporation
156

 also did the same. The company owns a multi-gaming organization named 

KT Rolster. Some of its teams include KT Rolster Arrows and KT Rolster Bullets (Goetomo, 

2017). Even the South Korean Navy formed Aegis, its own StarCraft team. The team was formed 

by a direct order of Admiral Song Young-moo, the Chief of Naval Operations. According to a 

Navy official, the Navy concluded that the creation of a dedicated esports team had the potential to 

be a great low-cost publicity strategy (Taylor, 2012). 

SK Telecom and Samsung have created some of the best esports teams (Winnan, 2016). SK 

Telecom started their sponsoring activities in esports by buying some of the members of the team 

Eat Sleep Game and putting them under the team SKT T1 S and later forming a sister team named 

SKT T1 K. However, sometime later, the use of sister teams was banned, so the firm reformed 

these teams into SKT T1, a team that has already won two world championships. Likewise, 

Samsung entered the esports industry as a sponsor by acquiring two esports teams, MVP White and 

MVP Blue, and rebranding them into Samsung White and Samsung Blue (Goetomo, 2017). The 

Samsung White team especially, was watched by millions of viewers, which provided Samsung 

with tremendous positive brand exposure (Winnan, 2016). But recently the company merged these 

teams and named them Samsung Galaxy (Goetomo, 2017). 

Even Football clubs like FC Schalke and Paris Saint-Germain have created their own esports 

teams with the hopes of reaching new audiences (SuperData, 2017b). Paris Saint-Germain decided 

to invest in esports in order to internationally develop their brand, reach a wide population, and 

digitalize the club. With this, they aim to reach millennials, a target group with very particular 

modes of expression and consumption patterns. This strategy will help them create a new fan-base 

(Chanavat, 2017). 

Saski Baskonia, a Spanish basketball club, has also acquired six esports teams and created 

Atlantis Esports, an organization with multiple teams, each specializing in a different esports title. 

                                                           
152 Team Kinguin is owned by the Kinguin company (Bełc, 2018), a videogame reseller (Kinguin, 2018). 
153 ROCCAT is owned by the ROCCAT company (ROCCAT, 2017), a developer of gaming-related products 

(ROCCAT, 2018). 
154 Jin Air is a low cost airline company (Goetomo, 2017). 
155 CJ Corporation is a South Korean conglomerate which operated in the food, film, and TV broadcasting 

industries (Goetomo, 2017). 
156 KT is a telecommunications firm that provides high-speed internet to 45% of South Korea’s internet users and 

fixed-line telecommunications to 90% of users there (Goetomo, 2017). 
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Putting esports teams under your brand’s name creates an extremely valuable connection with 

esports fans and may lead some members of this audience to become fans of your own brand. For 

example, by acquiring various esports teams, part of the audience of these teams may also become 

fans of the Saski Baskonia basketball team. Considering that the esports audience consists of a 

demographic that is extremely hard to reach, this strategy represents a highly valuable opportunity 

for brands (Winnan, 2016). 

It is important to keep in mind, however, that being a main sponsor is more expensive 

(Berners, 2017). For instance, in football, in order to be Bayern Munich’s main sponsor, Deutsche 

Telekom pays roughly €20 million per season (Bühler & Nufer, 2010). 

Despite this, main sponsors are at the top of all sponsoring agents (Bühler & Nufer, 2010). 

They have several advantages over other sponsors, like much more control over the sponsored 

party, more sponsoring choices and opportunities than lower levels sponsors, more visibility, more 

communication opportunities, etc. (Ferrand et al., 2007). More importantly, they are the biggest 

beneficiaries of all sponsors (Berners, 2017; Dekhil, 2010; Ferrand et al., 2007) because this entity 

is mostly unavoidable for anyone who sees the event (Dekhil, 2010). 

 

 

1.3.6. Avoid over-advertising 

 

Irritation is one of the main elements that prevent advertising success (Parreño et al., 2013) 

and, unfortunately, there are several companies that still make the mistake of over-advertising. The 

ones that do are negatively affected in two ways. First, money is wasted on too much advertising. 

Second, the exaggerated publicity campaigns turn word of mouth (a phenomenon that can 

positively influence multiple aspects of the brand, including sales) into a force that will hurt 

performance figures. Negative word of mouth has much larger and severe effects than positive 

word of mouth. It can lower brand credibility, brand attitudes, purchase intentions, etc. 

(Babutsidze, 2018). 

It is true that esports fans accept sponsorships in competitive gaming (Franke, 2015). They 

even showed positive attitudes towards such practices (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) and an 

understanding of its necessary presence for the prosperity of the scene (Ströh, 2017). But, if a 

commercial break is shown during a match, instead of during actual game breaks, the audience will 

not accept the advertisement. They may even reject the sponsor and end up having an overall hate 

towards all type of adverting breaks in esports. Similarly, if the permanent advertising banners that 

appear in the videos block the visibility of essential elements of the game or match, the 

advertisement will be negatively perceived and will not be accepted (Franke, 2015). 

Brands must be cautious in their sponsorships so that consumers do not think that the company 

is overly exploiting the event. A higher perceived sense of exploitation will lead to a higher 

probability of consumers perceiving the brand’s motives as solely commercial and not altruistic. 

This attribution of a commercial-only goal will generate negative cognitive responses from 

customers, which could damage the goodwill and brand attitude reaped from the sponsorship. 

Because of this, brands must carefully calibrate their sponsorship in order for it to not be perceived 

as overexploitation (Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012). 

Companies must avoid frustrating the audience or being too invasive (Shabir, 2017). Fans do 

not like commercially predatory and privacy invading companies. They do not want to be treated 

like cash cows. They want companies to respect their love for esports (Winnan, 2016) and treat 

them like actual people, not as simple numbers or a source of revenue (Shabir, 2017). Marketers 

should balance the amount and frequency of messages that are sent to their target-audience in order 

to prevent saturation and negative attitudes towards the brand (Parreño et al., 2013). Interestingly, 
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various esports games like StarCraft II, Hearthstone, and Heroes of the Storm take roughly 20 

minutes to play. This seems to be the ideal time to periodically have an advertising break (Winnan, 

2016). Managers must also take into account that different consumers have different levels of 

acceptance towards publicity, so holistic market analyses on the target-audience’s acceptance levels 

should be conducted (Parreño et al., 2013). 

Also, sponsors must learn to be flexible. For example, the months of August and December 

tend to have very few tournaments. However, sponsors still expect teams to place roughly three 

sponsor-related posts on websites, like Facebook. Because during these low seasons there is very 

little quality content to put out, the Facebook feed of these teams during that month will mostly 

consist of advertisements. This distances the team and the sponsors from the audience and even 

leads some fans to not follow the team’s Facebook page anymore. The abuse of advertisement 

alienates the audiences’ main interest and hurts the sponsors’ image. Because of this, sponsors 

should be flexible and accept that, sometimes, advertisement content must not be delivered at the 

intended time (Korpimies, 2017). 

Similarly, although some brands want their players to mention their sponsors during 

interviews, other companies do not want their players to do that or anything similar as it may be 

frowned upon by the community (Korpimies, 2017). As the esports scene continues to generate 

bigger sponsorships, esports fans may start accusing teams of selling themselves to corporations 

and being nothing more than money making machines for their sponsors (Winnan, 2016). The act 

of directly publicizing your sponsors and their products by vocal means during interviews makes 

the players seem like sellouts in the eyes of the esports community. Furthermore, because the teams 

themselves do not want to do things that could damage their reputation, asking them to directly 

publicise their sponsors can be a deal breaker for them, leading to the end of the sponsorship or to it 

never even beginning. Due to all of this, sponsors should avoid directly advertising their brands 

(Korpimies, 2017). 

The dominance of social media means that marketers are not the only ones holding power over 

communication. Now, consumers are empowered too. In this regard, managers would be advised to 

focus on under-promising and over-delivering. Various empirical studies have shown evidence of 

the benefits of a moderately-toned advertising strategy and this applies both to regular and online 

communications. If consumers notice that their pre-consumption expected quality is lower than 

their post-consumption perceived quality, then they will spread positive word of mouth. On the 

other hand, if the expected quality is higher than the perceived quality, negative word of mouth is 

more likely to appear. Hence, marketers should adopt smarter advertising tactics. Particularly, they 

should minimize their spending on product promotion and prioritize the stimulation of favourable 

word of mouth (Babutsidze, 2018). 

Companies have at their disposal a multitude of communication tools to influence and 

persuade consumers to acquire their products (Scarborough, 2012). But, despite the potentialities of 

all these communication tools, the most credible form of promotion is word of mouth (Babutsidze, 

2018; Cakim, 2010; Hoffman & Bateson, 2011; Hoyer et al., 2013; Kotler & Armstrong, 2018; 

Ryan, 2014). This is because word of mouth presents itself as a non-biased communication or 

opinion from individuals who really experienced the product or service (Hoffman & Bateson, 

2011). Word of mouth has no clear purpose, it can be either a positive or negative response to a 

brand or product experience that will lead to either a rise or decrease in sales. By contrast, 

advertising is a biased brand communication that has the sole goal of inducing consumers to 

acquire a product (Babutsidze, 2018). 

In essence, brands must carefully balance how much they advertise. The level of 

aggressiveness will influence the acceptance of the promotion and the sentiments (i.e. positive or 

negative) behind the resulting word of mouth. If done right, favourable word of mouth will spread 
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and the brand will be benefited in a variety of ways, including a rise in sales. But, if the campaign 

is too aggressive, the brand will be negatively affected and sales will decrease, resulting in a 

counter-productive advertisement and negative ROIs (Babutsidze, 2018). 

Sponsors must carefully place their ads. Although esports fans accept sponsorships, this 

acceptance should not be abused (Franke, 2015). If consumers think that a sponsor is exploiting an 

event, the sponsorship will result in negative repercussions (Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012). Because 

of this, sponsors must carefully select when, where (Franke, 2015), how much (Parreño et al., 

2013), and how frequently they want their ads to be shown (Korpimies, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 
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CHAPTER 2 – CONCLUSIONS AND HYPOTHESES OF THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The previous chapter presented a thorough review of the literature on the topic of interest. Due 

to its extensive length, this chapter exposes the key conclusions from the literature review and 

reveals the resulting hypotheses which will influence and guide the remainder of the research. 

 

 

2.1. MAIN BENEFITS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

Esports are now a major marketing channel for consumer brands (CGC Europe, 2015) that 

provide various sponsorship benefits (Brickell, 2017; Franke, 2015; Härig, 2015; Shabir, 2017; 

Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016) and can have a significant positive effect on sponsors (Franke, 2015). 

This has attracted the attention of several large brands (AEVI, 2018) interested in investing large 

sums to take advantage of the opportunities that esports offer (Wilson, 2017). 

 

 

2.1.1. Low sponsorship costs 

 

Contrary to regular sports, which can rely on several large revenue sources, like TV rights, 

private investors, player sales, etc. (Taylor, 2012), esports are completely dependent on sponsors 

and cannot survive without them (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016) because most of its 

revenue comes from sponsors (AEVI, 2018; Lokhman et al., 2018; Mooney, 2018; Newzoo, 2017, 

2018a, 2019, 2020c; Nichols, 2017; ONTIER, 2018; Seo, 2013; Shabir, 2017; Simon, 2016; Ströh, 

2017; SuperData, 2015, 2017b, 2018; Taylor, 2012; TEO, 2018; Winnan, 2016). For instance, 

Lokhman et al. (2018) state that they account for 74% of esports’ total revenue; Nichols (2017) and 

Ströh (2017) mention 75%; ONTIER (2018) allude that it is between 70% and 80%; SuperData 

(2018) affirm 70%; and the most recent data from Newzoo (2020c) indicates 57%. 

This extreme dependency on sponsors leads esports entities to constantly look for ways to 

attract more sponsors and investors (O‘Beirne, 2010; Shabir, 2017), and to even compete with 

others to acquire the best sponsorships (Korpimies, 2017). Because sponsorships where, are, and 

will always continue to be a key driver for esports (Ströh, 2017), companies with much smaller 

budgets than McDonald’s, Gatorade, and the usual sports sponsors can also sponsor esports 

(Winnan, 2016). In other words, there are low barriers to invest in esports (CGC Europe, 2015; 

Stein & Scholz, 2016). 

Furthermore, online tournaments are even cheaper to sponsor than offline competitions and 

still allow sponsors to reach the large worldwide esports audience (Ströh, 2017). This has allowed 

brands to advertise their products to millions of esports fans from around the world for relatively 

modest monetary sums (Winnan, 2016). 

Still, esports are only cheap to sponsor when compared to other entertainment sectors with 

large audiences, like popular sports. Any brand that sponsors esports still needs to spend large sums 

of money (Winnan, 2016). Hence, low sponsoring costs should not be confused with cheap 

sponsorships. They are still pricey, but much cheaper than in regular sports (Korpimies, 2017). 

Based on these arguments, we posit the following: 

 

H1a: Esports are cheaper to sponsor than sports. 
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2.1.2. Increased brand awareness 

 

The online nature of esports allows brands to reach a tremendous worldwide audience (Stein & 

Scholz, 2016) and obtain massive amounts of exposure (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

Proof of their global attractiveness was shown when the 2014 edition of the League of Legends 

World Championship was broadcasted in 19 different languages (Chalmet, 2015). Also, besides 

receiving a lot of media coverage (Funk et al., 2018), esports are filling large stadiums (Hiltscher & 

Scholz, 2017; Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017) and arenas (AEVI, 2018; Funk et al., 2018; Stein & 

Scholz, 2016; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), like the Madison Square Garden and the Staples Centre 

(Funk et al., 2018).  

The number of esports viewers is constantly (Shabir, 2017) and rapidly increasing. It is 

estimated that, while in 2014 this audience was composed by 204 million fans (Newzoo, 2016a), in 

2020, there were already 495 million (Newzoo, 2020c). As is evident, the esports fan-base is 

growing quite fast (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017) and the rate at which this value is increasing 

seems to not be slowing down. While Newzoo (2016a) points out that this audience grew 11.2% 

between 2014 and 2015, Newzoo (2020c) reports that it grew 11.7% between 2019 and 2020.  

At the present time, esports are on par with some of the most popular sports, both in terms of 

interest and following (Shabir, 2017). The esports audience is already bigger than the American 

Football audience, which is composed of 151 million people (Winnan, 2016) and rivals the size of 

the baseball audience (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017).  

In relation to specific events, while the 2015 NBA finals were watched by 19.9 million people 

(Statista, 2018b) the 2015 League of Legends World Championship was watched by 36 million 

(Mooney, 2018). While the 2010 Winter Olympics opening ceremony was watched by 32.7 million 

people in the United States (Statista, 2018a), the Intel Extreme Masters Katowice 2017 was 

watched by 46 million (AEVI, 2018; Esports Marketing Blog, 2018; Statista, 2018c). Moreover, 

while the 2012 jump from the edge of space by Felix Baumgartner was watched by 52 million 

people on YouTube (Li, 2016), the League of Legends Grand Finals 2017 was seen by 75 million 

people (AEVI, 2018). 

Besides a massive exposition (Ströh, 2017), esports are very efficient at creating a lasting 

brand recall (Bouaoui, 2016; Ströh, 2017). In an aided recall test, 87% of esports fans correctly 

recalled at least one esports sponsor (Bouaoui, 2016). By contrast, an aided recall test of the 2002 

Winter Olympics found that only 35% of respondents were able to identify Coca-Cola as a sponsor 

(Roy & Graeff, 2003). 

Furthermore, esports fans represent a demographic that is getting increasingly harder to reach 

through traditional media (Li, 2016; Nichols, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). They spend more 

time online than reading printed media (Ströh, 2017) or watching TV (Nichols, 2017; Nielsen 

Esports, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Thus, they are harder to reach than regular sports fans (Nielsen 

Esports, 2017). Also, although they are avid ad-blockers (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017; Nichols, 

2017; Ströh, 2017), esports sponsors can bypass these barriers because their logos and ads are an 

integral element of the video-feed and not an external publicity that can be detected and blocked by 

software (Ströh, 2017). In short, esports allows brands to reach a massive and elusive (Cunningham 

et al., 2018; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) new target-audience (Heere, 2018). Accordingly, we 

hypothesize as follows: 

 

H1b: Sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness. 
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2.1.3. Improved brand image 

 

Esport sponsors can also benefit from an improved brand image (Bouaoui, 2016; Franke, 2015; 

Shabir, 2017). Millennials are cause-driven beings and the infancy of the competitive gaming 

industry makes it a cause (i.e. something that requires or is benefited by external help). Hence, 

sponsoring esports shows that the brand is supporting the industry, which improves esports fans’ 

perception of the brand and leads to an improved image, as well as greater credibility and prestige. 

The act of sponsoring something that appeals to a target audience also makes them more prone to 

see the brand in a positive light, which will greatly affect customer relations. The positive publicity 

will provide the brand with enhanced positive exposure (Shabir, 2017). 

Sponsoring esports leads fans to better appreciate the brand (Ströh, 2017) and improves the its 

overall status. By supporting the esports industry, the sponsor gains considerable goodwill 

(Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) because consumers infer that the brand has 

altruistic motives to sponsor (Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012). 

Brands like Samsung have continuously sponsored esports to such an extent that they have 

now acquired an important meaning among the esports fan-base (Seo, 2016). They sponsor esports, 

not because they seek short-term profits, but because they aim to gain good faith and reputation 

(Korpimies, 2017), and to build (Lu, 2017), improve (Korpimies, 2017), and strengthen their image 

(Pitkänen, 2015). All firms strive to develop a unique, strong, and favourable brand (Kotler & 

Keller, 2016a). Ergo, any company looking to enhance its image, and be seen as more modern and 

sympathetic for millennials, should consider sponsoring esports (Ströh, 2017). 

Esports sponsors seek brand building by being part of the enthusiastic community (Pitkänen, 

2015). The fans have a very high affinity towards esports. They are very emotive, engaged (Ströh, 

2017), and passionate about competitive gaming (Nielsen Esports, 2017) because it provides them 

with excitement, entertainment, and escape (Ströh, 2017). Thus, by reaching fans while they are 

watching a match, the sponsor is catching them when their emotions are extremely high (Winnan, 

2016). Also, two thirds of fans state that esports are one of their most important hobbies and some 

even state that it is their passion (Ströh, 2017). These are very attractive factors for sponsors (Ströh, 

2017; Tsiotsou & Alexandris, 2009) as highly attached fans have a more positive perception of the 

sponsoring brands (Portlock & Rose, 2009; Tsiotsou & Alexandris, 2009). 

Esports sponsors benefit from increased customer satisfaction (Taylor, 2012) and loyalty 

(Pitkänen, 2015). For example, the esports sponsor SK Telecom mentions that fans even want to 

thank the brand, which goes beyond mere brand awareness. Fans demonstrate sentiments of real 

love and loyalty for the brand (Taylor, 2012). 

Various studies have also shown that the majority of esports fans accept and have favourable 

attitudes towards esports sponsors (Franke, 2015; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Pitkänen, 2015; Shabir, 

2017; Ströh, 2017). Fans do not see sponsors as altruistic entities, but they realize that they are an 

economic necessity. That is, as an inevitable, but not irritating, requirement. Although the audience 

is aware that the sponsors’ main goal is commercial success, they admit that the industry needs 

sponsors and even believe that the brands’ second goal is somewhat altruistic. Because of this, fans 

appreciate the companies’ interest in this market (Ströh, 2017). 

Furthermore, both endemic and non-endemic brands can sponsor esports (Seo, 2013). 

Although fans have a preference for endemic esports sponsors (Ströh, 2017), they also welcome the 

presence of non-endemic brands (AEVI, 2018; CGC Europe, 2015; Franke, 2015; Härig, 2015; 

Lokhman et al., 2018; Newzoo, 2016a; Nichols, 2017; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Seo, 2013; Shabir, 

2017; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 2012). A study by Ströh (2017) even concluded that 70% of this 

audience wants more non-endemic esports sponsors as they know and understand that esports 

require sponsorships to survive. 
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Brands have become aware that esports have a very positive atmosphere (Jin, 2010; Pitkänen, 

2015) and are trying to grab some of that positive impact (Pitkänen, 2015). In his research, Ströh 

(2017) found that both endemic and non-endemic brands had become more likable after sponsoring 

esports. This means that esports sponsors may benefit from brand image transfer and improved 

brand image. Considering these arguments, we can formally state the following: 

 

H1c: Sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image. 

 

 

2.1.4. Increased sales 

 

Esports provide sponsors with the opportunity to increase their sales (Franke, 2015; Lu, 2017; 

Peša et al., 2017; Pitkänen, 2015; TEO, 2018; Winnan, 2016). Studies have shown that the sales of 

gaming peripherals and hardware increase significantly with the number of esports viewers. This is 

because fans want to purchase higher quality gear to enhance their own gaming performance (TEO, 

2018) and they prefer to buy the products of a brand that sponsors esports than a brand that does 

not (Franke, 2015). Therefore, sponsors want to show their newest products during esports 

tournaments. For example, if the sponsor of a tournament is a monitor manufacturer, it will want 

pro-players to use the brand’s newest screens (Taylor, 2012).  

Entrepreneurs love emerging international sports as it provides various new forms of 

commerce (Winnan, 2016). A study concluded that 36% of the esports audience has bought some 

sort of esports merchandise and that 63% wants more to be available across the world. The high 

demand for esports-specific merchandise may be a potential tool for companies to create other 

revenue sources (Franke, 2015). In this sense, sponsoring esports gives brands the possibility to 

perform brand extensions by developing new products for a new audience (Heere, 2018). Likewise, 

the success of competitive gaming has given birth to various new brands that are related to, or 

sponsor, esports (Winnan, 2016).  

All of this is possible because esports fans are financially strong (BI Intelligence & Elder, 

2017; CGC Europe, 2015; Li, 2016; Lieberman & Esgate, 2002; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; 

SuperData, 2015). It has been found that 60% of esports fans are aged between 25 and 35 (Nichols, 

2017), that 65% of them have a full time job, and that 53% have a high income, which is 

significantly higher than the average online population, of which only 37% have a high income 

(Newzoo, 2016a). For example, in the United States, esports fans have an average annual 

household income of $76,000 and spend roughly $200 per month on videogames and hardware 

(SuperData, 2015). As this audience matures, even more fans will graduate, find full time jobs, and 

enter the high income segment (Ströh, 2017). 

Adding more to their economical attractiveness, esports fans are compulsive buyers 

(Eventbrite, 2015; Ströh, 2017) and high spenders (Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). This willingness to 

spend is especially true for offline tournament attenders and it does not apply only to videogame-

related brands. It applies to all types of esports sponsors. Around 35% of the fans who attend 

offline tournaments admit that experiencing an esports event in person exposes them and makes 

them more excited about new brands (Eventbrite, 2015) and 38% feel more compelled to buy the 

products that are showcased during these offline tournaments (Ströh, 2017). 

Furthermore, esports fans are early adopters (Ströh, 2017) and influencers (CGC Europe, 2015; 

Nielsen Esports, 2017; Ströh, 2017) who will affect the buying behaviour of a considerably larger 

customer group (CGC Europe, 2015). It is estimated that 61% of the esports audience lives in a 

household of 3 or more people and that they make purchasing decisions for their household 
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(Nielsen Esports, 2017). On average, each of these fans influences the technologic buying 

behaviour of at least four friends or family members (CGC Europe, 2015; Ströh, 2017). 

However, the pro-players (who are also technology-oriented, innovators, and early-adopters) 

are the strongest influencers, especially from a social media perspective (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Their multimillion viewership levels (Guinness World Records, 2017; Winnan, 2016), which rivals 

the fan-bases of regular sports celebrities (Franke, 2015), gives them a wide media reach and 

makes them a precious marketing asset (CGC Europe, 2015; Franke, 2015). Additionally, research 

has indicated that highly attached fans are more prone to recommend the products of their favourite 

team’s sponsor (Tsiotsou & Alexandris, 2009). 

Because of this, esports have been portrayed as an “advertising goldmine” (Shabir, 2017, p. 

26). Brands that sponsor esports capitalize on the esports fans’ economical prowess (Li, 2016) and 

are likely to benefit from increased sales (Winnan, 2016). Thus, we propose the following: 

 

H1d: Sponsoring esports leads to increased sales. 

 

 

2.1.5. Sustainable investment 

 

Competitive gaming is a resilient industry (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Scholars are stunned by 

the current and potential growth of the esports market (Funk, 2017). This industry has been 

continuously growing (CGC Europe, 2015; Gifford, 2017; Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017; Keiper et al., 

2017; Mooney, 2018; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Peša et al., 2017; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) and 

developing quite rapidly (Lu, 2017; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Sylvester & 

Rennie, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Just in 2020, it had an annual growth of 15% (Newzoo, 2020c). The 

market is expanding, maturing, and becoming more professional (Ströh, 2017). Most importantly, it 

does not seem to be a passing fad (CGC Europe, 2015) as it shows no signs of slowing down 

(Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). In fact, its growth rate may increase even further as it attracts 

increasingly more sponsors (Winnan, 2016). 

Esports is the world’s fastest growing sport (Kuhn, 2009; Sylvester & Rennie, 2017), one of 

the fastest growing entertainment markets (AEVI, 2018; Li, 2016), and one of the fastest growing 

industries in history overall (Winnan, 2016). They will eventually become more popular than most 

of the established regular sports (Shabir, 2017) and may become even more popular than football 

(Lokhman et al., 2018).  

This extreme momentum has been fuelled by the esports market’s innovativeness and by its 

breaking of common rules, like exchanging the dependence on TV for streaming (Hiltscher & 

Scholz, 2017). Also, the esports industry is accustomed to solving unique challenges (Mooney, 

2018). Since its origins, esports have always been able to overcome the multiple obstacles that 

threatened the scene (Shabir, 2017). 

Because of this, there is a lot of faith in the future of esports. For instance, the Olympic 

committee is discussing the possibility of including esports in their events; the Asian Games have 

already confirmed that esports will be present in their 2022 event (Shabir, 2017); and the Chinese 

Investment Corporation has already invested over $800 million to establish Yinchuan as an esports 

metropolis and boost international esports (Ströh, 2017). It seems that several pivotal individuals 

from the business market believe that esports are a sustainable industry. (Nielsen Esports, 2017). 

Even Matt Wolf, the head of gaming at Coca-Cola, refers that esports are sustainable (Lu, 2017). 

The esports industry has a promising future (AEVI, 2018) and a lot of room to grow. Its 

growth rate and projections indicate that this market has, and will continue to have, considerable 

opportunities. The direction that esports is taking suggests that it will give rise to even more 
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opportunities for a variety of industries (Shabir, 2017). Despite its current volatile environment, the 

esports industry is evolving, maturing, and steadily moving into a better established position, 

presenting increasingly more stable organizational structures and sponsorships (Franke, 2015). As 

such, it seems that the long-term business benefits of the esports market are basically guaranteed 

(Lokhman et al., 2018). In essence, esports seem to be a sustainable industry and, even despite the 

continuously increasing large number of brands that are sponsoring esports, it seems like this 

market continues, and will continue, offering positive ROIs to its sponsors. Not only that, but it 

seems like sponsors can expect to continue receiving increasingly higher ROIs as esports continue 

to evolve (Scholz, 2019). Hence, we hypothesize the following: 

 

H1e: Sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment. 

 

Here, sustainable investment is not related to the aspects of social or environmental 

responsibility. Instead, it focuses on the economic aspect of the sponsorship itself. The benefit of 

sustainable investment reflects investing in a market that will, not only continue to exist or even 

grow in the future, but also provide steady positive ROIs. In short, in this research, a sustainable 

investment refers to an investment that will provide long-term positive ROIs. 

 

 

2.2. MAIN RISKS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

Even though esports have become very popular, the esports industry is susceptible to various 

risks (Mooney, 2018; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016) that have the potential to 

negatively affect the whole competitive gaming ecosystem (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 

2016). Esports sponsors must be aware of these threats as they can negatively affect them in 

various ways (Ströh, 2017). 

 

 

2.2.1. Negative public view on videogames 

 

Despite its extreme popularity (Newman, 2008; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), 

gaming tends to have a negative image (AEVI, 2018; Brookey & Oates, 2015; Franke, 2015; 

Hilvoorde, 2016; Li, 2016; Newman, 2008; Peša et al., 2017; Tavinor, 2009). The negative public 

view on the gaming culture is quite notorious (Li, 2016; Shabir, 2017). Contrary to regular sports, 

gaming is, even today, not well accepted by some people (Peša et al., 2017). This presents a 

challenge as the generalized negative way that the media portrays videogames may spread and 

affect the image of esports sponsors (Ströh, 2017). 

Videogames are accused of damaging literacy, productivity, and creativity (Newman, 2008), of 

encouraging sedentary behaviour, lowering grades at school, destroying reading habits, and of 

promoting obesity (Tavinor, 2009). They are seen as unproductive activities that turn people into 

mindless sheep absorbed in the games’ stimuli. According to several people, gamers would be 

better off using their time to perform more enriching and energetic activities (Newman, 2008). 

Because gaming is an activity where people are detached from reality (Li, 2016), it tends to be 

seen as an antisocial activity (Brookey & Oates, 2015; Newman, 2008) that leads to social isolation 

(Peša et al., 2017). Gaming is also seen as an unhealthy activity (Brookey & Oates, 2015) with 

gamers being portrayed as ill individuals who stare at screens for eight hours every day (Shabir, 

2017). Consequently, esports is seen as a health hazard because of the participants’ young ages and 

their inactivity (Holden et al., 2018).  



146 

 

Esports are still seen as a geek culture (Taylor, 2012). The stereotype that gamers are obese 

nerds who live in their parents’ basements, only eating Cheetos and drinking Mountain Dew, is still 

quite prevalent (Li, 2016). There is the myth that gamers have their lives centred around 

videogames and not on their job. These negative perceptions have become so severe that, when 

looking at a curriculum vitae, some employers may even prefer a person who has done voluntary 

work at a sports club than an individual who has been a long-term administrator at a prestigious 

esports organization (Scholz, 2010b). 

There is the stereotype that games incite violence (Hilvoorde, 2016; Newman, 2008; Scholz, 

2010a; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017), theft, truancy, and drug use (Shabir, 2017). Because of this, 

gamers are often perceived as maladjusted friendless loners who prefer the comforts of technology 

over being with others. This often leads to the stereotype of the obsessive, dangerous, and 

unbalanced gamer. Hence, any act of aggression and violence (e.g. school shootings) is often said 

to have been caused due to videogame exposure (Newman, 2008). In the same vein, the esports 

industry is susceptible to the negative way that the media portrays violent videogames. Because of 

this, the competitive gaming scene is under a certain risk of losing existing, or potential, industry 

partners due to bad publicity. If another school shooting incident occurs and is associated by the 

mass media with violent videogames, more brands may want to end their sponsorships to avoid 

potential collateral damage (Ströh, 2017). 

Videogames are also often accused of being addictive (Ackerman, 2016; Shabir, 2017; 

Tavinor, 2009) and studies have clearly confirmed that playing them for long periods of time often 

leads to gaming addiction (Shabir, 2017). However, the fierce competition to be the best esports 

player may lead people to have a gruelling lifestyle (Stivers, 2017). It is not uncommon for the top 

pro-gamers to spend 16 hours a day playing videogames (Taylor, 2012). Pro-players are 

professionals who know that their career and salary are at stake. In this sense, esports are no 

different from regular sports. Sacrifices must be done in order to be the best (Parkin, 2015). 

However, this has led some pro-gamers to be hospitalized (Stivers, 2017; Wilson, 2017) and even 

dying (Şentuna & Kanbur, 2016). Excessive gaming has also caused adverse physiological effects 

(Şentuna & Kanbur, 2016; Shabir, 2017), like anxiety, depression, ADHD, and the Tetris Effect 

(Holden et al., 2018). 

Likewise, esports can lead to gambling addiction (Macey & Hamari, 2018; Teichert et al., 

2017). The ease of skin gambling may compel people to try gambling websites and develop 

problematic gambling behaviours (Teichert et al., 2017). The more people consume esports the 

higher their chances of developing esports-related gambling addictions (Macey & Hamari, 2018). 

This is especially problematic due to esports fans’ young age (Gainsbury et al., 2017a, 2017b) as 

they are much more likely to develop gambling addiction problems (Gainsbury et al., 2017b). 

Furthermore, the esports gambling market is already bigger than the whole esports economy 

(Gainsbury et al., 2017a), being the seventh most popular betting market in the entire world 

(Winnan, 2016). 

All of these aspects, in turn, negatively influence how society views people who turn gaming 

into a career (AEVI, 2018). Unfortunately, it is hard to wash away the mental image of the 

antisocial and shut-in gamer that is obsessed with videogames and exchange it with the mental 

image of a healthy and tech-savvy individual (Liboriussen & Martin, 2016). This ever present 

stigma around gaming poses a serious challenge to the promotion of esports (Taylor, 2012). 

Building on these arguments, we hypothesize the following: 

 

H2a: The negative public view on videogames (which may come from the virtual violence or 

from gaming or gambling addiction) is a risk to esports sponsors. 
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2.2.2. Disreputable behaviour and corruption 

 

When forming a sponsorship, there is the risk that any kind of disruptive behaviour will taint 

the sponsor’s image (Crompton, 1994). Similarly, whenever there is money involved, there will be 

corruption (Winnan, 2016) and this will also negatively affect sponsors (Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 

2017; Manoli, 2018). Within this scope, several types of behaviours dangerous to sponsors were 

identified. 

Firstly, esports suffers from toxic behaviour (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014), which can lead fans 

to have bad experiences (Neto et al., 2017). On the one hand, the fans’ toxic behaviours are 

promoted by the anonymity that the internet provides (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014). On the other 

hand, the main trigger for the pro-players’ toxic behaviour seems to be elevated stress coupled with 

low performance (Neto et al., 2017). This latter issue is especially problematic because offensive 

language by pro-players may lead to a massive internet backlash, with fans complaining to the pro-

players’ sponsors (Li, 2016). 

Secondly, although almost every esports league accepts both genders (Winnan, 2016), contrary 

to the current general gaming market where there is an almost equal male-to-female ratio (CGC 

Europe, 2015), the esports scene has been largely dominated by males (AEVI, 2018; CGC Europe, 

2015; Cunningham et al., 2018; Funk et al., 2018; Mooney, 2018; SuperData, 2015; Winnan, 2016; 

Zolides, 2015). Furthermore, women face various issues of gender inequality, discrimination 

(Winnan, 2016), harassment, and heckling in the esports scene (Mooney, 2018). Although various 

female players have complained about being sexually harassed (Winnan, 2016), unfortunately, 

abusive language and sexualisation of women are still common in these competitions (Cunningham 

et al., 2018; Winnan, 2016). The glaring problem here is that these issues have been mostly ignored 

(Winnan, 2016). These problems of sexism are a threat to the sponsors’ image (Ströh, 2017). 

Thirdly, the large majority of esports gambling is done through unregulated betting websites 

(Gainsbury et al., 2017a; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) and this illegal form of esports wagering is so 

popular that it has already become larger than the entire United States’ legal sports gambling 

market (Holden, Rodenberg, et al., 2017). The fact that these illegal platforms do not regulate who 

is using their services (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017), coupled with the ease of skin gambling, has 

allowed children to regularly wager on esports (Griffiths, 2017). Several people have claimed that 

underage skin betting has become a serious problem (Griffiths, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

Unfortunately, almost everyone can bypass betting restrictions on esports because games allow 

players to bet in-game items (Mooney, 2018), some of which may have been bought with real 

money (Shabir, 2017). Moreover, due to the lack of regulations (Ströh, 2017), and the 

characteristics of skin gambling, this type of betting is inserted in a legal grey area (Holden, 2017; 

Martinelli, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Skin gambling and illegal and unregulated wagering have caused 

quite a lot of controversies and drawn unwanted attention (Martinelli, 2017), which could put the 

wellbeing of the esports market at risk (Gainsbury et al., 2017b; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). 

Fourthly, there have already been several incidents of match-fixing in esports (Winnan, 2016), 

which has led to some scandals (Li, 2016; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), bans (Li, 2016), and to 

some people being arrested (Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016; Li, 2016; Winnan, 2016). For 

instance, after some allegations of match-fixing, a 17-year-old pro-player, named Cheon Min-Ki, 

attempted suicide by jumping from the top of a 12 story building (Stivers, 2017) after confessing 

that his team manager commanded him and his team to purposely lose (Ströh, 2017). These 

incidents have greatly damaged the esports scene (Li, 2016; Mah, 2011) and led to the closure of 

some leagues, which may lead some important stakeholders to distance themselves from esports 

(Brickell, 2017). 



148 

 

Fifthly, some people have been caught cheating in esports (Mooney, 2018). Some have used 

cheating software like aimbots, others have explored in-game glitches and bugs (Ströh, 2017; 

Winnan, 2016), some have altered gaming hardware (Winnan, 2016), and others have done 

cyberattacks like DDoS attacks (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). Cheating scandals have happened at 

the finals of important tournaments and generated a lot of controversy from the extremely vocal 

esports audience who flooded the social networks with backlashes. These issues discredit the 

esports scene (Winnan, 2016) and are a threat for all esports stakeholders (Ströh, 2017). 

Lastly, performance-enhancing drugs have entered the esports scene (Mooney, 2018). Because 

esports require extremely fast reflexes (Winnan, 2016), some players have used drugs like 

psychostimulants to boost their reaction time, alertness, and concentration (Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 

2016), as well as increase their overall chances of winning (Stivers, 2017). However, the intake of 

these medications can be quite harmful if used improperly and without medical prescription 

(Mooney, 2018). Specialized gaming elixirs have also appeared over the internet, which may lead 

to dangerous side effects (Holden et al., 2018). This issue is starting to become a problem for 

esports (Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017). The controversy of doping in esports has gained significant 

public attention (Stivers, 2017; Winnan, 2016) and has the potential to damage esports’ image 

(Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). On the basis of these arguments, we suggest: 

 

H2b: Disreputable behaviour and corruption (e.g. toxic behaviour, sexism, illegal and 

unregulated gambling, match-fixing, cheating, cyberattacks, and doping) are a risk to esports 

sponsors. 

 

 

2.2.3. Infancy of the industry 

 

Esports are still a very young phenomenon (AEVI, 2018; Bayliss, 2016; Fields, 2011; Funk et 

al., 2018; Keiper et al., 2017; Seo, 2013; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 2012; Winnan, 2016) 

and this infancy is one of the main problems of the esports market (AEVI, 2018; Shabir, 2017). 

First of all, although esports have several organizations (Salice, 2010; Winnan, 2016), they lack a 

clearly identifiable main governing body (Salice, 2010; Stein & Scholz, 2016; Sylvester & Rennie, 

2017). As such, the entire scene is suffering from fragmentation (CGC Europe, 2015) and from a 

severe lack of organization (Messier, 2011; Nichols, 2017; Winnan, 2016). This creates a confusing 

landscape (Winnan, 2016) and lowers the chances of esports gaining a consistent picture (Salice, 

2010). Furthermore, there is a severe lack of regulation (Hollist, 2015; Li, 2016; ONTIER, 2018; 

Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) and no standardized rules (Salice, 2010; Shabir, 2017; Sylvester & 

Rennie, 2017; Taylor, 2012). This has further boosted the chaotic environment and led to multiple 

frustrations, disputes (Salice, 2010), and significant uncertainty (Shabir, 2017). 

Due to its infancy, the esports market is also volatile (AEVI, 2018; Franke, 2015; Li, 2016; 

Shabir, 2017; Taylor, 2012; Winnan, 2016). There is already a myriad of organizations, websites, 

players, and teams (Li, 2016) that disappeared as quickly as they appeared (AEVI, 2018; Li, 2016). 

Volatility is caused by the game developers’ power to shut down any tournament that features their 

games (Li, 2016; Winnan, 2016), by the lack of experience in this market (Quintana, 2012), by the 

pro-players’ quick physical deterioration (Lu, 2017; Stivers, 2017; Wilson, 2017; Zolides, 2015) 

and low salaries, etc. (Shabir, 2017). This volatility leads to instability and distrust (AEVI, 2018), 

making sponsors weary of investing large sums of money in entities that may suddenly disappear 

(Shabir, 2017). 

However, volatility is also caused by the sponsors themselves (Lu, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

Because esports are extremely dependent on sponsors (Callus & Potter, 2017; CGC Europe, 2015; 
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Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017; Holden, Kaburakis, et al., 2017; Nichols, 2017; ONTIER, 2018; Shabir, 

2017; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 2012; Winnan, 2016), several esports entities have vanished due to 

withdrawals from sponsors (Donschen, 2010; Lu, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

Unfortunately, the severe fragility of the esports economic model is caused by the medium’s 

extreme dependence on sponsors (Taylor, 2012; Winnan, 2016) and some fans have shown signs of 

hate towards brands that, by cancelling sponsorships, forced esports entities to give up on esports 

(Winnan, 2016). 

Also, despite the success of pro-gaming, most esports sponsors still do not know what esports 

really are (AEVI, 2018; CGC Europe, 2015; Nichols, 2017; Taylor, 2012). To make matters worse, 

the scene is constantly evolving, which makes it hard to keep up (Parmar, 2012). There is also a 

great overexposure of incorrect or confusing data, which may lead to, among other things, overly 

optimistic expectations from sponsors (AEVI, 2018). Furthermore, the future of esports is unknown 

and there are few guarantees that they will ever reach the same level of regular sports (Bayliss, 

2016). This has caused several failed sponsorships, which generates a bad image (AEVI, 2018) to 

the very vocal (Nichols, 2017) and critical esports audience (CGC Europe, 2015). Communicating 

with fans without a strong knowledge of esports is a risk for sponsors. Hence, for most brands, 

sponsoring esports is a leap of faith (Nichols, 2017). Accordingly, we pose the following: 

 

H2c: The problems associated with the infancy of the esports industry (e.g. lack of main 

governing body, regulation, and standardization; volatile market; dependence on sponsors; and 

lack of knowledge about the market) are a risk to esports sponsors. 

 

 

2.2.4. Videogames’ short lifespan 

 

The popularity of esports genres and titles is quite unstable (Winnan, 2016). While in 2010 the 

most popular genres were RTS, FPS, and sports games (Jonasson & Thiborg, 2010), in 2016 the 

most popular of all esports genres was MOBAs. It is almost impossible to predict when and what 

the next craze will be about (Winnan, 2016). Even games that had a great presence in esports may 

be substituted (CGC Europe, 2015). There is an extremely small number of older videogames that 

are still being played, like the original Counter-Strike, which was launched in 2000 but is still one 

of the most important esports titles (Ströh, 2017), being the 11
th
 most popular as of 2021. Despite 

this, its sequel, CS:GO, is far more popular, being in second place also in 2021 (Esports Earnings, 

2021). 

The problem of videogames’ short lifespan is further worsened by the constant restructuring of 

esports licencing deals and by the game developers’ pressures to display their latest games at the 

centre-stage of the competitive scene to gain high coverage (Zolides, 2015) and increase their 

revenues. Furthermore, there have been some cases where sequels were not well accepted by the 

community and had even shorter lifespans than their predecessors (O’Beirne, 2011). 

The instability of videogame popularity is very high and unique to esports. Although the 

popularity of each traditional sport also varies, this is mainly caused by the success or failure of 

each country’s national athletes and not by the appearance of a new type of sport (Ströh, 2017). 

This short lifespan contributes to the pro-players’ short careers because most of them can only 

focus on being good at a single game. This means that players have a limited timeframe to become 

good at a popular title and capitalize on its high prize pools before it fades into obscurity (Zolides, 

2015). 

Hence, the longevity of game titles may present some problems for sponsors (Shabir, 2017; 

Ströh, 2017). Brands who, unaware of these lifespans, sponsor just a single videogame, or a single 
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team that plays just one game, may become confused when they see their ROIs decrease and 

investments go to waste as that specific game starts losing viewers (Ströh, 2017). Thus, based on 

this conceptually articulated logic, we hypothesize that: 

 

H2d: The fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to esports sponsors. 

 

 

2.2.5. Poor performance 

 

Sponsorships also present the risk of poor performance. This can come from both the 

sponsored party or the sponsors themselves and it can take many forms (Crompton, 2015). For 

instance, if sponsored pro-players underperform, this negativity can transfer to the sponsor 

(Pitkänen, 2015; Wilson, 2017) and it may be associated with losing, inferiority, or failure 

(Crompton, 1994; Crompton, 2015). Similarly, if the sponsor organizes a tournament and several 

technical problems occur, the sponsor’s image will be negatively affected (Winnan, 2016). Also, if 

the sponsor demonstrates its products and they underperform there will be negative promotion. 

Unfortunately, unlike other sponsorship risks, the issue of poor performance is very hard to control 

or prevent (Crompton, 2015). 

There is the risk of the sponsored event not being as popular as expected or the sponsors’ logos 

being poorly placed and not very visible (Crompton, 1994). In addition, breaking longstanding 

traditions in order to accommodate the firms’ needs will show that sponsors put their corporate 

needs in front of the audience’s desires, which will demonstrate insensitivity towards fans and lead 

to negative reactions. If the sponsorship is seen as over-commercialisation, fans will also get angry 

(Crompton, 2015). 

Sponsors should be aware that there is a really high discrepancy between the number of online 

and TV esports viewers (Franke, 2015). While the TV ratings for esports content average around 

250,000 viewers, online viewership surpasses the million mark (SuperData, 2017b). Within the 

online environment, Twitch and YouTube are the dominant esports platforms (Shabir, 2017; 

SuperData, 2017a), with the remaining esports online channels not being very successful (Li, 

2016). Twitch, the most popular platform (AEVI, 2018; CGC Europe, 2015), has an average of 9.7 

million daily viewers (Peša et al., 2017). It is estimated that only 18.51% of esports fans have 

watched competitive gaming through TV broadcasts (Franke, 2015). Comparatively, 98% of the 

esports audience watches esports on either Twitch or YouTube (SuperData, 2017a). 

Brands should also keep in mind that, although esports are dependent on sponsors (Callus & 

Potter, 2017; Hiltscher & Scholz, 2017; Holden, Kaburakis, et al., 2017; ONTIER, 2018; Shabir, 

2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), this does not mean that they are open to all kinds of brands 

(Franke, 2015; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016). For example, Team YP, which 

is sponsored by the porn website YouPorn, was not allowed to wear its sponsor’s shirts, even 

though the shirts only showed the words Team YP and not any sort of pornographic content 

(Winnan, 2016). Brands should be cautious because, when consumers perceive incongruence, they 

may not accept the sponsorship (Franke, 2015) and will become sceptic and judgemental about the 

sponsor’s real motives (Fleck & Quester, 2007), which will induce negative reactions (Carrillat & 

d'Astous, 2013; Fleck & Quester, 2007; Groza et al., 2012; Han et al., 2013).  

The esports industry favours long-term sponsorships (Shabir, 2017). Oftentimes sponsors 

underestimate both the time and money required to effectively and efficiently conduct a 

sponsorship (Masterman, 2007). Brands have to keep in mind that, if they are sponsoring an esports 

team, they may have to cover for multiple expenses, like paying for the team’s airplane tickets, 

hotel rooms or housing, food, agents, psychologists, nutritionists, etc., for the entire duration of the 
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sponsorship (Li, 2016). Unlike most large firms, smaller brands usually do not possess the 

necessary funds to afford this (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Unfortunately, short-term sponsorships 

are unable to successfully connect the brand with the event (Quester & Farrelly, 1998) or to reap as 

many benefits as long-term sponsorships (Korpimies, 2017; Portlock & Rose, 2009). 

Although brands have been able to earn billions of dollars per year with esports sponsorships 

(Shabir, 2017) and to generate significant ROIs (Nielsen Esports, 2017), for several organizations 

within esports, ROIs and profitability are still a challenge (Newzoo, 2018a). In terms of total 

revenues, esports revenues are still a far cry from regular sports’ (Shabir, 2017). While it is 

expected that esports’ total revenue will increase to $1.5 billion in 2023 (Newzoo, 2020c), the 

NBA’s merchandising alone is already worth roughly $15 billion (Winnan, 2016). Similarly, while 

in 2020 the average annual revenue per esports fan was $4.9 (Newzoo, 2020c), in 2016 the average 

annual revenue per NFL fan was already $60 (Newzoo, 2016a). 

Lastly, it is hard to measure the effects of sponsorships (Ko et al., 2008; Korpimies, 2017; 

Meenaghan et al., 2013; Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013; Vance et al., 2016), be they positive or 

negative, and the same applies to esports sponsorships (Korpimies, 2017). There is a lack of 

trustworthy methodologies that effectively measure and compare the outcomes of these 

investments (Vance et al., 2016). Moreover, there is no consistent (Ko et al., 2008) or universal tool 

capable of measuring the effectiveness of all kinds of sponsorships (Meenaghan et al., 2013; Vance 

et al., 2016). This suggests the following: 

 

H2e: Poor performance (e.g. low viewership outside Twitch and YouTube, sponsor 

incongruence, smaller revenues when compared to regular sports, and difficulty to measure 

sponsorship effectiveness) is a risk to esports sponsors. 

 

 

2.3. MAIN STRATEGIES FOR SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

Esports present multiple sponsorship benefits for companies to tap into and several risks to be 

cautious about (Shabir, 2017). As such, minimizing the risks is as important to a successful 

sponsorship as it is to maximize the benefits (Crompton, 1994). It is essential to implement 

efficient and solid strategies (Shabir, 2017) to ensure success (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017), 

sustainability, and growth in this new market. Although the esports industry has been compared to 

the wild-west, it has been proven that those who successfully navigate this space will reap 

substantial rewards (Shabir, 2017). 

 

 

2.3.1. Acquire esports expertise 

 

Esports are very different from regular sports (Ströh, 2017). Thus, it is neither reliable nor 

feasible to simply copy the strategies from regular sports sponsorships (Burton, 2017; Ströh, 2017). 

In order to prosper in esports, companies must ensure that they possess the right skills and acumen 

to tackle this industry, and that they have an appreciation for gaming, know the entire sector 

(Shabir, 2017), and are in sync with esports fans (Pitkänen, 2015). But the complexity of the scene 

makes it difficult for companies to know what is the best way to enter the market (Nielsen Esports, 

2017). Some companies have entered the sector without any kind of preparation and their mistakes 

resulted in negative outcomes (Shabir, 2017). To adequately enter this market with a viable 

sponsorship strategy, they first need a strong and solid preparation (Franke, 2015). 
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Brands interested in esports should study this market (Seo, 2013; Winnan, 2016) in a holistic 

manner (Seo, 2013) because each game has a different community, consumption habits, and 

dynamism (AEVI, 2018). It is also very important to attentively study the different esports genres 

and titles because their popularity is constantly changing (Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016), and 

sponsors must follow the trends (Winnan, 2016) and adapt to eventual shifts in videogame 

popularity (Ströh, 2017). Every game represents a small world full of intricacies that the brand 

must know (Pitkänen, 2015). Attention must also be placed on the level of professionalism and 

type of event (Ströh, 2017). As is evident, simple and standard sponsorships will not suffice 

(Shabir, 2017). Studying all of this will help to understand what esports are, how they work 

(Winnan, 2016), and to be in sync with the esports audience (Nichols, 2017; Nielsen Esports, 

2017).  

Another way of acquiring esports expertise is for managers to immerse themselves in the 

competitive gaming culture, and to be part of the community, so that they can establish an effective 

communication with the audience. The brand must learn to talk, act, and behave like the market 

they wish to sponsor (Nichols, 2017). Brands should also create a section in their company that is 

solely, or at least mainly, focused on esports (Pitkänen, 2015; Ströh, 2017). 

It is equally recommend to recruit esports experts, or an agency, for support (CGC Europe, 

2015). However, only specialised professionals, with a good understanding of the sector should be 

hired (AEVI, 2018). Cooperating with experienced individuals will allow brands to implement 

strategies that are in tune with the needs and wants of the esports audience, and will allow brands to 

connect with other esports organizations. Outsourcing certain tasks may help brands grow and 

establish themselves more easily in the competitive gaming industry (CGC Europe, 2015). 

If it is not possible to hire an expert, companies can see if some their employees are esports 

fans and let them run the sponsorship. Comcast Xfinity did this and found great success. Esports 

fans can be ideal strategists because they are aware of all the intricacies of the scene, including 

what fans want. They understand and have a real love for gaming, and are able to have genuine 

interactions with other esports fans, which enhances authenticity. With this strategy the brand will 

be able to become a natural part of the esports scene (Shabir, 2017). We therefore hypothesize that: 

 

H3a: Esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise (in the form of information or 

experienced people) prior to starting an esports sponsorship. 

 

 

2.3.2. Start sponsoring as soon as possible 

 

Compared to regular sports, the number of esports sponsors is still very small (Winnan, 2016), 

but the relatively low entry barriers coupled with the multiple attractive features (Shabir, 2017; 

Winnan, 2016) has caught the attention (Shabir, 2017) and is attracting more and more sponsors to 

the esports scene (Borowy, 2012; CGC Europe, 2015; Keiper et al., 2017; Mooney, 2018; Nielsen 

Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016). Because of this, esports are no longer an obscure 

market (Winnan, 2016). Even famous celebrities, non-endemic brands, and sport organizations 

have noticed that we are changing into a gaming society and are beginning to enter the space 

(Shabir, 2017). More and more brands are starting to demonstrate a serious long-term commitment 

to the industry (Franke, 2015) and to perform lots of acquisitions in the sector (Stein & Scholz, 

2016; Sylvester & Rennie, 2017).  

As such, interested sponsors must be wary because the increase of heavy investments in 

esports is creating bigger entrance barriers for smaller and less wealthy sponsors. It is expected that 

these barriers will be increasing every six months. For instance, while in 2013 one advertising slot 
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for the League of Legends Championship Series costed roughly $80,000, in 2015 this value 

increased to between $800,000 and $1.2 million. Ergo, although smaller brands have been able to 

sponsor esports until now, things will not be like this forever. As competitive gaming enters the 

mainstream, the amount of money required to sponsor it will sky-rocket and smaller sponsors will 

be at a disadvantage (Winnan, 2016). 

In the current regular sports market, brands have to pay millions of dollars to place their logos 

on the athletes’ attire and to rename stadiums. If these companies had signed their sponsorship 

deals before these sports reached such magnitudes they could have saved millions of dollars in 

investments and signed extremely long sponsorships that would make them reap massive revenues 

in the long-term. This is the opportunity that esports are presenting right now (Winnan, 2016). 

Now is the time to invest in esports. As the industry evolves, the barriers to entry will also 

increase. Brands must be aware that late adopting companies will face far less attractive 

propositions than pioneering and more agile organizations (Winnan, 2016). This strategy has the 

potential of being very cost-effective with future high payoffs for the companies’ investments 

(Ströh, 2017). Ergo, we formally predict the following: 

 

H3b: Brands should start sponsoring esports as soon as possible. 

 

 

2.3.3. Create relevant-added value 

 

Advertising has evolved. The current internet user is not so inclined to accept invasive ads and, 

because of this, ad-blockers are now more popular than ever. The weakening effectiveness of 

traditional advertising (Shabir, 2017), coupled with advertising clutter (Winnan, 2016), means that 

brands must implement new, more integrated (Burton, 2017), and creative sponsorships to conquer 

esports (Burton, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Winnan, 2016) and intimately connect with fans (Burton, 

2017). Unfortunately, brands often opt for simply placing their logos on the players’ jerseys or on 

the player or tournament’s website (Taylor, 2012). But, esports fans do not respond to ordinary 

advertising (BI Intelligence & Elder, 2017). They want to be heard and entertained (Shabir, 2017). 

Esports are centred on consumer experiences (Seo, 2013). Therefore, sponsors should strive 

for more than simple media exposure. They must create relevant-added value for the audience. The 

sponsorship must be transparent, touch the viewers, and support the esports phenomenon. It is not 

enough to simply show your brand logo. Companies must actually improve the space (Ströh, 2017) 

and create entertainment-based advertising as this will positively influence the consumers’ attitudes 

towards the publicity (Parreño et al., 2013). 

Brands must provide genuine and relevant contributions to customers’ lives and conversations 

(Kotler & Armstrong, 2018), and present relevant information (Parreño et al., 2013) and offers to 

this target group (CGC Europe, 2015). If people find that an advertisement is useful, their level of 

irritation towards that specific publicity will decrease (Parreño et al., 2013). Also, individualistic 

experiences do not affect brand attitudes. There must be a focus on the social aspects as these 

create excitement and satiate multiple social needs. The participants must feel that, together, they 

are part of a social and shared experience (Fransen et al., 2013). 

Giving people the chance to directly and interactively experience a brand will lead to enhanced 

brand awareness and image. This shows the relevance of flow. Studies have proven that a brand 

encounter with active flow experiences can positively affect the participants’ emotions. This is 

important because, during flow experiences, brands can bypass the consumers’ rational information 

processing pathways, entering the consumers’ mind in a much more direct and intuitive manner. As 

such, the brand becomes more engraved in consumers’ minds, thus boosting positive brand 
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attitudes and brand recall, and preventing consumer scepticism. These flow experiences are also 

possible in the online environment, as website interactivity can significantly enhance flow (Fransen 

et al., 2013). 

Fans have more favourable attitudes towards brands that go beyond and support the industry 

(The Nielsen Company, 2015). Those who have gone beyond one-directional sponsorship 

strategies have reaped several benefits (Taylor, 2012). Creating relevant-added value will allow 

brands to be perceived as an integral element of this industry (Ströh, 2017), to have a substantial 

range of coverage (CGC Europe, 2015), reach a larger fan-base, be perceived as more authentic and 

altruistic, create strong connections with esports and its audience, become a relevant element of the 

scene (Ströh, 2017), and obtain a substantial return on investment (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). 

Even non-endemic companies can reach, in the long-run, a quasi-endemic status by creating 

relevant-added value for the industry and making long-term partnerships. Moreover, this can be 

done at a relatively low cost (Ströh, 2017). 

There are various ways to accommodate relevant-added value into esports sponsorships (Ströh, 

2017). For instance, brands like Red Bull have created entire tournaments (Härig, 2015) and built 

training facilities for pro-players (Winnan, 2016). Coca-Cola has offered free drinks during League 

of legends tournaments and created a tournament where amateur players could compete and gain 

access to professional tournaments (Shabir, 2017). Korean Air used its hanger to host the finals of a 

major StarCraft tournament and put the image of a videogame character into two of its airplanes 

(Seo, 2013). Totino’s provided tournament attendees with samples of their pizza-related products 

and created a challenge where fans had to remain on, and avoid falling from, a mechanical moving 

couch while playing a videogame. Gillette provided pro-players with free grooming services and 

gave players and fans a chance to customize and keep a 3D printed razor (Shabir, 2017). The 

Shinhan Bank created a bank account that allows its owners to have V.I.P. seating during some 

tournaments’ finals (Taylor, 2012). And the South Korean Air Force created The Ace Team to 

allow the best Korean StarCraft players to continue competing in esports while they perform the 

country’s mandatory two years of military service (Gifford, 2017). As can be seen, the most 

successful entities in esports are the passionate ones (Shabir, 2017). It is crucial that brands have a 

love for gaming. This is what drives the industry (Stein & Scholz, 2016). 

There is also storytelling in esports (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017; Taylor, 2012). Esports are a 

centre of daily news and stories. Therefore, a good marketing strategy might take advantage of this 

continuous storytelling (CGC Europe, 2015). Tournaments often show videos of teams or players’ 

past actions and rivalries in a form of storytelling sequences (Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017; Nielsen 

Esports, 2017; Taylor, 2012). Fans get emotionally attached to pro-players, either liking or hating 

them. While someone who does not care may not watch, a person that does not like a certain player 

will be even more prone to watch him (Taylor, 2012). Narratives of a veteran pro-player versus a 

promising rookie (Borowy, 2012; Taylor, 2012) or of good versus evil (Borowy, 2012) will 

certainly grab the attention of the crowd (Borowy, 2012; Taylor, 2012). Storytelling allows brands 

to rise above the advertising clutter (Walter & Gioglio, 2014) and to keep customers engaged (Lee 

& Shin, 2015; Shabir, 2017). Humans are not good at remembering facts but they are exceptional at 

remembering stories (Grzesiak, 2018; Pikos & Olejniczak, 2016). Hence, the brand will always be 

in the audience’s mind (Trigoni, 2016). However, the stories and the personas must be real. Esports 

should not become a theatre like wrestling (Taylor, 2012) as esports fans can easily tell when 

enthusiasm is being faked (Demers, 2015). 

Esports sponsors can also do product trial by placing demo booths in offline tournaments 

(Borowy, 2012; Ströh, 2017; Taylor, 2012). Sponsors can give product samples (Pitkänen, 2015; 

Shabir, 2017), present and test their products, and even evaluate consumers’ reactions (Pitkänen, 

2015) to further improve the product (Taylor, 2012). Consumers prefer product trial to simple 
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discount coupons or basic sponsor information (Damster & Tassiopoulos, 2007; McCarville et al., 

1998). This will help increase the customers’ interest in the product (Fahy & Jobber, 2015; Kotler 

& Armstrong, 2018; McDonnell & Moir, 2014). 

Sponsor should promote good practice and the integrity of esports. It is important to comply 

with good behaviour clauses, demand robust integrity measures, and cooperate with all other 

organizations (Brickell, 2017). Likewise, everyone should be aware of their roles, rights, 

obligations, and responsibilities (AEVI, 2018). Brands with some kind of authority over esports 

(e.g. tournament organizers) should take disciplinary actions when faced with disreputable 

behaviour (Li, 2016) or corruption (Manoli, 2018; Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). In fact, brands 

should have a zero tolerance policy in these aspects (Winnan, 2016). One way of promoting female 

participation in esports is to create tag team tournaments, with each team being composed of one 

male and one female participant (Mooney, 2018). Furthermore, prevention campaigns should be 

implemented to inform people about the risks of gambling (Gainsbury et al., 2017b). 

The negative perceptions over videogames are steadily being eliminated thanks to the 

influence of esports sponsors and the mainstream media that covers it (Shabir, 2017). Some 

companies have produced videos that refute several of the negative assumptions and myths 

surrounding gaming (Taylor, 2012), while also highlighting the passion and energy of esports (Li, 

2016). With good coordination between all the esports organizations and the mainstream media, the 

gaming industry may be able to overcome this challenge and give this industry a more positive 

image (Shabir, 2017). 

Esports fans favour sponsors that provide value (Shabir, 2017). Sponsors should create a 

connection with the audience and present relevant content as this can positively influence fans’ 

attitudes and lower their doubts about the sponsor’s real interest in esports (Ströh, 2017). By 

increasing their participation in the medium and enhancing the consumer experience, brands can 

reap substantial rewards (Seo, 2013). 

The esports audience is not against brand integration, as long as it makes sense (Shabir, 2017). 

As such, the sponsorship must logically use or incorporate the imagery of the esports culture 

(Burton, 2017) and make the sponsor an integral element of the esports scene (Pitkänen, 2015). In 

this sense, brands should implement authentic, altruistic, and long-term sponsorships (Shabir, 2017; 

Ströh, 2017) that enhance the esports experience (Seo, 2013). Hence, philanthropy is a necessary 

tactic to reap long-term benefits and larger ROIs (Crompton, 2015). Building on these arguments, 

we suggest that: 

 

H3c: When sponsoring esports, sponsors should create relevant-added value (e.g. present 

relevant advertisements to fans, provide relevant content to fans, focus on storytelling, support 

tournaments and pro-players, perform product trial, promote good practice and integrity, and 

promote gaming's acceptance). 

 

 

2.3.4. Sponsor professional players and teams 

 

Besides pondering how to sponsor, brands must also determine who or what to sponsor (Kim 

et al., 2010). Several entities can be sponsored in esports and each provides different benefits 

(Winnan, 2016). For example, brands can sponsor casters. A good commentator is one of the best 

personalities to sponsor as they appear in more events than pro-players and also have large fan-

bases. They are cheap to sponsor (Pitkänen, 2015), have a strong connection with the esports 

community, and are legitimate individuals with a true love for gaming (Taylor, 2012). 
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Sponsoring videogames is also very effective at increasing brand awareness and recall (Chan 

et al., 2017). The esports audience is completely fanatical about anything related to their favourite 

games. Hence, esports-related products will sell incredibly well and will spread brand recognition. 

For example, Coca-Cola and Fanta’s League of legends-themed cans became a very desirable and 

sought after product that instantly ran out of stock (Winnan, 2016). Several studies have also 

pointed to the benefits of in-game branding (Cauberghe & Pelsmacker, 2013; Mukherjee & Lau-

Gesk, 2016; Vashisht & Sreejesh, 2015, 2017). Currently, in-game branding is the most compelling 

approach to advertising in esports (Härig, 2015) as it allows brands to perform product placement 

inside the games’ virtual worlds (Hallmann & Giel, 2018). For instance, in StarCraft, the sponsors’ 

logos are shown where the team’s videogame characters are placed at the start of the match (Härig, 

2015). Sponsors that simply place their logos on the pro-players’ jerseys will have a very short 

display time as most of the broadcasting is spent showing the virtual playground. As such, in-game 

branding allows brands to maximize their display time and sponsorship effectiveness (Ströh, 2017). 

Brands can also sponsor esports events (CGC Europe, 2015). The most popular tournaments 

attract millions of viewers (Mooney, 2018) and generate as much online traffic as major events like 

the Super Bowl or the Oscars (Franke, 2015). Thus, they can significantly increase brand 

awareness (Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017) and brand recall (Taylor, 2012). Being a tournament 

sponsor provides several advantages (Ströh, 2017). For example, sponsors can display the brand’s 

logo or name during matches (TEO, 2018) or commercial breaks (Ströh, 2017), the sponsor can be 

highlighted (TEO, 2018), and it can even place banners and demo booths (Taylor, 2012). 

Sponsoring events may also lead to brand image transfer (Ströh, 2017; Woisetschläger & 

Michaelis, 2012) and improved brand image (Lucas, 2015; Ströh, 2017). If the event has a better 

image than the sponsor, then the sponsor’s image may be improved (Woisetschläger & Michaelis, 

2012). Likewise, tournament sponsorships can lead to increases sales (Eventbrite, 2015; Franke, 

2015). However, brands should keep in mind that offline tournaments provide the best benefits 

(Eventbrite, 2015; Franke, 2015; Ströh, 2017). These events have the highest media reach, allow 

brands to personally interact with fans, emphasize the brand’s interest in esports, and enhance the 

fans acceptance of the sponsorship (Ströh, 2017). 

Sponsoring esports personalities provides great brand exposure (Franke, 2015; Jin, 2010; 

Mooney, 2018). Pro-players are the celebrities of esports (CGC Europe, 2015). The better the team, 

the more followers it will have (Mah, 2011) and the more visibility the brand will get (Mooney, 

2018; Winnan, 2016). Pro-players also help build brand image and promote the brand’s products 

(Pitkänen, 2015). It is because of this that the sponsorship of teams has been the most usual form of 

sponsorship in esports (AEVI, 2018). Sponsors will get exposition, not only during matches, but 

also during the pro-players’ practice sessions, which tend to be streamed to various fans (Ströh, 

2017; Winnan, 2016). Moreover, pro-players directly promote their sponsors during broadcasts and 

at events around the world (Avallone, 2010), which brings the brand closer to fans (CGC Europe, 

2015). Sponsoring pro-players may also result in brand image transfer (Taylor, 2012; Winnan, 

2016) and will allow the company to capture the fans’ excitement for their favourite team (Shabir, 

2017). Likewise, fans are more prone to buy the sponsored products that pro-players use (Lee et al., 

2016; Pitkänen, 2015). However, it is better to sponsor well-established teams than to risk 

sponsoring an obscure one (Winnan, 2016).  

Since pro-gamers and teams are the stars of esports (Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016) 

and the most sponsored esports entity (AEVI, 2018), and the stars of regular sports are often the 

main entities that brands want to sponsor because they generally bring the most benefits (Ströh, 

2017), we propose the following hypothesis: 

 

H3d: The most beneficial esports entities to sponsor are professional players and teams. 
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2.3.5. Be the main sponsor 

 

The sponsored party can have more than one sponsor (Winnan, 2016). But, main sponsors are 

the biggest beneficiaries of all sponsoring agents (Berners, 2017; Dekhil, 2010; Ferrand et al., 

2007) because this entity is mostly unavoidable for anyone who sees the event (Dekhil, 2010). 

Main sponsors have several advantages over other sponsors, including: more control over the 

sponsored party, more sponsorship freedom and opportunities, more visibility, more 

communication opportunities (Ferrand et al., 2007), and the ability to place their logos on the most 

visible and valuable spots (Pitkänen, 2015; Ströh, 2017), like in the title of the event itself (Berners, 

2017). There is a clear correlation between being a main sponsor and being the first brand to be 

remembered as a sponsor (Dekhil, 2010; Ferrand et al., 2007). Research has even proven that 

esports fans are most favourable to brands that are the sole sponsors (The Nielsen Company, 2015). 

This has led several brands to become main esports sponsors. News UK signed a million dollar 

deal to become the main sponsor of the esports UK Championship Series and the official partner of 

Gfinity Championship Series. This sponsorship established the brand as the major esports supporter 

in the United Kingdom (Winnan, 2016). 

In 2013, Coke Zero did what is probably the most influencing sponsoring deal in the history of 

esports (so far), when they partnered with Riot Games to create the League of Legends Challenger 

Series, a tournament that gives novices the opportunity to become professionals. This set the basis 

for sustainable content creation and created a lasting brand experience that is deeply connected 

with the esports industry (CGC Europe, 2015). 

Instead of creating a partnership, some brands simply buy the tournaments. For example, the 

publisher Activision Blizzard purchased MLG, the biggest esports provider (Ströh, 2017) for $46 

million. And Modern Times Group bought the tournament operator Turtle Entertainment for $87 

million (Stein & Scholz, 2016). 

Other brands have created their own esports tournaments (Ströh, 2017). Here, gaming 

hardware companies have the chance to build entire events around their latest product lines (TEO, 

2018). For instance, Intel has developed its own line of tournaments, named Intel Extreme Masters 

(IEM), which allowed them to develop a lasting engagement with gamers and increase brand 

awareness (CGC Europe, 2015). The NBA has created the NBA 2k eLeague. And Ligue 1, a 

French football championship, developed the first professional esports football tournament in 

Europe (Funk et al., 2018). Even universities are hosting their own tournaments. An example is the 

University of British Columbia (UBC), in Canada, which created the UBC Esports Gaming Club in 

2016. They have 800 members and 50 of those are competing at a high level, having won more 

than $500,000 from professional gaming tournaments (Shabir, 2017). 

Brands are also purchasing teams to compete under the brand’s name (Goetomo, 2017) and 

investing large sums to create the best esports teams (Guinness World Records, 2017). In this 

regard, SK Telecom and Samsung have created some of the best esports teams (Winnan, 2016). 

Even the South Korean Navy formed Aegis, its own StarCraft team. The team was formed by a 

direct order of Admiral Song Young-moo, the Chief of Naval Operations. According to a Navy 

official, the Navy concluded that the creation of a dedicated esports team had the potential to be a 

great low-cost publicity strategy (Taylor, 2012). 

Because of the benefits associated with being a main sponsor, some brands require the 

sponsored party to accept the brand as the sole sponsor even before commencing any kind of 

sponsorship negotiations (Chalmet, 2015). These elements form the foundation of our hypothesis: 

 

H3e: Esports sponsors should strive to be the main sponsors of the player, team, commentator, 

tournament, or videogame that they are sponsoring. 
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2.3.6. Avoid over-advertising 

 

Irritation is one of the main elements that prevent advertising success (Parreño et al., 2013). 

Unfortunately, several companies still make the mistake of over-advertising. The ones that do are 

negatively affected in two ways: (1) money is wasted on too much advertising and (2) the 

exaggerated publicity turns potentially positive word of mouth into negative buzz. This is important 

because negative word of mouth has much larger and severe effects than positive buzz (Babutsidze, 

2018). 

Although esports fans accept sponsorships (Franke, 2015; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017), this 

acceptance should not be abused (Franke, 2015; Shabir, 2017). If consumers think that a sponsor is 

exploiting an event, the sponsorship will result in negative repercussions (Carrillat & d’Astous, 

2012). For example, if a commercial break is shown during a match, instead of during actual game 

breaks, or if the permanent advertising banners that appear on the videos block the visibility of 

essential elements of the game, the advertisement will be negatively perceived and will not be 

accepted. Because of this, sponsors must carefully select when, where (Franke, 2015), how much 

(Parreño et al., 2013), and how frequently they want their ads to be shown (Korpimies, 2017; 

Winnan, 2016). 

Fans do not like commercially predatory companies (Winnan, 2016). They want to be treated 

as actual people, not as simple numbers or a source of revenue (Shabir, 2017). Sponsors must be 

cautious so that consumers do not think that the company is overly exploiting the event. A sense of 

exploitation will lead to consumers perceiving the brand’s motives as solely commercial and not 

altruistic, which will generate negative responses from customers (Carrillat & d’Astous, 2012). 

Hence, brands must analyse the target-audience’s acceptance levels of advertisement and carefully 

balance the amount and frequency of messages that are sent to their target-audience in order to 

prevent saturation and negative attitudes towards the brand (Parreño et al., 2013). Similarly, brands 

should not force pro-players to mention their sponsors as this may be frowned upon by the 

community (Korpimies, 2017), with players being perceived as sellouts (Korpimies, 2017; Winnan, 

2016).  

Due to all of this, sponsors should avoid directly advertising their brands (Korpimies, 2017). 

Various studies have shown the benefits of moderately-toned advertisings. This applies both to 

regular and online communications. Thus, marketers should opt for smarter advertising tactics. 

Particularly, they should minimize their spending on promotion and prioritize the stimulation of 

favourable word of mouth (Babutsidze, 2018). Drawing on these arguments, we hypothesize: 

 

H3f: Esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising. 

 

 

2.4. OVERALL CONCLUSIONS AND THEORETICAL MODEL OF THE MAIN BENEFITS, 

RISKS, AND STRATEGIES OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

As the literature has shown, the main benefits, risks, and strategies of esports sponsorships are 

multidimensional concepts. Particularly, the literature seems to indicate that the main benefits are 

comprised by five general concepts: (1) low sponsorship costs, (2) increased brand awareness, (3) 

improved brand image, (4) increased sales, and (5) sustainable investment. The main risks are 

comprised by five general concepts: (1) negative public view on videogames, (2) disreputable 

behaviour and corruption, (3) infancy of the industry, (4) videogames’ short lifespan, and (5) poor 

performance. And the main strategies are comprised by six general concepts: (1) acquire esports 

expertise, (2) start sponsoring as soon as possible, (3) create relevant-added value, (4) sponsor 



159 

 

professional players and teams, (5) be the main sponsor, and (6) avoid over-advertising. The 

theoretical model in Figure 1 presents an overview of the main findings from the literature review. 

 

Figure 1 

Conceptual model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports 

 
 

With these conclusions, and this theoretical model, we will proceed to subject them to 

empirical scrutiny. Particularly, it will be analysed if the identified main benefits, risks, and 

strategies are verified in the esports market. 
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CHAPTER 3 – METHODOLOGY 

 

The methodological stage is the second phase of research
157

 (Riazi, 2016). This is a detailed 

plan that describes how research was conducted and shows what the researcher did during the study 

(Leavy, 2017). It exposes, not only the strategy (Hesse-Biber, 2017), practices, theories (Silverman, 

2017), rules, principles (Zedeck, 2014), tools (Given, 2008; Miller & Brewer, 2003), procedures 

(Babbie, 2013; Miller & Brewer, 2003), techniques (Miller & Brewer, 2003), and overall 

methods
158

 (Given, 2008; Riazi, 2016; Zedeck, 2014) that guided the research, but also the 

rationale for choosing each particular method (Hesse-Biber, 2017) and the reasoning behind how 

conceptualizations and theories were be made (Miller & Brewer, 2003). That is, it also serves to 

justify why particular methods were used, certain decisions were made (Leavy, 2017; Silverman, 

2017), and specific conclusions were reached. As such, it is important to present a set of methods 

that derive from established and widely known procedures and that have been built and refined 

over time (Miller & Brewer, 2003). 

To clearly communicate a research to one’s peers, specific conventions must be followed 

(Miller & Brewer, 2003). A chain of evidence must be provided to enhance the validity
159

 and 

reliability
160

 of the research. That is, every step that was taken during the course of the research 

(e.g. research design, research questions, data sources, data collection tools, circumstances under 

which data was collected, etc.) should be clearly detailed (Cohen et al., 2018) so that external 

researchers may analyse, adapt (Given, 2008), or accurately replicate it (Cohen et al., 2018; Given, 

2008). These aspects must be clearly and thoroughly exposed so that readers can have a full 

understanding of the processes and reasoning that guided the research (Leavy, 2017; Mooi et al., 

2018). A short summary of the methodology will now be presented. 

This research adopted an exploratory design with an approach focused on convergent-parallel 

mixed methods with equivalent status. The study setting was non-contrived, the researcher had an 

overt stance, and the time horizon was cross-sectional. There were two samples. Sample 1 was 

composed by 22 experts in esports sponsorships that were sampled through a nonprobability 

purposive expert heterogeneous method and treated as a multiple-case study. Their unit of 

observation and unit of analysis was the organization. The data from esports sponsorship experts 

was collected through an interview (online via video-call or voice-call) with each expert (only one 

expert was interviewed per organization) between 15 August 2019 and 12 December 2019 (i.e. 120 

days). These interviews were conducted with the help of a structured and mostly qualitative (open-

ended) questionnaire. Sample 2 was composed by 5,638 esports fans that were sampled through a 

nonprobability purposive heterogeneous method. Their unit of observation was the individual and 

their unit of analysis was the organization. The data from esports fans was collected through a 

mostly quantitative (closed-ended) online survey that was applied via self-recruitment and self-

administration between 29 June 2019 and 3 December 2019 (i.e. 158 days). Qualitative data was 

analysed with the help of NVivo 10 and quantitative data was analysed with the help of SPSS 25. 

Hypotheses were validated by triangulating the data from the experts in esports sponsorships and 

the esports fans. The research report was presented in a linear-analytic structure. Table 3 presents a 

very succinct exposition of the methodology that was employed in this research. 

                                                           
157 The first stage of research is composed by a conceptual stage and the third by an empirical stage (Riazi, 2016). 
158 There has been some confusion between the terms methodology and methods, with them being commonly used 

as synonyms (Saunders et al., 2016). However, while methodology refers to the framework of methods used during 

research, the methods are related to the individual techniques, tools (Silverman, 2017; Woolf & Silver, 2018), and 

processes (Woolf & Silver, 2018) used for collecting and analysing data (Silverman, 2017). 
159 Validation happens when it is verified that the collected data, as well as the analysis and interpretation processes, 

are valid, credible, and authentic (Saunders et al., 2016). 
160 Reliability refers to how dependable, consistent, and replicable a study is through time or over different 

respondents or instruments (Cohen et al., 2018). 
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Table 3 

Summary of the research methodology 

Construct Method 

Report structure Linear-analytic 

Referencing style American Psychological Association (APA) 7th edition 

General aim Determine what are the main benefits and risks that brands face when sponsoring esports as 

well as what are the main strategies for conducting successful competitive gaming 

sponsorships 

Objectives 1st: Determine the main benefits that brands reap when sponsoring esports 

2nd: Determine the main risks that brands face when sponsoring esports 

3rd: Determine the main strategies that brands should use for conducting successful esports 

sponsorships 

Outcome of the 

literature review 

Creation of a conceptual model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports 

Design Purpose: Exploratory 

Approach: Convergent-parallel mixed methods with equivalent status 

Paradigm: Multiple-case study (for Sample 1) 

Study setting: Non-contrived and overt stance 

Time horizon: Cross-sectional 

Populations and 

sampling 

Population 1: Experts in esports sponsorships 

Sampling: Nonprobability purposive expert 

heterogeneous 

Sample 1: N = 22 

Unit of observation: Organization 

Unit of analysis: Organization 

Data collection time: 15 August 2019 – 12 

December 2019 (i.e. 120 days) 

Population 2: Esports fans 

Sampling: Nonprobability purposive 

heterogeneous 

Sample 2: N = 5,638a 

Unit of observation: Individual 

Unit of analysis: Organization 

Data collection time: 29 June 2019 – 3 

December 2019 (i.e. 158 days) 

Data collection tool 

and application 

method 

Data collection tool: Mostly qualitative 

(open-ended) structured questionnaire 

Administration method: Online interview 

Data collection tool: Mostly quantitative 

(closed-ended) structured questionnaire 

Administration method: Self-recruitment and 

self-administration online survey 

Data analysis 

procedure 

Qualitative data analysis tool: NVivo 10 

Quantitative data analysis tool: SPSS 25 

Hypotheses validation method: Triangulation 

Outcome of the 

empirical research 

Creation of an empirical model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports 

Duration of the 

research 

10 November 2017 – 31 May 2021 (i.e. 1299 days) 

a In total, 6,194 esports fans filled out the survey but, after excluding incomplete or inappropriately-filled surveys, the 

total sample was composed by 5,638 esports fans. 

 

The following sections of this chapter will provide an exposition of these methods in greater 

detail and explain the rationale for using them. 

 

 

3.1. REPORT STRUCTURE – LINEAR-ANALYTIC 

 

There are several ways to structure and organize research reports (Saunders et al., 2016; Yin, 

2014). The presentation of research must be divided into several chapters, subchapters, and other 

elements (Yin, 2014). Depending on the purpose and research methods, the report can abide to a 

traditional or alternative format (Saunders et al., 2016). The chosen structure will highly influence 

the format and presentation of the study (Yin, 2014) and will emphasise specific aspects of the 

research (Saunders et al., 2016). 

This study used a linear-analytic structure, also referred to as logico-deductive (Saunders et al., 

2016). This is the standard and most common structure used by scientific articles in research 
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journals (McLeod, 2003; Mills et al., 2010; Yin, 2014). It is commonly used in studies with 

exploratory purposes and is even considered as the most advantageous structure when there are 

case studies involved (Yin, 2014). 

Some variations can be applied to the standard structure (Saunders et al., 2016), but it usually 

follows the common format of: Presentation of the problem or issue being studied, review of the 

relevant literature, description of the used methodology, exposition of the collected data, analysis 

of the data and findings, delivery of a set of conclusions, explanation of the implications that the 

findings represent, and suggestions for further research (Yin, 2014)
161

. As can be seen, this 

structure reflects the logic and order by which the research was conducted (Saunders et al., 2016).  

For this research, the chosen linear-analytic format was: Abstract, introduction, literature 

review, conclusions of the literature review, methodology, results, discussion, conclusions, 

implications, limitations, future research, references, ludography, appendices, and annexes. 

Because this is the most used structure, it has the advantage of feeling more familiar and 

comfortable (Yin, 2014). Due to being immediately recognizable to academics, linear-analytic 

structures are useful when the research report is being written with an academic audience in mind 

(Gray, 2004). 

 

 

3.2. REFERENCING STYLE – APA 

 

In regards to crediting other sources and overall writing style, this research followed guidelines 

of the seventh edition of the American Psychological Association (APA). APA is the most used 

style in the field of science (Gayathri & Meenakshi, 2013). Moreover, apart from journal-specific 

custom referencing styles, APA is the most common style in the academic business literature, being 

used by 11% of business journals
162

 (Camacho, 2013). 

 

 

3.3. PURPOSE – EXPLORATORY 

 

When research is conducted, it is done with a particular purpose or objective (Kumar, 2014). 

In social research, studies are usually done for a variety of purposes. These are mostly focused on 

exploration
163

, description
164

, or explanation
165

 (Babbie, 2013, 2014; Kumar, 2014; Leavy, 2017; 

Lune & Berg, 2017; Neuman, 2014b). For this research, there was an exploratory purpose. 

Exploratory investigations are very valuable for research in the social sciences (Babbie, 2013) 

because their purpose is to examine new areas (Babbie, 2013; Cooper & Schindler, 2014; Neuman, 

2014b), under-researched fields (Gupta & Awasthy, 2015; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Howitt, 2016; 

Kumar, 2014; Leavy, 2017; Mills et al., 2010; Neuman, 2014b), or ambiguous problems (Mooi et 

                                                           
161 Other examples found in the literature include: Abstract, introduction, literature review, methodology (or 

method), results (or findings), discussion, conclusion, references (or bibliography), and appendices (Saunders et al., 

2016); Problem statement, methodology, data collection, analysis, and conclusion (Skinner, Edwards, & Corbett, 2015); 

Research questions, methodology, findings, and discussion (Yin, 1998); Introduction, review of the literature, 

methodology, results, and discussion (McLeod, 2003); Problem statement, review of the literature, methods, findings (or 

analysis), and conclusions (Gray, 2004); Problem statement, methodology, findings, conclusions, and implications 

(Luton, 2015); Issue under study, the theory that is involved, review of the literature, methods, findings, analysis, 

conclusion, future research recommendations, and implications (Andrew, Pedersen, & McEvoy, 2011). 
162 By comparison, the Harvard style is used by 10% of business journals and the Chicago style is used by 8% 

(Camacho, 2013). 
163 Exploration aims to examine relatively new areas and better understand a novel topic (Babbie, 2014). 
164 Description aims to observe events and situations and then describe them. Specifically, what, how, when, and 

where particular things happen (Babbie, 2014). 
165 Explanation aims to explain phenomena. Specifically, why particular things happen (Babbie, 2014). 
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al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). That is, they seek to investigate topics where there is little to no 

information available (Cooper & Schindler, 2014; Kumar, 2014; Neuman, 2014b; Zedeck, 2014) 

and access to empirical data is very limited (Mills et al., 2010). Hence, they are a first attempt at 

uncovering and examining a new area or discipline (Lune & Berg, 2017) and at acquiring 

preliminary insights and understandings of new phenomena (Hesse-Biber, 2017; Howitt, 2016). In 

this sense, exploration is the best method for this research since several authors, like Bouaoui 

(2016), Chalmet (2015), Korpimies (2017), and Ströh (2017), stress that very little is known about 

esports sponsorships. 

Since exploration always aims at filling knowledge gaps about unexplored topics (Leavy, 

2017), one of the main strengths of exploration is that it tends to always provide new insights 

(Babbie, 2013). The scarcity of knowledge about the object of study also means that researchers 

must be open to absorb unexpected information from the sample (Hesse-Biber, 2017) in order to 

become familiar with the relatively new or unknown topic (Babbie, 2013). Because of this, several 

researchers believe that case studies are ideal for exploratory investigations (Cohen et al., 2018; 

Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017; Lune & Berg, 2017; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Yin, 2014). As 

such, this study included 22 case studies in the form of (mostly) qualitative interviews with experts 

in esports sponsorships. 

When a literature review does not provide specific answers about the object of study, an 

exploratory research is required (Leavy, 2017; Mills et al., 2010). Hence, an exploratory research 

usually tries to create concepts (Cooper & Schindler, 2014) and define research priorities (Mooi et 

al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). Because of this, the literature review resulted in the creation of a 

conceptual model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports and the overall 

empirical research resulted in an empirical model of these elements. 

Exploration is the first step in influencing the appearance of further studies from that specific 

unexplored area (Leavy, 2017; Neuman, 2014b). It will help and shape future studies (Hesse-Biber, 

2017; Mills et al., 2010), which will build on its theories (Mills et al., 2010). Ergo, the empirical 

model that results from this research aims to facilitate the creation of future studies. 

Even so, exploratory studies have some drawbacks. They lack extensive guidelines, rarely 

present definite answers (Neuman, 2014b), and their results may not be representative of the 

general population (Babbie, 2013). Furthermore, since the fields that exploratory research tackles 

are virtually unknown, everything has the potential to be relevant and important. This requires that 

all information sources be explored, that the researcher adopts an investigative perspective, as well 

as an open mind, and be flexible and creative (Neuman, 2014b). Nevertheless, the fact that the 

topic of study (i.e. esports sponsorships) is new and has been subjected to scant scientific 

investigation (Bouaoui, 2016; Chalmet, 2015; Korpimies, 2017; Ströh, 2017), an exploratory 

purpose was required. 

In short, exploration begins as a relatively blank canvas and proceeds to fill the picture as 

much as possible (Babbie, 2013) by collecting rich data (Hesse-Biber, 2017). Here, the purpose is 

to discover or present a generalizable concept (Lune & Berg, 2017). Because it aims at exploring a 

situation or problem (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), or at discovering new phenomena 

(Perron & Gillespie, 2015), it has the potential to help companies find benefits and risks (Mooi et 

al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), which is in line with this research’s objectives. 

 

 

3.4. APPROACH – MIXED-METHODS 

 

For this research, a mixed-methods design was employed. Specifically, a convergent-parallel 

mixed methods with equivalent status design was used. This means that the research made use of 
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both qualitative and quantitative research methods, with the two types of data being collected at the 

same time and having an equal level of importance for validating the hypotheses. These constructs 

will now be explained in detail. 

There are two forms of data, qualitative and quantitative (Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Mooi et al., 

2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). In the most basic sense, qualitative data is presented as words and 

subjected to non-statistical analyses and quantitative data is presented as numbers and subjected to 

statistical analyses. However, this description is too simplistic and ignores several of the 

characteristics and values of both approaches (Saunders et al., 2016). As such, a more in-depth 

explanation of qualitative and quantitative research is presented in chapter 3.4.1. Qualitative and 

quantitative research. 

Regarding mixed-methods, this is a research approach where both qualitative and quantitative 

data are collected and analysed in the same study (Cohen et al., 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; 

Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Leavy, 2017; Molina-Azorin, 2018; Patten & 

Newhart, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016; Walliman, 2018; Yin, 2014; Zedeck, 2014). Particularly, 

mixed-methods allow a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods to be employed during 

data collection, data analyses, and data interpretations (Mills et al., 2010). 

Case studies can be conducted with a mixed-methods approach (Brough, 2019; Brunt, Horner, 

& Semley, 2017; Cohen et al., 2018; Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; 

Hesse-Biber, 2017; Yin, 2014) so that they use both statistical and analytical data (Hesse-Biber, 

2017). They work exceptionally well with mixed-method designs because it opens room to a 

multitude of approaches to research methods, analyses, and interpretations (Mills et al., 2010). 

Lune and Berg (2017) even state that case studies require the use of mixed-methods approaches. 

This is in line with our study which used both multiple-cases and mixed-methods. 

The use of mixed-methods designs is common in the field of the social sciences (Molina-

Azorin, 2018). In the area of business and management especially, it is common for case studies to 

use both qualitative and quantitative data (Mills et al., 2010). It is difficult to describe market 

research as being solely quantitative or qualitative because it can include both approaches (Mooi et 

al., 2018). Mixed-methods can be helpful in business and management research because the 

findings obtained from the different approaches can significantly improve our understanding of this 

area (Molina-Azorin, 2018). Hence, market research benefits from mixed-method approaches 

(Mooi et al., 2018). It is because of this that various authors have called for more studies in the 

field of business and management to employ mixed-method approaches (Molina-Azorin, 2018). 

Hence, since this research focuses on the esports market, it used a mixed-method approach. 

In the same vein, exploratory case studies are not restricted to either a quantitative or 

qualitative approach (Mills et al., 2010). Exploration is well-suited for mixed-methods research 

because this enhances generalizability (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Furthermore, because research 

questions can be answered with both qualitative and quantitative approaches (Hesse-Biber, 2017), 

mixed-methods are ideal to answer them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). This is beneficial for this 

research because it has both an exploratory purpose and a mixed-method approach. 

It is important to inform the reader of why a mixed-methods approach was chosen (Walliman, 

2018). That is, researcher should clearly state the main reasons that led to the necessity of analysing 

both qualitative and quantitative data. The context of the study and its research questions should be 

the main dictators of the research approach (Molina-Azorin, 2018). Furthermore, when selecting a 

mixed-methods approach, it is important to examine if the two methods are complementing each 

other (i.e. lessening each other’s shortcomings) or if the use of the two is just supplementary (i.e. to 

simply add more data) because supplementation is not a valid argument to justify a mixed-methods 

approach. If that were the case, all research would include a mixed-methods design (Cohen et al., 

2018). As such, for this research, a mixed-method approach was required because, while the 
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(mostly) qualitative empirical data from esports sponsorship experts was vital to acquire detailed 

and valuable information from individuals who have first-hand knowledge about what are the main 

benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports (thus being more reliable), the fact that these 

individuals work at very large corporations that are based around the entire world makes it 

extremely hard to reach them and enquire a large enough sample. Hence, the (mostly) quantitative 

empirical data of a large number of esports fans (who can also provide insightful and valuable 

information) complemented the limitation of a small sample with mostly qualitative data, and vice-

versa. In other words, while Sample 1 (i.e. esports sponsorship experts) was small but provided 

extremely rich information, Sample 2 was very large but provided less-rich material (yet still 

significant due to their size and consumer-oriented perspective). That is, the extreme insightfulness 

of Sample 1 complemented the moderate insightfulness of Sample 2 and the largeness of Sample 2 

complemented the smallness of Sample 1. 

Several studies make use of both qualitative and quantitative data (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). 

This approach of mixed-methods has become quite popular (Cohen et al., 2018; Molina-Azorin, 

2018), so much so that they are now dubbed as the “third methodological movement” (p. 31). 

Hence, it is already a very significant to research method (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Qualitative and quantitative data have different analysis methods, but each one has specific 

strengths and weaknesses (Patten & Newhart, 2018). As such, the use of a mixed-methods 

approach allows for a stronger research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The combination of qualitative 

and quantitative methods allows the gaps and limitations of one method to be filled and minimized 

by the strengths of the other (Cohen et al., 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Mills et al., 2010; 

Walliman, 2018). The strength of rich (albeit small) qualitative data is complemented by the large 

and statistically meaningful (albeit more superficial) quantitative data (Creswell, 2014). The 

numeric precision of quantitative analyses is combined with the descriptive precision of qualitative 

examination (Mills et al., 2010). In short, the methods complement each other (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2018; Mills et al., 2010; Walliman, 2018). 

Furthermore, mixed-method designs allow both macro and micro perspectives to be analysed 

and compared (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Similarly, they can provide “insider and outsider 

perspectives” (p. 33). That is, they can present different views and a clearer picture of the object of 

study (Cohen et al., 2018), which is what was done in this study. The macro perspective of esports 

sponsorship experts was analysed and compared to the micro perspective of esports fans. And the 

insider perspective of esports sponsors was also combined with the outsider perspective of esports 

fans. 

As is evident, the main objective of mixed methods is to increase the number of sources and 

types of data to create a more detailed and complete empirical database to be analysed (Walliman, 

2018). This approach gathers both rich data and statistically significant data (Molina-Azorin, 

2018), which allows for a better and deeper analysis (Mills et al., 2010) and, in turn, provides an 

extra depth and breadth (Walliman, 2018) of multi-layered understandings (Hesse-Biber, 2017). It 

provides more meaningful (Cohen et al., 2018) insightful, comprehensive, and logical findings than 

either single-approach ever could (Hesse-Biber, 2017). This allows to tackle broader and more 

complex research questions (Cohen et al., 2018; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Yin, 

2014) in a more in-depth (Walliman, 2018) and effective manner (Molina-Azorin, 2018; Walliman, 

2018). It can even provide different explanations about the research object (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Because the collected data is more diverse, the problem solving strength is enhanced. As a 

result, this approach enhances the generalizability, credibility, importance (Molina-Azorin, 2018), 

legitimation (Mills et al., 2010), strength (Cohen et al., 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018), depth, 

reliability, usefulness (Cohen et al., 2018), and validity of the research (Cohen et al., 2018; 

Walliman, 2018). 
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There are, however, some concerns surrounding mixed-method designs (Molina-Azorin, 2018; 

Patten & Newhart, 2018). Firstly, the use of different types of data requires expertise in both 

quantitative and qualitative research methods (Babbie, 2013; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Molina-

Azorin, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Silverman, 2017). Second, the mixed-method is much more 

complex and requires more time, dedication (Molina-Azorin, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018), 

effort, resources, and time than a single-method approach (Molina-Azorin, 2018). They also dictate 

how data collection, analysis, and interpretations are performed (Cohen et al., 2018) and require 

higher organizational skills to cope with all the different data (Walliman, 2018). Hence, because 

they are harder to develop (Yin, 2014), mixed-methods should only be used when the research will 

greatly benefit from the approach (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

Also, in the past there were some researchers who argued that qualitative and quantitative 

approaches were so different that combining them would result in several incompatibility issues 

(Molina-Azorin, 2018; Walliman, 2018). However, several others have defended the two 

approaches’ compatibility and point to the increasing popularity of mixed-method designs as proof 

that it is a valid and applicable research approach (Molina-Azorin, 2018). Today, the mixed-

methods approach has become generally accepted because researchers have recognized that 

qualitative and quantitative approaches are not as different as they thought, especially because 

several data collection strategies and types of data can be used in both approaches. Because of this, 

now the mixed-methods design is not relegated as a deviant approach. In fact, it is now regarded as 

the third possible approach
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 (Walliman, 2018). 

In short, mixed-methods are possible because most research problems are not purely 

qualitative or quantitative. If only one approach was used, the object of study would probably not 

be thoroughly analysed (Cohen et al., 2018). This approach allows for a more in-depth analysis of 

phenomena because the quantitative data will reveal what the qualitative data was unable to show, 

and vice-versa (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017), which strengthens the inferences that can be drawn 

from the data (Cohen et al., 2018). As such, it provides a better understanding of the object of study 

than either single-approach could ever offer (Brunt et al., 2017; Cohen et al., 2018; Leavy, 2017; 

Walliman, 2018). 

 

 

3.4.1. Qualitative and quantitative research 

 

Differentiating quantitative and qualitative data is the same as differentiating numerical and 

non-numerical data, respectively (Babbie, 2013; Barker, Pistrang, & Elliott, 2016). When we say 

that someone is intelligent, we are making a qualitative allegation. By contrast, when we say that 

someone has an IQ of 130, we are making a quantitative assertion (Babbie, 2013). In other words, 

while quantitative approaches seek objective data, qualitative approaches aim to understand the 

more personal and intimate meaning that people attribute to the various aspects of reality (Barker et 

al., 2016). A more thorough description of each approach will now presented. 

Qualitative data is a non-numerical form of data (Mooi et al., 2018; Riazi, 2016; Saunders et 

al., 2016; Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014) that is not presented in terms of values (Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019). It can take the form of words (Mooi et al., 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019; Saunders et al., 2016; Walliman, 2018), texts, narratives (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Riazi, 

2016), written records (Bordens & Abbott, 2018), opinions, feelings, descriptions (Walliman, 

2018), observations, stories, audio, pictures (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), images, 

videos, etc. (Saunders et al., 2016). An example of qualitative data are posts on Facebook or 

                                                           
166 The first two are the qualitative and quantitative approaches (Walliman, 2018). 
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Twitter (Mooi et al., 2018). Simply put, qualitative approaches work with ordinary language, 

instead of numbers (Barker et al., 2016).  

This type of data is mostly collected through open-ended questions, like written narratives 

(Zedeck, 2014) or through observations (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). That is, data is 

generally obtained from the participants’ open, and unrestricted, answers or behaviour (Barker et 

al., 2016). Because of this, qualitative approaches favour data collection tools that are able to 

capture the entire complexity of the object of study with rich descriptions. Also, this method 

usually looks to enquire individuals who, by themselves, represent or can speak in high detail about 

the object of study (Patten & Newhart, 2018). This is why the data from experts in esports 

sponsorships was collected through (mostly) qualitative interviews. 

This does not mean that qualitative data is completely different from quantitative data (Mooi et 

al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). Qualitative data can actually be quantified and turned into 

values (Mooi et al., 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) to be quantitatively 

analysed (Mooi et al., 2018; Saunders et al., 2016). This can be done by coding certain attributes of 

the data (Mooi et al., 2018). For example, in an open-ended questionnaire about customer 

satisfaction, qualitative responses can be coded by classifying negative answers as 1, neutral 

answers as 2, and positive answers as 3 (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). However, 

reducing qualitative data to numbers may not be very useful since it may not meet the minimum 

standards for quantitative statistical analysis. By contrast, it is rarely possible to turn quantitative 

data into qualitative data (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

The process of qualitative data analysis commonly involves the search for themes in the data. 

To do this, researchers look for answers that fit into the same categories (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

This approach seeks to describe the characteristics and qualities of the data through a meticulous 

study of texts (Howitt & Cramer, 2017a). As evidenced, this approach does not count behaviour, it 

seeks to understand it (Bordens & Abbott, 2018) and to create meaning from rich data (Leavy, 

2017).  

Qualitative research believes in the existence of multiple subjective realities (Riazi, 2016). 

Hence, it tries to examine the socially constructed and subjective meanings, expressed by the 

participants, about the object of study (Saunders et al., 2016). It gives value to the respondents’ 

freedom of speech (Riazi, 2016) and focuses on depth of meaning and on understanding people’s 

opinions, subjective experiences, and the meaning they attribute to multiple aspects of their lives 

(Leavy, 2017). This implies that qualitative approaches seek to examine the meanings expressed by 

the participants (Saunders et al., 2016) and describe the object of study from the perspective of the 

respondents (Riazi, 2016). 

One of the greatest strengths of qualitative approaches is their rich (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt 

& Mooi, 2019), detailed, and complex data (Barker et al., 2016) that gives meticulous insights 

about peoples’ intentions, attitudes, and perceptions (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

Therefore, it benefits from being able to interpret and describe the meaning and context of 

phenomena, events, and identities who experienced something (Patten & Newhart, 2018). As a 

result, qualitative approaches are very useful to become acquainted with the respondents’ thoughts, 

feelings, ways of communication, and with how they perceive the world (Barker et al., 2016). 

Unlike quantitative approaches, qualitative methods do not restrict the respondents’ answer 

range and do not simplify the data because there are things that cannot be numerically expressed. 

The open-ended questions give more freedom to the respondent by allowing them to answer in 

their own way and by their own words. As such, qualitative research gives voice to the respondents 

and makes it possible for researchers to discover things that they did not expect. This opens a path 

for detailed and deep examinations of complex aspects of the object of study (Barker et al., 2016). 
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Because of these strengths, qualitative approaches are ideal for exploratory research (Barker et 

al., 2016; Patten & Newhart, 2018) as they are exceptional for tackling little known topics, where 

theories are sparse, or the population is difficult to reach (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Qualitative 

research has also become common in the fields of business, management, organizational research, 

and even in areas that have traditionally been dominated by quantitative approaches, like 

marketing, entrepreneurship, strategy, organizational communication and behaviour, and 

international business (Cassell, Cunliffe, & Grandy, 2018). Hence, qualitative data will greatly 

benefit this study since it also has an exploratory purpose, the population of esports sponsorship 

experts is difficult to reach, and the research focuses on the field of marketing. 

Because of the more intimate nature of qualitative research (Patten & Newhart, 2018), it makes 

use of small samples (Riazi, 2016), with data analysis focusing on individual responses from 

participants and with several participant citations being shown. It is necessary to use small samples 

because it takes considerably longer to enquire someone with in-depth open-ended questionnaires 

or interviews. However, the small sample limits generalization and forces the researcher to state 

that findings are applicable only to the studied sample (Patten & Newhart, 2018). This research 

mitigated this limitation by also obtaining quantitative data from a large sample. 

Still, the biggest limitation of qualitative data is that it can be interpreted in various ways 

(Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), which introduces the potential problem of researcher 

bias (Patten & Newhart, 2018). While qualitative approaches value richness of meaning, they have 

the limitation of being pure verbal descriptions. This raises the problem of ambiguity because 

different people may have different interpretations of the rich verbal descriptions provided by the 

respondent. Even if two people say the exact same sentence word-by-word, two underlying things 

are certain to happen: (1) each person probably attributes a different meaning to what they said, and 

(2) each person is not entirely aware of what the other one means (Babbie, 2013). As such, the 

resulting interpretation is subjective (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

In short, the objective of qualitative research is to give voice to the participants (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018) and collect large quantities of detailed data that can take the form of texts, audio, or 

visual material (Mills et al., 2010). The high richness and depth of meaning provides great validity 

to qualitative data, but the subjectivity of qualitative data interpretation presents several problems 

of reliability (Babbie, 2013). 

By contrast, in quantitative research, information is numerically expressed (Barker et al., 2016; 

Mooi et al., 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Saunders et al., 2016; 

Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014). Ergo, this approach favours data collection tools whose resulting 

data can easily be translated into numbers, like closed-ended structured questionnaires (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). Because of this, this research used a closed-ended structured survey to obtain 

quantitative data. 

Quantitative data is analysed by turning closed-ended answers into numbers (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). That is, behaviour is quantified (Bordens & Abbott, 2018) and variables are 

numerically expressed (Saunders et al., 2016) so that they can then be subjected to various 

graphical and statistical techniques (Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016; Zedeck, 2014). 

These statistical analyses and quantifications are used to make inferences (Riazi, 2016) and report 

associations and relations between variables (Zedeck, 2014). 

One of the main strengths of quantitative approaches is that the use of numbers provides more 

explicit (Babbie, 2013) and precise observations (Babbie, 2013; Barker et al., 2016). The 

quantification of data significantly enhances the ability summarize, compare, and aggregate data 

(Babbie, 2013), and enables the development of statistical analyses and descriptions (Babbie, 2013; 

Leavy, 2017). The ease of summarizing data also means that findings are much easier to 

communicate (Barker et al., 2016).  
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Despite the focus on precision and on closed-ended answers (Babbie, 2013), quantitative 

approaches can also be used in exploratory research (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Walliman, 2018). 

This means that this research’s methods of quantitative approach and exploratory purpose are 

compatible. 

Furthermore, because it is much easier to work with large amounts of numerical data than with 

hefty quantities of texts, quantitative approaches aim to obtain large samples (Patten & Newhart, 

2018). The larger the sample, the more reliable the statistical tests and findings will be (Walliman, 

2018), and the more generalizable the results will be to the wider population (Leavy, 2017; Patten 

& Newhart, 2018; Riazi, 2016). This is why this research gathered a large sample of 5,638 esports 

fans to quantitatively analyse. 

Despite the advantages of numerical measurements (Babbie, 2013), it must be pointed out that 

quantitative data analysis is characterized by heavy data compression and summarization (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018), which leads to the potential loss of richness of meaning (Babbie, 2013). 

In short, quantitative research examines variables through a numerical measurement system 

and analyses them through multiple statistical models (Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014) and 

mathematical operations (Walliman, 2018). The results are displayed as numbers, quantities, 

statistics (Patten & Newhart, 2018), and connections and correlations between the data (Zedeck, 

2014). A brief comparison of the two approaches is now presented. 

While qualitative data is gathered from open-ended questions or via observation, quantitative 

data is collected from closed-ended questions. A simple illustration of how different qualitative and 

quantitative approaches are is given when people are asked about how they are feeling. On the one 

hand, a quantitative questionnaire will ask respondents to describe their happiness level on a seven-

point scale, with 1 meaning “Extremely unhappy” and 7 meaning “Extremely happy”. Here, the 

respondent may select a 5, which would mean “Fairly happy”. On the other hand, a qualitative 

approach will solicit an open-ended answer, which can take many forms, like “I’m felling 

somewhat happy since I my boss gave me a generous raise, but on the other hand I had a terrible 

argument with my boyfriend, so I’m experiencing mixed feelings”. As can be seen, quantitative 

data is relatively easy to process, but offers very little depth and does not cover several respondent 

nuances. By contrast, qualitative data provides very detailed, complex, and rich data, but may be 

quite hard to process and analyse (Barker et al., 2016). 

Another extremely important aspect is that, when conducting quantitative research, we already 

know (in theory) what variables may appear. By contrast, when conducting qualitative research, we 

will only be aware of the variables after data has been collected. As a quantitative example, when 

participants answer a closed-ended survey, they are presented with a question from which they can 

only answer by selecting one of the presented options. For instance, a closed-ended question about 

product quality will ask respondents to select “Bad”, “Average”, or “Good”. Because the researcher 

is already aware of all possible variables, this is a reliable quantitative approach. On the other hand, 

if the same question does not force the respondent to select a specific answer, instead letting him 

write with full freedom his own answer, the approach will be qualitative because the researcher 

cannot predict all the possible range of answers that will appear. While some respondents may 

simply say that the quality is “good”, others might say “It has been good, but recently there has 

been a slight drop in quality because…” (Mooi et al., 2018). 

The strengths and weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative approaches present a difficult 

dilemma on what method is better, more appropriate, and which should be chosen for a particular 

study. However, there is no need to choose. Actually, a choice should not be made since both 

approaches are legitimate and very useful for social research. The use of both strengthens the 

research. If one wishes to attain a full understanding of a topic, it is highly likely that both 
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approaches will be required (Babbie, 2013). As such, and as previously stated, this research made 

use of both types of data through a mixed-methods approach. 

 

 

3.4.2. Convergent-parallel mixed methods with equivalent status 

 

Entering into the specifics of mixed methods, this research adopted what Creswell (2014) and 

Mertens (2013) define as a convergent-parallel mixed methods design. This design is also called 

the convergent or concurrent design by Leavy (2017), the convergent-parallel approach by 

Edmonds and Kennedy (2017), and the concurrent mixed methods research by Saunders et al. 

(2016). 

In this method, qualitative and quantitative data are collected independently (Cohen et al., 

2018; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016) and in parallel 

with each other in a single phase
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. That is, both data are collected at the same time, which gives 

birth to two different databases (Cohen et al., 2018; Creswell, 2014, 2015; Edmonds & Kennedy, 

2017; Leavy, 2017; Mertens, 2013; Mills et al., 2010; Molina-Azorin, 2016; Molina-Azorin, 2018; 

Patten & Newhart, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016). In the next stage, each database is analysed 

separately (Creswell, 2014; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Saunders et al., 2016) and, afterwards, 

both databases are compared to analyse the existence of converging or diverging evidence (Cohen 

et al., 2018; Creswell, 2014, 2015; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Leavy, 2017; Mertens, 2013; 

Molina-Azorin, 2016; Molina-Azorin, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018). That is, the results of the 

different datasets will either confirm or disconfirm each other (Creswell, 2014). This analysis of 

convergence is done through data triangulation (Cohen et al., 2018), which will be discussed latter 

in chapter 3.12. VALIDATION METHOD – TRIANGULATION. 

Because the final objective of convergent designs is to compare data (Leavy, 2017), in order to 

effectively undertake this approach, both the qualitative and quantitative data collection tools must 

analyse the same variables. For example, each concept must be measured qualitatively in an open-

ended questionnaire and quantitatively in a closed-ended survey (Creswell, 2014). 

Convergent-parallel mixed methods are the most common strategy in mixed method designs. 

They assume that, although quantitative and qualitative methods provide different types of data 

(detailed qualitative data from a small sample versus precise quantitative scores from a large 

sample), their general conclusions should be the same (Creswell, 2014). 

Regarding how data is compared, there are three ways to compare the different empirical data. 

The first method gives more importance to qualitative data (i.e. qualitative dominant). The second 

prioritizes quantitative data (i.e. quantitative dominant). And the third sees both types of data as 

being compatible, complementary, and of equal importance and status (Walliman, 2018). This 

research used the equal status design. That is, both qualitative and quantitative data had the same 

importance and emphasis when analysing the validity of the hypotheses, and one was not seen as 

being more significant or important than the other. 

Because both qualitative and quantitative approaches had the same level of importance and 

were analysed at the same time, this is considered to be an equivalent status/simultaneous design or 

QUAL+QUAN
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 (Molina-Azorin, 2018). This is a common tactic in convergent-parallel 

approaches (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). 

                                                           
167 By comparison, in a sequential design one case is analysed at a time, with the selection of following case being 

influenced by the outcome of the previous one (Mills et al., 2010). 
168 Both QUAL (qualitative) and QUAN (quantitative) are capitalized because they were both considered to be 

equally dominant. If one approach was seen as more dominant than the other, the dominant approach would be in 

uppercase letters and the other would be in lowercase. The + symbol indicates that both approaches were used at the 
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In summary, in convergent parallel designs, both qualitative and quantitative data are 

collected, analysed, and interpreted at the same time to then compare the findings and cross-

validate them (Leavy, 2017). In this convergence analysis, it is common for qualitative and 

quantitative data to be given the same level of importance (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). 

 

 

3.5. PARADIGM – MULTIPLE-CASE STUDY 

 

This research adopted a multiple-case paradigm (for the sample of experts in esports 

sponsorships). In theory, all research from the social sciences is a case. However, case studies are 

in-depth analyses of a real-life, and clearly defined, system from a multitude of perspectives to 

understand both its uniqueness and complexity (Cohen et al., 2018). The bounded system is deeply 

explored to acquire an in-depth understanding of one or more of its aspects (Mills et al., 2010) and 

to provide rich and detailed analyses of the object of study (Cohen et al., 2018). It is an intensive 

analysis of real-word issues in their natural contexts (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017) that gathers 

various different types of data (Zedeck, 2014). It is because of this that the sample of esports 

sponsorship experts was (mostly) qualitatively interviewed. 

Although case studies are known for providing an in-depth analysis of a phenomenon, in 

theory, every good scientific investigation is also in-depth (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). However, 

while other studies attempt to gather large samples, which forces a superficial analysis, case studies 

select few cases to be deeply examined (Yin, 2014). This method seeks to holistically describe 

phenomena, taking into account as many factors as possible. Furthermore, case studies do not 

analyse just the case, they also examine the context and environment that surrounds the case 

(Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

Unfortunately, there is no clear definition of what constitutes a case study (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2018; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Lune & Berg, 2017; Piekkari & Welch, 2018). In fact, there are even 

contradictory definitions and notions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Even the two most relevant 

authorities in case study research, specifically, Robert K. Yin and Kathleen Eisenhardt (who have 

been releasing new versions of their books with added and improved notions of what constitute 

case studies since the 1980s), have diverging and sometimes conflicting opinions on what 

constitutes a case study and the best way to use them (Piekkari & Welch, 2018). 

Definitions and implementation strategies vary across the fields of study and even within the 

social sciences (e.g. organizational research, sociology, program evaluation, etc.) there is no single 

or clear understanding (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). However, case studies do not require a single all-

encompassing definition. They can be a methodology, a focus, a design, a strategy, a process, an 

outcome, etc. (Cohen et al., 2018). Some see it as an empirical form of inquiry, others as a research 

strategy or as a reporting method, and some perceived it as a commitment to a qualitative design. 

Overall, case studies should be regarded as a research method (Piekkari & Welch, 2018) that is not 

confined to a specific approach, data collection, or data analysis method (Cohen et al., 2018; 

Piekkari & Welch, 2018). Instead, they are a method that makes use of different data sources to 

examine phenomena in the most naturalistic possible context with the goal of comparing theory 

with empirical data (Piekkari & Welch, 2018). 

Regarding cases, there is also a lack of consensus on what a case is (Babbie, 2013, 2014; 

Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018). Consequently, the term is broadly used 

(Babbie, 2013, 2014) and it is challenging to clearly define it (Cohen et al., 2018). In general terms, 

                                                                                                                                                                                
same time. If one approach was used before the other a → symbol would have been used instead to indicate a sequence 

(Cohen et al., 2018; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Leavy, 2017; Molina-Azorin, 2018). 
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the case is the subject of study. That is, it is what the research intends to make statements about 

(Hesse-Biber, 2017). 

The common definition of cases being bounded units also does not provide a clear 

understanding of what cases really are (Cohen et al., 2018). Cases can be single individuals, 

groups, organizations (Mills et al., 2010), families, villages (Babbie, 2013, 2014), businesses 

(Brunt et al., 2017), institutions, programs (Hesse-Biber, 2017), cultures, events, programs, 

activities (Mills et al., 2010), industries, projects (Brough, 2019), nations (Cohen et al., 2018), 

instances, actions, locations, decisions, etc. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The definition of case is so 

vague that it can encompass almost anything (Cohen et al., 2018). 

To counter this limitation, researchers must clearly define their particular cases (Cohen et al., 

2018; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Mills et al., 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Silverman, 2017) so that it is 

possible to delineate its boundaries and identify what it includes and excludes (Hesse-Biber, 2017). 

This will allow the case to become its own entity, both in terms of place, physical boundaries, and 

time (Mills et al., 2010). Furthermore, the selected cases must be similar to the cases of the broader 

segment that the study is trying to generalize (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017; Lazar, Feng, & 

Hochheiser, 2017). This is why the sample of esports sponsorship experts was composed by 

endemic and non-endemic brands as well as the marketing agencies that provide sponsorship 

assistance to these companies. 

Some important aspects to define include the unit of analysis, the sample, and the boundaries 

that constitute the case, which can be geographical, functional, institutional, organizational, 

temporal, etc. (Cohen et al., 2018). In this research, cases where delineated by their organizational 

boundaries. These, and other aspects, are clearly and thoroughly described in chapters 3.6. 

SAMPLE – EXPERTS IN ESPORTS SPONSORSHIPS AND ESPORTS FANS and 3.7. 

SAMPLING – NONPROBABILITY PURPOSIVE HETEROGENEOUS AND EXPERT. 

Back on the subject of case studies, although some sources state that case studies are more 

concerned with theory building than with theory testing, others suggest that they can do both (Lune 

& Berg, 2017). As such, case studies can be used, not only to describe phenomena and generate or 

expand theories or hypotheses (Brough, 2019; Cohen et al., 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Lune & 

Berg, 2017; Yin, 2014) that may be scrutinized in future studies (Lune & Berg, 2017), they can 

also be used to test hypotheses and theories (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Lune & Berg, 2017). In this 

sense, research questions are very useful to help with the creation of hypotheses. A study may 

begin with research questions, because there is no prior knowledge about the object of study, and 

lead to the creation and testing of hypotheses when a certain degree of knowledge has been 

obtained in the field of study (Andrews, 2003). This is what was done in this research. It began 

with a general aim and specific objectives that were translated into research questions and, after 

reviewing the literature, hypotheses were created to be tested via an empirical research 

methodology that included a multiple-case study method. 

The use and popularity of case studies has been increasing over time (Lune & Berg, 2017). 

The greatest strength of case studies lies in their ability to provide an in-depth reading of social life 

(Cohen et al., 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018) and a clear understanding of how abstract principles, 

ideas, and complex systems work. Particularly, they are effective at describing the situation under 

which a specific individual or organization is (Cohen et al., 2018) and within its natural context 

(Hesse-Biber, 2017). 

This paradigm is invaluable to the social sciences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018) because there are 

a myriad of phenomena that are impossible to be properly understood without an in-depth and 

multi-angled research (Lune & Berg, 2017). Hence, this method provides precious research data 

(Cohen et al., 2018) and gives more meaning and context than virtually all other methods by 
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conducting deeper analysis into the multiple patterns, nuances, and other latent aspects. That is, 

they provide a more holistic view of the object of study (Lune & Berg, 2017). 

Case studies are preferred when studying contemporary phenomena and are commonly found 

in the social sciences, with some of the fields including: marketing, business, international business 

(Yin, 2014), management studies, public relations, organizational studies (Hesse-Biber, 2017), 

information systems, etc. (Lune & Berg, 2017). It is common for case studies to analyse 

organizations and processes (Yin, 2014) and, when used in the areas of business and management, 

they have the advantage of being able to examine and understand dynamic and complex processes 

and events (Mills et al., 2010). These advantages are in line with the contemporary topic of esports 

sponsorships. 

Because this research seeks to examine aspects of marketing, it falls under the category of a 

case study in the area of business and management. The most common issues from this area 

include events, human interaction, and processes that take place in companies, businesses, and 

organizational settings. These aspects can be efficiently analysed through exploratory goals and 

multiple-case study designs (Mills et al., 2010), which are methods that this research adopted. 

Still, researchers should be transparent and acknowledge both the benefits and weaknesses of 

case studies. However, there are various misconceptions about case studies. The most prominent 

one is that they lack rigour. But, the problem here is not that case studies lack rigour, it is that 

several of the researchers who chose this method were too sloppy, did not follow systematic 

procedures, or even let wrong evidence influence their findings and conclusions (Yin, 2014). As 

such, case study designs are easier to defend against criticisms when they are rigorously defined 

and approached, and have a clear purpose (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

Case studies are also often criticized for relying on miniscule sample sizes (Hesse-Biber, 2017; 

Patten & Newhart, 2018). This gave birth to the myth (Hesse-Biber, 2017) that the findings from 

case studies cannot be generalized (Cohen et al., 2018; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Mills et al., 2010; Yin, 

2014) or have limited generalizability (Babbie, 2013, 2014; Zedeck, 2014). However, this only 

applies in terms of statistical generalizations, which require a representative random sample that 

can effectively represent a larger population. But this is not the aim of case studies. Their aim is to 

obtain a detailed and complex understanding of a case via a thorough and exhaustive investigation 

of data so that the findings from a small sample may present rich information that can be 

transferable to the more general segment that the case under study represents (Hesse-Biber, 2017). 

In other words, although the results from case studies cannot be generalizable to populations or 

universes (because their samples, or number of cases, are too small to adequately represent larger 

populations), the results from case studies (just like experiments) are generalizable to theoretical 

propositions. As such, case studies (as well as experiments) do not represent samples. Their 

objective is to create analytic generalizations
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, instead of statistical generalizations
170

 (Yin, 2014). 

Furthermore, although some state that findings from single cases often cannot be generalized, 

several authors defend that it is indeed possible to make generalizations from case studies (Brough, 

2019; Cohen et al., 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The fact that case studies have small samples 

should not limit their ability to generalize. If that were the case, then the same would be applied to 

single experiments. As such, case studies can use a small number of cases to generalize the 

complex issues that these cases represent (Cohen et al., 2018). Because multiple-case studies cover 

various phenomena (i.e. cases) they can draw even more generalizable conclusions (based on the 

                                                           
169 An analytic generalization refers to a thoroughly created theoretical proposition, statement, or theory. This 

generalization can present itself as a working hypothesis, a lesson learned, or a principle that is thought to be 

generalizable to other cases and situations (Yin, 2014). 
170 Statistical generalizations straightforwardly claim that the findings from a (large) sample are applicable and 

generalizable to the population from which the study sample belongs. These statistical generalizations are based on 

statistical analyses and inferences (Yin, 2014). 
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observed cases) that can be applied to other cases from the same area (Yin, 2014). This will 

mitigate the concerns over generalizability (Babbie, 2013, 2014; Lune & Berg, 2017). The 

advantages of multiple-case designs will be further discussed latter in this subchapter. 

Another prevalent concern about case studies involves how reliable and replicable the results 

are. To mitigate the concerns over reliability and replicability, researchers should clearly describe 

the research methodology so that others can take the same exact steps and replicate the study. If the 

present research’s results are valid, future studies will corroborate it (Lune & Berg, 2017). For this 

reason, this research presented, in meticulous detail, its research methodology. 

In order to further increase the validity and reliability of the research, the present research 

followed the guidelines of Yin (2014) for a quality case study. According to the author, to enhance 

construct validity
171

 (i.e. confirmability), researchers should make use of various sources of 

evidence (which was done by collecting data from the literature and enquiring both esports 

sponsorship experts and esports fans), create a chain of evidence (which is this report itself), and 

ask others to review the research report (which was done by the two thesis supervisors). To 

increase internal validity (i.e. credibility), researchers should perform pattern matching (i.e. seek 

converging evidence in the data and across the cases, which was done by triangulation and will be 

further discussed in chapter 3.12. VALIDATION METHOD – TRIANGULATION). To enhance 

external validity
172

 (i.e. transferability) of multiple-case designs, researchers should employ a 

replication logic (i.e. analyse if the findings from one case apply to the rest of the cases under 

study, which was done by comparing all 22 cases). And, to increase reliability (i.e. dependability), 

researchers should create a case study protocol (i.e. a description of every step taken to perform the 

research; this is thoroughly described in this methodology), and create a case study database (i.e. a 

database of all the collected empirical data; this is presented in the results chapter and in the 

appendices section which contains all the samples’ answers). 

Lastly, some state that case studies are susceptible to researcher bias (Cohen et al., 2018; 

Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Particularly, case selection biases (Brough, 2019). However, others 

argue that this method is as susceptible (and not more) to the researcher’s preconceived notions as 

any other research design (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Nevertheless, this criticism can be mitigated 

with the adoption of a multiple-case paradigm. While it is possible to accuse that a very specific 

case was selected to support the research’s theories (i.e. researcher bias), it is much harder to 

present the same accusation when various cases were analysed (Lazar et al., 2017). This research 

also avoids such bias by including 22 different cases (i.e. seven endemic sponsors, eight non-

endemic sponsors, and seven marketing agencies). 

As can be seen, case studies are not limited to the analysis of just one case. While single-case 

studies address one case, a multiple-case study
173

 covers two or more cases (Darian-Smith & 

McCarty, 2017; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Lazar et al., 2017; Lune & Berg, 2017; Mills et al., 2010; 

Patten & Newhart, 2018; Silverman, 2017; Yin, 2014). Hence, because this research analysed 22 

experts in esports sponsorships (i.e. 22 cases), it was a multiple-case study. Additionally, besides 

these cases, 5,638 esports fans were also analysed. However, because the group of esports fans was 

a large sample that was (mostly) quantitatively analysed, it was not treated as a group of cases 

because it lacked the more intimate and thorough analyses, which is one of the main distinguishing 

features of case studies. 

                                                           
171 Construct validity is the most important type of validity (Cohen et al., 2018). It refers to the degree to which one 

or more data collection tools are able to accurately measure the construct that is being analysed (Tavakoli, 2012; Zedeck, 

2014) and how valid the inferences that will be drawn are (Cohen et al., 2018). 
172 External validity is related to generalizability. That is, how generalizable the results are to the larger population 

of interest (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). 
173 Multiple-case studies are also known as collective-case studies (Su, 2018). 
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Multiple-case designs are superior to single-case ones. Even the two greatest authorities in 

case study research, particularly, Robert K. Yin and Kathleen Eisenhardt, recognize the superiority 

of multiple-case study designs (Piekkari & Welch, 2018). 

By examining more than one case, it is possible to compare (Cohen et al., 2018; Darian-Smith 

& McCarty, 2017) and see if different cases present converging or diverging results. The 

presentation of converging data will further cement the confirmation of the results, while 

contrasting data will negate the generalizability of the findings (Mills et al., 2010; Su, 2018; Yin, 

2014). This also allows for the confirmation or disconfirmation of empirical inferences (Hesse-

Biber, 2017). 

The analysis of an issue across multiple cases allows for a richer and fuller research (Cohen et 

al., 2018) and puts theories under tougher tests and scrutiny (Lassen, Cour, & Vatrapu, 2017; Mills 

et al., 2010). This provides a better insight and understanding of the object of study (Cohen et al., 

2018; Lune & Berg, 2017) and makes it possible to develop more refined theories that apply more 

effectively to the broader context of similar cases (Lune & Berg, 2017). 

That is, the findings from multiple-case studies are much more generalizable than those from 

single-case designs (Cohen et al., 2018; Lazar et al., 2017). This is a very important strength that 

multiple-case paradigms have over single-case ones because one of the most important objectives 

of any research is to uncover, from a single study, if the data is applicable to the wider population. 

In single-case designs, it is impossible to know if the results from the study are representative and 

applicable to the wider segment of cases. The use of various cases mitigates criticisms that the 

selected case is not representative. While a single case may represent an isolated phenomenon, it is 

much less probable that a group of cases possesses this characteristic of unrepresentativeness. 

Furthermore, just like any scientific experiment must be replicated to make sure that the findings 

are accurate, case studies can analyse various cases to acquire supporting evidence and enhance the 

confidence for the generalizability of the findings. If two or more cases present similar results, it 

becomes much more believable that the findings can be applicable to the general population of 

cases (Lazar et al., 2017). 

This, in turn, greatly increases the confidence in the results (Lazar et al., 2017), enhances the 

reliability and significance of the data (Mills et al., 2010; Yin, 2014), makes the findings more 

compelling, allows for stronger conclusions and a more robust study (Yin, 2014), gives birth to 

more generalizable theories (Mills et al., 2010; Piekkari & Welch, 2018), and makes the prospect 

of direct replication more probable (Yin, 2014). In this sense, multiple-case methods are more 

impactful than single-case ones because they conduct examinations across a more diverse range of 

cases and provide a much deeper understanding of a phenomenon than a single-case design ever 

could (Mills et al., 2010). Hence, whenever the researcher is given the choice (as well as the time 

and resources), a multiple-case design is preferred (Piekkari & Welch, 2018; Yin, 2014). 

Even so, multiple-case studies also have some drawback. They often require much more time 

and resources than single-case designs (Lazar et al., 2017; Yin, 2014). They demand far more 

preparation and collection of data, and much deeper and complex analyses. Furthermore, despite 

the higher generalizability of multiple-case designs, researchers should still be cautious about 

claiming generality (Lazar et al., 2017). 

To conclude, case studies benefit from the ability to perform deep examinations of phenomena. 

This is something that other methods lack as their large samples require them to simply perform 

superficial examinations of phenomenon or respondents (Yin, 2014). Moreover, multiple-case 

designs have the advantage of presenting much more generalizable findings. They put the theories 

under stronger scrutiny than single-case designs, which leads to more extensive analyses of the 

issue or phenomenon (Mills et al., 2010). This leads to more valuable findings and stronger results. 

Even a two-case study has a higher probability of producing superior data than a single-case one 
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(Yin, 2014). Multiple-case studies are so valuable that it is better to have two cases than a single 

one with double the amount of data (Cohen et al., 2018). 

 

 

3.6. SAMPLE – EXPERTS IN ESPORTS SPONSORSHIPS AND ESPORTS FANS 

 

In this research, two samples were analysed. Sample 1 (N = 22) was drawn from the 

population of experts in esports sponsorships. The unit of analysis was the organization (i.e. esports 

sponsors) and the unit of observation was also the organization (i.e. representatives of the 

sponsoring brands, particularly, company directors, marketing directors, or sponsorship managers, 

who spoke on behalf of the brand). Sample 2 (N = 5,638) was drawn from the population of esports 

fans. The unit of analysis was the organization (i.e. esports sponsors) and the unit of observation 

was the individual (i.e. esports fans). A more in-depth description of these samples is provided in 

chapters 3.6.1. Sample 1 – Esports sponsorship experts and 3.6.2. Sample 2 – Esports fans. Now, a 

detailed description of the intricacies of populations, samples, and units of observation and analysis 

will be provided.  

A population, also called universe (Zedeck, 2014), refers to the entire conglomeration of a 

specific, clearly delineated (Mooi et al., 2018; Riazi, 2016), and complete group of units (Reddy, 

2015; Zedeck, 2014) that is of interest to the research (Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Mooi et al., 2018; 

Morling, 2018). In other words, a population can be described as the whole set (Morling, 2018), the 

total mass of units being studied (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017). It is a theoretically defined 

aggregation of units (Baxter & Babbie, 2004; Zedeck, 2014) that the researcher wishes to know 

more about (Leavy, 2017) so that he can draw conclusions (Babbie, 2013) and make claims (Leavy, 

2017). It can take the form of individuals (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Morling, 2018; 

Riazi, 2016), groups, social artefacts
174

, organizations (Babbie, 2013), institutions, animals 

(Zedeck, 2014), objects, events, etc. (Riazi, 2016). Even so, a population can only be said to exist if 

its subjects can be distinguished from the ones that are not part of that particular population 

(Neumayer & Plümper, 2017). 

The best way to answer a research question or test a hypothesis is to directly enquire the 

population we wish to understand (Hesse-Biber, 2017). However, because most populations are 

usually extremely large (Riazi, 2016), it is almost always impossible to examine all the units of a 

population of interest (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Riazi, 2016). As such, it is 

necessary to draw a small and reachable portion (Babbie, 2013) through specific sampling 

procedures (Riazi, 2016). 

In this sense, a sample is fraction of a whole (Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014). It is small 

portion that is chosen from a wider population in order to be analysed (Bordens & Abbott, 2018; 

Riazi, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016; Zedeck, 2014). Specifically, it refers to the number of people 

selected from a population, which will be analysed with the objective of generating data about them 

(Leavy, 2017). This sample will be analysed and the findings will be considered to be generalizable 

to the population to which it belongs (Riazi, 2016; Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014). 

In order to increase the study’s ability to generalize, the selected units must be adequate 

representations of the wider population that they represent (Hesse-Biber, 2017). As such, a careful 

selection is required (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017; Zedeck, 2014). When a representative 

sample is analysed the findings can be generalized to the wider population (Riazi, 2016). 

It is important to note that it is almost impossible to know the exact number and characteristics 

of a population. Only on extremely rare occasions can the total number and characteristics of a 
                                                           
174 A social artefact refers to anything that is created by social beings. Some examples include: paintings, poems, 

books, buildings, automobiles, etc. (Babbie, 2013). 
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population be verified. This is because people are always being born or dying, entering or leaving a 

country, etc. (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017). Nevertheless, it is very important to clearly define 

the research population (Saunders et al., 2016). The population must be completely related, and 

significant, to the aim of the study as this will help to select a more representative and valid sample 

(Riazi, 2016). If the population is not meticulously defined to be the most adequate for the study, 

then the sample will not provide valuable data for the research (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, in case studies, information-rich samples (i.e. cases) must be selected to ensure 

an in-depth research. The selected samples must be able to provide the researcher with a 

considerable amount of important data for the phenomena that is being studied (Mills et al., 2010). 

It is also essential to determine what the unit of analysis and observation will be (Hesse-Biber, 

2017). The unit is the most basic level or element from which data is being collected (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018) and analysed (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). In the case of the unit of analysis, it is 

related to whom or what is being studied (Adler & Clark, 2011; Babbie, 2013; Fletcher & 

Plakoyiannaki, 2011; Ven, 2007; Zedeck, 2014). 

The unit can be either a living or a non-living entity (Hesse-Biber, 2017). Units cannot be 

abstractions, like arguments, hypotheses, or claims. They must be real-world phenomena, with 

concrete manifestations (Yin, 2014). For example, the: individual, group of people, institution, 

program (Hesse-Biber, 2017), organization, family, country (Patten & Newhart, 2018), partnership 

(Yin, 2014), event, etc. (Lune & Berg, 2017). 

If a research is collecting data from a particular group of people, then the unit of analysis will 

be the individual (Patten & Newhart, 2018). If we are studying the differences among all the gangs 

of a city, the unit is the gang (i.e. the group). If the objective is to analyse the characteristics of 

corporations or how they act, the unit is the organization. And if we are studying a product of social 

being (e.g. songs, paintings, books, etc.), the unit is the social artefact (Babbie, 2013). 

It is important to clearly specify the units that compose the aggregates that the research will 

generalize about. For example, if a study concludes that the majority of Democrats favour the 

legalization of marijuana, that attitude is an attribute of an individual because a group does not 

have a mind of its own or attitudes. It is merely an agglomeration of attitudes, some of which 

converge while others diverge. As such, when we generalize about a group, we are generalizing 

about an attribute that the individuals from that group possess. The unit of analysis must be clearly 

defined because there is a large difference between examining organizations and examining 

organization executives. If the unit of analysis is not well defined, the research will draw invalid 

conclusions (Babbie, 2013). 

The unit of analysis differs from the unit of observation (Babbie, 2013, 2014; Baxter & 

Babbie, 2004; Fletcher & Plakoyiannaki, 2011; Guest et al., 2013; Lavrakas, 2008; Mills et al., 

2010; Rubin & Babbie, 2011; Ven, 2007). Whereas the unit of analysis is related to the level of 

what will be analysed, the unit of observation refers to the level from which data will be collected 

(Guest et al., 2013). That is, while the unit of analysis refers to “the units about which information 

is collected” (p. 368), the unit of observation is refers to “the units from which information is 

collected” (Adler & Clark, 2011, p. 369). In essence, the unit of analysis refers to who or what is 

being studied and the unit of observation refers to the unit (or units) from which empirical data is 

collected (Baxter & Babbie, 2004; D’Allura, 2016; Fletcher & Plakoyiannaki, 2011; Lavrakas, 

2008; Mills et al., 2010). 

To enhance the clarity of the research (Lavrakas, 2008), it is essential to distinguish them, 

especially if they are different (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). While in most studies the unit of analysis is 

the same as the unit of observation, some studies observe the unit of analysis indirectly. For 

example, when examining the success rate in a marketing course, both the unit of observation and 

the unit of analysis are the individual (i.e. students). But, if we are examining if disagreements 
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about house chores lead to divorce, and choose to enquire individual wives and husbands, the unit 

of observation will be the individual and the unit of analysis (i.e. what we really are studying) will 

be couples (Babbie, 2013, 2014; Baxter & Babbie, 2004). Similarly, in a study that examines three 

communities, the unit of analysis will be the community, but the unit of observation will be the 

individual if data is collected from each individual person from that community (Guest et al., 

2013). Also, if we analyse Disney heroines in animated films, the unit of analysis will be the 

individual, heroines, and the unit of observation will be the social artefact, films (Adler & Clark, 

2011). 

This is what happened with Sample 2 (i.e. esports fans). While the unit of analysis and 

observation of Sample 1 (i.e. experts in esport sponsorships) was the organization (i.e. esports 

sponsors), for Sample 2 the unit of analysis was the organization (i.e. esports sponsors) and the unit 

of observation was the individual (i.e. esports fans). That is, for Sample 2, while what was being 

observed were esports fans (i.e. individuals), the data they provided was used to analyse esports 

sponsors (i.e. organizations). On the other hand, the unit of observation of Sample 1 was the same 

as the unit of analysis (i.e. the organization). As can be seen, this research made use of one unit of 

analysis (i.e. the organization) and two units of observation (i.e. the individual and the 

organization). 

In social research, the individual is the most common unit. Some examples of individuals that 

may constitute a unit include: single parents, voters, students, etc. When the unit of analysis is the 

individual, it means that the research is studying a population of individuals. The object of study, 

whose characteristics will be analysed, is the individual and, afterwards, generalizations will be 

made about the population that they belong to (Babbie, 2013, 2014). 

Organizations can also be units (Babbie, 2013, 2014). When a study is focused on 

organizations and their partnerships, the unit of analysis is the organization (Yin, 2014). It is 

common for business researchers to use organizations as units (Silverman, 2017). 

Regarding sample size, this refers to the number of people (i.e. units) that participated in a 

research (Frey, 2018; Siebert & Siebert, 2018) and is commonly referred to as N
175

 (Darian-Smith 

& McCarty, 2017; Ethridge, 2015; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Zedeck, 2014). Because the size of the 

sample will have significant effects on the research’s ability to claim to have precise and 

generalizable data (Frey, 2018), the sample needs to be large enough to effectively represent the 

population. If a sample is too small, there is the risk that it will over-represent a particular sub-

group of the population and underrepresent others. For example, men may be more represented 

than women (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017). In other words, the degree of representativeness is 

affected by the size of the sample. As the sample size increases, so does the probability that the 

collected data will be representative of the general population. That is, the larger the sample, the 

more accurate the estimations are likely to be (Babbie, 2013). 

In some situations, it is essential to have a large sample (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). For 

instance, in quantitative research, the larger a sample is, the better (Cohen et al., 2018). The sample 

must be large enough to be representative of the population (Patten & Newhart, 2018).  

Although it is more costly to acquire large samples (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), as the sample 

size increases, so does the significance, precision, and reliability of the statistics (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). But large samples are also more expensive to draw (Mooi et al., 2018). 

In addition, the law of diminishing returns means that, as the size of a sample increases, the 

decrease in the margin of error provided by the addition of each unit will get increasingly smaller. 

This means that increasing the sample beyond a particular size will not be as beneficial. That is, 

                                                           
175 While N stands for the total sample size, n stands for a specific part of that sample (Ethridge, 2015). 
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there is a point where the reduction of the margin of error that each additional unit provides 

becomes so small that it is not worth the increased time and costs (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). 

There are no negative effects to increasing the sample size. However, there is a point where the 

sample is already so significantly large that further increasing it will result in a minimal increase in 

accuracy. This is because, as a sample increases, the positive effect that each unit has on increasing 

data accuracy decreases. That is, the more people, the lesser the effect that each individual will 

have (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

With this in mind, it is important to note that the size of the population does affect the suitable 

sample size, but this is more significant only when the population is smaller than 20,000. If the 

population is greater than 20,000, the recommendations for sample size will have very little 

variation. This is due, again, to the principle of diminishing returns. It is because of this that, in 

quantitative research (where populations can easily surpass 20,000), sample sizes are usually no 

larger than 766, even the most prestigious and important national surveys tend to only have a 

sample size of 1,500 (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

In short, there is a point where the sample is already so significantly large that further 

increasing it will result in a minimal increase in accuracy and the various costs associated with 

further increasing the sample are no longer worth it (Denis, 2019). For this reason, this research 

made use of the online sample size calculator Raosoft (2004)
176

, which is suggested by Patten and 

Newhart (2018). According to the author, this online tool allows users to calculate various 

parameters like the adequate sample size and the margin of error. 

According to the digital platform of Raosoft (2004), if the margin of error is set at 4%
177

, the 

confidence level at 100%
178

, the population size at 646 million
179

, and the response distribution at 

50%
180

, then the sample size should be 5,625. This is extremely close to the size of Sample 2. In 

fact, Sample 2 was even larger at 5,638 individuals. Hence, according to Raosoft (2004), the size of 

Sample 2 is large enough to adequately represent the entire population of esports fans. 

Comparatively, qualitative research makes use of smaller samples (which is what happened 

with Sample 1) and there are very few guidelines for calculating the required sample size (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). When it comes to case study designs, Eisenhardt recommends case studies to 

contain between four and 10 cases (i.e. units). However, this statement by Eisenhardt is highly 

controversial and often contested (Piekkari & Welch, 2011). For example, Yin (2014) argues that 

case study researchers should not be preoccupied even if their sample is composed by just a single 

case. According to the author, this is because case studies should aim for analytical 

generalizations
181

 instead of statistical generalizations
182

. Nevertheless, Sample 1 was composed by 

22 cases, which is more than double of what Eisenhardt recommends. 

                                                           
176 The online sample size calculator, Raosoft, can be accessed at http://www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html. 
177 Usually, 5% is chosen (Raosoft, 2004), but we set it at 4% to increase the study’s reliability. 
178 Typically, confidence levels are set at 90%, 95%, or 99% (Raosoft, 2004), but we set it at 100% to increase the 

study’s reliability and so that the Raosoft (2004) platform would require a larger sample. 
179 According to Newzoo (2020c), in 2020, there were 495 million esports fans but, since Ströh (2017) defends that 

esports market data tends to be inaccurate, the population size was set at 646 million, which is what Newzoo (2020c) 

expects the number of esports fans to be in 2023. This was deliberately done so that the Raosoft (2004) platform would 

require a larger sample, which would increase the reliability of the study. 
180 The largest sample is required when the response distribution is set at 50% (Raosoft, 2004). 
181 Analytic generalizations can take the form of carefully constructed theoretical propositions or statements. They 

can be compared to working hypotheses, lessons learned, or principles that are presumed to be applicable to other cases. 

Contrary to statistical generalizations, in which inferences are based on statistics, analytical generalizations are based on 

logical inferences. Hence, while statistical inferences are based on quantitative (i.e. numeric), and very specific, data, 

analytical inferences are based on the logical assumptions that come from analysing qualitative (i.e. textual) data. In other 

words, they seek to generalize and expand theories, not to estimate and generalize probabilities. The analytic 

generalization is just a theory. It should be noted that, although case study findings are often considered to be only 

generalizable and applicable to the case itself, it is possible for case study findings to be generalizable to similar and even 
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Despite the general assumptions that large samples are more accurate, relatively small samples 

can also be precise, as long as they are selected accurately (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019). Similarly, although some people state that case studies must contain large samples for the 

findings to be generalizable, there is a general consensus that even single-case designs are able to 

generate, and even disprove, theories. Furthermore, small samples can provide valuable and 

enlightening information. This is especially true for case studies, as their main objective is actually 

to gather rich and in-depth data, not to provide statistical and generalizable data (Mills et al., 2010). 

Case study sample sizes tend to be small (Gerring, 2007). However, even in case studies, the 

size of the sample is dependent on the research purpose (Piekkari & Welch, 2011). If the purpose is 

exploratory (like in this research), then a small sample is acceptable (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). 

Still, the use of small samples is only justified when it is not possible to collect a large sample 

(Denis, 2019). Furthermore, this creates the risk of producing estimates with a high level of 

variance (Gerring, 2007). To counter this, researchers should aim to analyse data convergence and 

replication among two cases at least (Yin, 2014), which is what was done in this research with 

qualitative data from 22 cases and quantitative data from 5,638 esports fans. 

Unfortunately, there is not a simple formula for determining the correct sample size that is 

applicable to all types of research. The size depends on a multitude of factors, including: research 

purpose and questions; methodology; size, characteristics, and heterogeneity of the population; the 

required confidence level; acceptable margin of error; desired level of representativeness; etc. 

(Cohen et al., 2018). 

Some methodologies require larger samples than others but, as a general rule, the larger the 

sample, the better (Denis, 2019). It is because of this that this research made use of two samples, 

both of which were larger than the recommended number by several authors. 

In short, scientific research investigates just samples because it is usually not necessary or 

feasible to analyse the entire population. Instead, it is much more effective to examine a sample and 

assume that the same applies to the wider population (Morling, 2018). As stated by Darian-Smith 

and McCarty (2017), when drawing the sample, the subjects of the study (i.e. the sample) provide 

the evidence (i.e. the data) to examine the object of the study (i.e. the issue being studied). In this 

sense, for this research, esports sponsorship experts and esports fans (the subjects of the study) 

provided the evidence to analyse the topic of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring 

esports (i.e. the object of the study). 

 

 

3.6.1. Sample 1 – Esports sponsorship experts 

 

This subchapter will describe the characteristics of Sample 1 to provide a better understanding 

of the participants from whom data was gathered and show how these research participants are 

significantly connected to the object of study. To ensure confidentiality, all sensitive information 

and data that could lead to the identification of the research participants were not included in this 

study or were modified to better conceal the participants’ identity. For example, organization 

names were changed to pseudonyms (e.g. EES1 or MA4) and the exposition of certain specific 

numbers, like the brands’ year of foundation, were avoided. Instead, more vague figures were 

                                                                                                                                                                                
non-similar cases. However, these analytical generalizations will be much more valid if the study finds converging 

evidence from different cases (Yin, 2014). 
182 Statistical generalizations straightforwardly claim that the findings from a (large) sample are applicable and 

generalizable to the population from which the study sample belongs. These statistical generalizations are based on 

statistical analyses and inferences (Yin, 2014). 
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presented. It is also vital to note that all data related to Sample 1 presented in this subchapter was 

provided by Sample 1 during the interviews. 

Sample 1 (N = 22) was drawn from the population of all brands with experience in esports 

sponsorships. This sample was composed by seven endemic esports sponsors (EESs), eight
183

 non-

endemic esports sponsors (NEESs), and seven marketing agencies (MAs) that provided services to 

existing or potential esports sponsors
184

. Both the unit of analysis and the unit observation were the 

organization (i.e. esports sponsors). Regarding the unit of observation, although data was collected 

from various individuals, like marketing directors and sponsorship managers, these individuals 

spoke on behalf of the organization. Hence, they acted as spokesman of the brands. Table 4 

presents a brief overview of the characteristics of the endemic and non-endemic esports sponsors 

from Sample 1 and Table 5 provides a general look at the characteristics of the marketing agencies 

from the same sample. The subchapters of this section will expose the characteristics of all the 

cases of Sample 1 in greater detail. 

 

                                                           
183 We are aware that there are a dissimilar number of EESs, NEESs, and MAs, with there being one more NEES 

when compared to the other two groups. The data of one NEES could have been deleted so that there were an equal 

number of experts across these three groups, but we decided to keep it because there is so little information about esports 

sponsorships that even the opinion of just one more expert is remarkably valuable. 
184 For this research, endemic esports sponsors were all brands whose majority of products are directly connected to 

the videogame industry. Non-endemic esports sponsors were all brands whose majority of products are not directly 

connected to the videogame industry. And marketing agencies were all brands that provide marketing advice and 

assistance to companies interested in sponsoring esports. 
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Table 4 

Brief characteristics of the esports sponsors from Sample 1 

ID Industry  Interviewee position 
Year of 

foundation 

No. of years 

sponsoring 

esports 

Current no. of esports sponsorships  Total no. of esports sponsorships 

No. of 

connected 

videogamesa 

      
Players/ 

teams 

Com-

mentators 

Tour-
naments/ 

leagues 

Video-

games 

Other 
esports 

entities 

 
Players/ 

teams 

Com-

mentators 

Tour-
naments/ 

leagues 

Video-

games 

Other 
esports 

entities 

 

EES1 Gaming computers and peripherals  Esports Specialist 2000s ≥10 ≥6 ≥6 ≥6 ≥6 3  ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 34 

EES2 Gaming retail  Head of Partnerships 1980s 2 5 0 2 0 1  5-6 0 1-2 0 1-2 7 

EES3 Gaming peripherals  Marketing Manager in Spain and 

Portugal 

2000s ≥10 ≥6 3 1 3 1  ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 20 

EES4 Gaming chair  Country General Manager in 

Brazil, Portugal, Spain, and UK 

2010s 7 ≥6 3 ≥6 1 ≥6  ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 1-2 ≥11 41 

EES5 Gaming computer hardware and 

peripherals 

 UK Marketing Manager 1990s 4 1 1 0 0 2  3-4 1-2 1-2 0 3-4 10 

EES6 Gaming computer hardware and 

peripherals 

 Gaming Partnership Specialist 1990s 9 ≥6 ≥6 ≥6 0 0  ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 9-10 0 13 

EES7 Gaming computers, hardware, and 

peripherals 

 Esports and Partnerships Manager 1980s 8 2 0 3 0 3  ≥11 1-2 5-6 9-10 ≥11 10 

NEES1 Automotive  Head of Sponsoring and UEFA 1930s 3 1 0 1 0 1  1-2 0 1-2 1-2 1-2 5 

NEES2 Software development, computer 

hardware, consumer electronics, 

etc. 

 Brand Partnerships Manager 1970s 2 1 0 0 0 0  1-2 0 0 0 0 9 

NEES3 Consumer electronics (smartphones)  Head of Global Brand Partnerships 2010s 3 1 0 0 1 0  1-2 0 0 1-2 0 11 

NEES4 Online payments  EEA Chief Executive Officer 2000s 6 2 0 ≥6 0 0  1-2 0 9-10 0 0 8 

NEES5 Insurance  Marketing Director, Media, and 

Sponsorships 

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

NEES6 Craft beer and brewing  Community, Partnerships, 

Sponsorships, and Major 

Events Manager 

1990s 2 5 1 4 0 2  5-6 1-2 3-4 0 1-2 6 

NEES7 Conglomerate (consumer electronics, 

medical equipment, computer 

hardware, ships, automotive, 

apparel, chemicals, etc.) 

 Head of Mobile Marketing 

Partnerships in America 

1930s 5 ≥6 0 2 3 0  ≥11 1-2 3-4 3-4 1-2 4 

NEES8 Energy drink  Esports Manager 1980s ≥10 ≥6 ≥6 ≥6 ≥6 ≥6  ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 ≥11 25 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor. NEES5 and NEES6 operate at a national level. All other EESs and NEESs operate internationally. 
a No. of connected videogames refers to the cumulative number of all the different games that the brands’ sponsored players played, all the games that were featured in the brands’ sponsored tournaments, all the 

videogames that the brand sponsored, and all the videogames associated with the other esports entities that the brand sponsored. 
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Table 5 

Brief characteristics of the marketing agencies from Sample 1 
Pseudonym Interviewee position Year of 

foundation 

No. of years connected to 

esports 

Provide marketing advice 

outside videogames 

Approximate no. of esports 

sponsors assisted 

No. of connected 

videogamesa 

MA1 Founder and Director 2010s 3 No 10 21 

MA2 Founder and Director 2000s 11 No 100 35 

MA3 Founder and Director 2010s 2 No 40 39 

MA4 Founder and Director 2010s 2 No 100 9 

MA5 Account Director and Esports Specialist 1990s 4 Yes 15 15 

MA6 Sr. Market Analyst and Esports Specialist 2000s 6 No 50 43 

MA7 Member of the Board of Directors 2010s 4 No 50 6 

Note. MA = Marketing agency. 
a No. of connected videogames refers to the cumulative number of all the different games associated with the sponsors and brands that the marketing agencies assisted. 
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3.6.1.1. EES1 

 

EES1 was founded in the 2000s. The brand operates in the gaming computers and peripherals 

industry at an international level. The company’s main products are mostly gaming-focused and 

include: laptops, desktops, computer accessories, computer software, mice, mats, keyboards, 

headsets, speakers, microphones, smartphone accessories and peripherals, console accessories and 

peripherals, computer streaming webcams, displays, routers, t-shirts, backpacks, outerwear, 

personal accessories, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within EES1 is that of esports specialist and his main 

responsibilities include: creating, activating, and maintaining both general and esports-specific 

partnerships and sponsorships; performing product placements; building and nurturing partner 

relations; identifying players’ needs regarding gaming equipment; working and keeping in contact 

with esports influencers and athletes; etc. 

EES1 was the first endemic sponsor to place a $1 million prize for an esports tournament and 

the first endemic organization to sponsor an esports team. The brand has been sponsoring esports 

for 10 or more years and, since then, it has sponsored 11 or more professional players and teams, 

11 or more commentators, 11 or more tournaments and leagues, 11 or more videogames, and 11 or 

more other esports entities. Currently, EES1 is sponsoring six or more professional players and 

teams, six or more commentators, six or more tournaments and leagues, six or more videogames, 

and three other esports entities. 

This endemic esports sponsor has been connected
185

 to roughly 34 esports videogames. These 

include: Apex Legends, Arena of Valor, Battlefield (any version), Call of Duty (any version), Clash 

of Clans, Counter-Strike (any version), Dota (any version), Dragon Ball FighterZ, FIFA (any 

version), Fortnite, Gears of War (any version), Hearthstone, Heroes of Newerth, Heroes of the 

Storm, League of Legends, Mortal Kombat (any version), Overwatch, Paladins, PlayerUnknown's 

Battlegrounds, Rocket League, SMITE, StarCraft (any version), Street Fighter (any version), Super 

Smash Bros. (any version), Team Fortress (any version), TeamFight Tactics, Tekken (any version), 

Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any version), Vainglory, WarCraft (any version), World of Tanks, 

World of Warcraft, Casino Royale, and Clash Royale. 

 

 

3.6.1.2. EES2 

 

EES2 was founded in the 1980s. The brand operates in the gaming retail industry at an 

international level. The company’s main products are mostly gaming-focused and include: 

videogames, videogame consoles, console accessories (e.g. carrying cases and screen protectors) 

and peripherals (e.g. headsets and microphones), gaming-related apparel, collectible card games, 

pop culture collectibles (e.g. gaming figurines, Amiboos, and Funko POPs), consumer electronics, 

and other gaming merchandise and collectibles. The company also allows their customers to sell 

and buy used videogames and other gaming-related products. 

The interviewee’s position within EES2 was that of head of partnerships
186

 and his main roles 

included: negotiating and managing partnerships and sponsorships with multiple organizations, 

                                                           
185 The number of connected videogames refers to the cumulative number of all the different games that the brands’ 

sponsored players played, all the games that were featured in the brands’ sponsored tournaments, all the videogames that 

the brand sponsored, and all the videogames associated with the other esports entities that the brand sponsored. 
186 The interviewee informed that he had very recently left EES2 and that he was now working as the director of 

business development and esports for another company. The interview was focused on his experiences and knowledge 

from the previous company as he still had no significant experience with the new corporation he was working for. 
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esports players, tournament organizers, and influencers; studying and keeping a close eye on the 

evolution of the gaming and esports market; and analysing the community and its trends. 

EES2 has been sponsoring esports for roughly two years and, since then, it has sponsored 

between five and six professional players and teams, zero commentators, one to two tournaments 

and leagues, zero videogames, and one other esports entity. According to the brand, their overall 

esports sponsored entities have not changed much through these two years. Hence, currently, EES2 

is sponsoring five professional players and teams, zero commentators, two tournaments and 

leagues, zero videogames, and one other esports entity. 

This endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly seven esports videogames. These 

include: Call of Duty (any version), Counter-Strike (any version), Fortnite, Mortal Kombat (any 

version), Overwatch, Street Fighter (any version), and Tekken (any version). 

 

 

3.6.1.3. EES3 

 

EES3 was founded in the 2000s. The brand operates in the gaming peripherals industry at an 

international level. The company’s main products are mostly gaming and esports-focused and 

include: headsets, mice, keyboards, mousepads, controllers, accessories, and apparel. Their 

products are widely known for their high quality and have won several awards. 

The interviewee’s position within EES3 is that of marketing manager in Spain and Portugal 

and his main responsibilities include: making marketing decisions for both countries, managing 

contracts and partnerships, supporting sales in the EMEA regions (Europe, Middle East, and 

Africa), manage product launches in Spain, etc. 

EES3 has been sponsoring esports for 10 or more years and, since then, it has sponsored 11 or 

more professional players and teams, 11 or more commentators, 11 or more tournaments and 

leagues, 11 or more videogames, and 11 or more other esports entities. Currently, EES3 is 

sponsoring six or more professional players and teams, three commentators, one tournament or 

league, three videogames, and one other esports entity. 

This endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly 20 esports videogames. These 

include: Apex Legends, Battlefield (any version), Call of Duty (any version), Counter-Strike (any 

version), Dota (any version), FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Halo (any version), Hearthstone, 

Heroes of the Storm, League of Legends, Overwatch, Paladins, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, 

Rocket League, StarCraft (any version), TeamFight Tactics, WarCraft (any version), World of 

Tanks, and World of Warcraft. 

 

 

3.6.1.4. EES4 

 

EES4 was founded in the 2010s. The brand operates in the gaming chair industry at an 

international level. The company specializes in providing its customers with the best line of gaming 

chairs in the market. They develop personalized gaming chairs for the teams and tournaments they 

sponsor and also allow their clients to create their own custom gaming chairs. Besides this, the 

company also offers a large selection of accessories and upgrades for their gaming chairs. 

The interviewee’s position within EES4 is that of country general manager in Brazil, Portugal, 

Spain, and the United Kingdom. He is responsible for all the marketing activities and 

communications in these countries, including forming and activating long-term relationships and 

partnerships with the best teams and organizations in the esports industry. 
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EES4 has been sponsoring esports for roughly seven years and, since then, it has sponsored 11 

or more professional players and teams, 11 or more commentators, 11 or more tournaments and 

leagues, one to two videogames, and 11 or more other esports entities. Currently, EES4 is 

sponsoring six or more professional players and teams, three commentators, six or more 

tournaments and leagues, one videogame, and six or more other esports entities. 

This endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly 41 esports videogames. These 

include: Apex Legends, Arena of Valor, Battlefield (any version), Brawlhalla, Call of Duty (any 

version), Clash of Clans, Counter-Strike (any version), CrossFire, Dota (any version), Dragon Ball 

FighterZ, FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Gears of War (any version), Gwent, Halo (any version), 

Hearthstone, Heroes of the Storm, League of Legends, Madden NFL (any version), Magic: The 

Gathering (any version), Mortal Kombat (any version), Overwatch, Paladins, PlayerUnknown's 

Battlegrounds, Pokémon (any version), Quake (any version), Rocket League, SMITE, SoulCalibur 

(any version), StarCraft (any version), Street Fighter (any version), Super Smash Bros. (any 

version), Team Fortress (any version), TeamFight Tactics, Tekken (any version), The King of 

Fighters (any version), Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any version), Vainglory, WarCraft (any 

version), World of Tanks, and World of Warcraft. 

 

 

3.6.1.5. EES5 

 

EES5 was founded in the 1990s. The brand operates in the gaming computer hardware and 

peripherals industry at an international level. The company specializes in providing high-quality 

thermal solutions for a wide range of computer hardware, especially within the high performance 

gaming segment. The brand’s main products include: air coolers, liquid coolers, thermal grease, 

and case fans. Other products also include: PC towers, test benches, power supplies, cable 

management accessories, power adapters, keyboards, mice, audio equipment, gaming chairs, 

monitors, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within EES5 is that of UK marketing manager and he is responsible 

for all things marketing and gaming within EES5. His main responsibilities include: identifying, 

investing in, and managing influencers; managing gaming events and conventions in the UK; 

networking at conferences and expos to build partnerships with other brands and influencers; 

creating and nurturing relations with partner manufacturers; manage a marketing team; enhancing 

the brand’s presence in Twitch and other live streaming platforms by creating content featuring 

influencers and brand specialists; managing and maintaining a social media presence; etc. 

EES5 has been sponsoring esports for roughly four years and, since then, it has sponsored 

between three and four professional players and teams, between one and two commentators, 

between one and two tournaments and leagues, zero videogames, and between three and four other 

esports entities. Currently, EES5 is sponsoring one professional player or team, one commentator, 

zero tournaments and leagues, zero videogames, and two other esports entities. 

This endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly 10 esports videogames. These 

include: Apex Legends, Counter-Strike (any version), FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Halo (any 

version), Hearthstone, Paladins, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Splatoon (any version), and Tom 

Clancy's Rainbow Six (any version). 
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3.6.1.6. EES6 

 

EES6 was founded in the 1990s. The brand operates in the gaming computer hardware and 

peripherals industry at an international level. The company’s main products are mostly gaming and 

esports-focused and include: high-performance and high-quality PC components like DRAM 

(Dynamic Random Access Memory), full gaming PCs, wireless headsets, precision gaming mice, 

mechanical keyboards, personalized cooling solutions, fans, mouse pads, PC storage, ambient 

lighting, accessories, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within EES6 is that of gaming partnership specialist and his main 

responsibilities include searching for, creating, and maintaining healthy and sustainable 

partnerships and sponsorships, especially within the gaming and esports market. Other roles 

include overviewing social trends within the gaming industry. 

EES6 has been sponsoring esports for nine years and, since then, it has sponsored 11 or more 

professional players and teams, 11 or more commentators, 11 or more tournaments and leagues, 

nine to 10 videogames, and zero other esports entities. Currently, EES6 is sponsoring six or more 

professional players and teams, six or more commentators, six or more tournaments and leagues, 

zero videogames, and zero other esports entities. 

This endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly 13 esports videogames. These 

include: Apex Legends, Counter-Strike (any version), Dota (any version), Fortnite, Hearthstone, 

Heroes of the Storm, League of Legends, Overwatch, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, StarCraft 

(any version), Street Fighter (any version), WarCraft (any version), and World of Warcraft. 

 

 

3.6.1.7. EES7 

 

EES7 was founded in the 1980s. The brand operates in the gaming computer, hardware, and 

peripherals industry at an international level. EES7 is one of the most trusted brands in the esports 

and gaming market and their main products include: laptops, desktops, monitors, motherboards, 

graphics cards, gaming gear, PC components and cases, backpacks, apparel, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within EES7 is that of esports and partnership manager and his 

main responsibilities include: building and managing quality gaming partnerships; searching for 

influencers, esports teams, and tournaments to partner with; managing esports teams; managing and 

organizing esports tournaments and gaming events; etc. 

EES7 has been sponsoring esports for eight years and, since then, it has sponsored 11 or more 

professional players and teams, one to two commentators, five to six tournaments and leagues, nine 

to 10 videogames, and 11 or more other esports entities. Currently, EES7 is sponsoring two 

professional players and teams, zero commentators, three tournaments and leagues, zero 

videogames, and three other esports entities. 

This endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly 10 esports videogames. These 

include: Counter-Strike (any version), Dota (any version), FIFA (any version), Fortnite, 

Hearthstone, League of Legends, Madden NFL (any version), Overwatch, StarCraft (any version), 

and TeamFight Tactics. 

 

 

3.6.1.8. NEES1 

 

NEES1 was founded in the 1930s. The brand operates in the automotive industry at an 

international level. The company is one of the world’s largest automotive manufactures. They 
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possess over 10 brands from several countries, have over 100 production plants across the world, 

sell their vehicles in over 150 countries, and they are looking to be at the forefront of sustainable 

mobility for the current and future generations and to make driving as safe, intelligent, quiet, and 

clean as possible. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES1 is that of head of sponsoring and UEFA and his 

main responsibilities include establishing and keeping healthy and sustainable partnerships and 

sponsorships and working with the brand’s marketing team in the areas of motorsport, esports, etc. 

According to NEES1’s interviewee, esports is not a focus topic for them. They might use 

esports as an activation tool for other brand activities (e.g. placing a console on a promotion booth 

next to the stadium of a European qualifier match). He also stressed that they only partner with 

sports-related esports videogames games (e.g. football and motorsport) and never with ego-

shooters, battle arenas, or strategic killing videogames. The interviewee also informed they rarely 

sponsor esports and that they tend to focus more on smaller local engagements (e.g. with dealers). 

NEES1 has been sponsoring esports for three years and, since then, it has sponsored one to two 

professional players or teams, zero commentators, one to two tournaments or leagues, one to two 

videogames, and two other esports entities. Currently, NEES1 is sponsoring one professional 

player or team, zero commentators, one tournament or league, zero videogames, and one other 

esports entity. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly five esports videogames. 

These include FIFA (any version), DiRT, Rocket League, iRacing.com, and Mario Kart. 

 

 

3.6.1.9. NEES2 

 

NEES2 was founded in the 1970s. The brand operates in the industry of software development, 

computer hardware, consumer electronics, etc. at an international level. The company develops and 

provides a large variety of world renowned computer software, PCs, videogame consoles, and other 

related products and services. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES2 is that of brand partnership manager and his main 

responsibilities include: managing partnerships and sponsorships, especially business-to-business 

partnerships and esports and general gaming partnerships; helping with the marketing of their line 

of videogame consoles; measuring and evaluating the impact of partnerships and sponsorships; etc. 

NEES2 has been sponsoring esports for two years and, since then, it has sponsored one to two 

professional players or teams, zero commentators, zero tournaments or leagues, zero videogames, 

and zero other esports entities. Currently, NEES2 is sponsoring one professional player or team, 

zero commentators, zero tournaments or leagues, zero videogames, and zero other esports entities. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly nine esports videogames. 

These include: Apex Legends, Counter-Strike (any version), Fortnite, Hearthstone, League of 

Legends, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Rocket League, Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any 

version), and World of Tanks. 

 

 

3.6.1.10. NEES3 

 

NEES3 was founded in the 2010s. The brand operates in the industry of consumer electronics, 

specifically in the smartphones sector, at an international level. Although the company is fairly 

recent, it has already become one of the main and most innovative smartphone brands in the world. 
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Besides smartphones, they also offer a selection of cases and other protection products, as well as 

headphones, power cables, gear, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES3 is that of head of global brand partnerships and his 

main responsibilities include management of international relations with a variety of organizations, 

especially within the technologic and mobile industry. This also includes the management of 

esports sponsorships which has been one of their focus areas. 

NEES3 has been sponsoring esports for three years and, since then, it has sponsored one to two 

professional players or teams, zero commentators, zero tournaments or leagues, one to two 

videogames, and zero other esports entities. Currently, NEES3 is sponsoring one professional 

player or team, zero commentators, zero tournaments or leagues, one videogame, and zero other 

esports entities. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly 11 esports videogames. 

These include: Call of Duty (any version), Counter-Strike (any version), Dota (any version), FIFA 

(any version), Fortnite, League of Legends, Overwatch, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Street 

Fighter (any version), Vainglory, and Asphalt. 

 

 

3.6.1.11. NEES4 

 

NEES4 was founded in the 2000s. The brand operates in the online payments industry at an 

international level. The company provides customers with an online prepaid paying method. The 

brand has vouchers with codes at several outlets that customers can buy and then use the codes in 

these vouchers to pay for their desired online purchases. This provides people with a safe method 

of purchasing online products without having to provide their credit card information. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES4 is that of CEO and chief executive officer of the 

European Economic Area (EEA). He is also the director of a sub-company of NEES4. He is 

responsible for various kinds of managing operations and overseeing all marketing operations. This 

includes overseeing their partnerships and sponsorships in the esports industry. 

NEES4 has been sponsoring esports for roughly six years and, since then, it has sponsored one 

to two professional players or teams, zero commentators, nine to 10 tournaments and leagues, zero 

videogames, and zero other esports entities. Currently, NEES4 is sponsoring two professional 

players or teams, zero commentators, six or more tournaments and leagues, zero videogames, and 

zero other esports entities. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly eight esports videogames. 

These include: Apex Legends, Counter-Strike (any version), Fortnite, Hearthstone, League of 

Legends, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Rocket League, and Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any 

version). 

 

 

3.6.1.12. NEES5 

 

NEES5 was founded in the 1920s. The brand operates in the insurance industry at a national 

level (i.e. in the United States of America). This is one of the biggest insurance companies in the 

United States. Their insurance services go from automobile insurances to boats, home and 

properties, life and health insurances, etc. Besides this, the company also provides banking and 

investment services. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES5 is that of director of marketing, media, and 

sponsorships and his main responsibilities include: creating and leading sponsorship teams to 
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enhance brand consideration; leading media and sponsorship strategies across fields like 

entertainment, music, and sports; overseeing all brand strategies, like direct marketing, creative 

developments, sports and esports sponsorships, and media planning; etc. 

NEES5 has been sponsoring esports for roughly two years and, since then, it has sponsored 

one to two professional players or teams, zero commentators, three to four tournaments and 

leagues, five to six videogames, and zero other esports entities. Currently, NEES5 is sponsoring 

one professional player or team, zero commentators, two tournaments or leagues, one videogame, 

and zero other esports entities. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly six esports videogames. 

These include: Fortnite, League of Legends, Overwatch, Rocket League, TeamFight Tactics, and 

NBA 2K. 

 

 

3.6.1.13. NEES6 

 

NEES6 was founded in the 1990s. The brand operates in the craft beer and brewing industry at 

a national level (i.e. in the United States of America). The company is one of the largest brewery 

companies in the United States, having several flagship beers, and is recognized as a leader in 

social responsibility and sustainability. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES6 is that of community, partnerships, sponsorships, 

and major events manager and his main responsibilities include: establishing sponsorships and 

partnerships; working with influencers, ambassadors, experiential’s and eventing, and 

communities; and creating videos, livestreams, and other content for the brand’s multiple channels. 

NEES6 has been sponsoring esports for roughly two years and, since then, it has sponsored 

five to six professional players and teams, one to two commentators, three to four tournaments and 

leagues, zero videogames, and one to two other esports entities. Currently, NEES6 is sponsoring 

five professional players and teams, one commentator, four tournaments and leagues, zero 

videogames, and two other esports entities. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly six esports videogames. 

These include: Counter-Strike (any version), Dragon Ball FighterZ, Gears of War (any version), 

League of Legends, Magic: The Gathering (any version), and Super Smash Bros. (any version). 

 

 

3.6.1.14. NEES7 

 

NEES7 was founded in the 1930s. The brand is a conglomerate and operates at an international 

level in multiple industries, including: consumer electronics, medical equipment, computer 

hardware, ships, automotive, apparel, chemicals, etc. The company’s main products include: 

smartphones, home appliances, and electronic components. They also provide a wide range of 

services, like: construction, advertising, financial services, entertainment, health care, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES7 is that of head of mobile marketing partnerships in 

America. He is responsible for all the brand’s mobile partnerships and business relations in 

America. His main responsibilities include: talking with numerous mobile game developers to 

create partnerships and sponsorships; ensuring that game developers create in-game items related to 

the brand (i.e. in-game branding); going to meetings of gaming event organizers; ensuring that the 

brand gets relevant and major spots in events and esports tournaments; etc. 

NEES7 has been sponsoring esports for roughly five years and, since then, it has sponsored 11 

or more professional players and teams, one to two commentators, three to four tournaments and 
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leagues, three to four videogames, and one to two other esports entities. Currently, NEES7 is 

sponsoring six or more professional players and teams, zero commentators, two tournaments and 

leagues, three videogames, and zero other esports entities. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly four esports videogames. 

These include: Call of Duty (any version), Fortnite, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, and Pokémon 

(any version). 

 

 

3.6.1.15. NEES8 

 

NEES8 was founded in the 1980s. The brand operates in the energy drinks industry at an 

international level. The company is one of the main energy drink brands in the world and, besides 

their main energy drink, they also possess several other variants. They mark their presence in all 

major events, especially music, entertainment, sports, esports, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within NEES8 is that of esports manager and his main 

responsibilities include managing esports strategies for partnerships, sponsorships, and events in 

Russia. 

NEES8 has been sponsoring esports for roughly 14 years and, since then, it has sponsored 11 

or more professional players and teams, 11 or more commentators, 11 or more tournaments and 

leagues, 11 or more videogames, and 11 or more other esports entities. Currently, NEES8 is 

sponsoring six or more professional players and teams, six or more commentators, six or more 

tournaments and leagues, six or more videogames, and six or more other esports entities. 

This non-endemic esports sponsor has been connected to roughly 25 esports videogames. 

These include: Apex Legends, Call of Duty (any version), Counter-Strike (any version), Dota (any 

version), Dragon Ball FighterZ, FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Halo (any version), Hearthstone, 

League of Legends, Madden NFL (any version), Magic: The Gathering (any version), Mortal 

Kombat (any version), Overwatch, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Rocket League, StarCraft (any 

version), Street Fighter (any version), Super Smash Bros. (any version), Team Fortress (any 

version), TeamFight Tactics, Tekken (any version), Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any version), 

World of Tanks, and World of Warcraft. 

 

 

3.6.1.16. MA1 

 

MA1 was founded in the 2010s. The brand operates at an international level and exclusively 

provides marketing advice in the esports and videogames sector. The company is one of the few 

agencies specialized in videogames, esports, and gamification. Their main services include: helping 

brands to create the best esports sponsorships; providing expert advice on esports; providing 

companies with independent and rigorous analysis of the gaming and esports sector; and activating 

brands in the gaming segment by doing content marketing, influencer marketing, digital marketing, 

promotions, physical events, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within MA1 is that of founder and director and his main 

responsibilities include overviewing and managing everything that happens at MA1. He is 

constantly analysing the gaming and esports market to provide brands with the most 

knowledgeable advice and to develop the most appropriate sponsorship activations. 

MA1 has been connected to esports for roughly three years and, since then, it has assisted 

approximately 10 esports sponsors. Among these, they have assisted Danone and LG. 
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This marketing agency has been connected
187

 to roughly 21 esports videogames. These 

include: Age of Empires (any version), Apex Legends, Battlefield (any version), Call of Duty (any 

version), Clash of Clans, Counter-Strike (any version), CrossFire, Dota (any version), Dragon Ball 

FighterZ, FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Hearthstone, League of Legends, Overwatch, 

PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Rocket League, Splatoon (any version), Street Fighter (any 

version), Super Smash Bros. (any version), TeamFight Tactics, and Tekken (any version). 

 

 

3.6.1.17. MA2 

 

MA2 was founded in the 2000s. The brand operates at an international level and exclusively 

provides marketing advice in the esports and videogames sector. The company possesses vast 

knowledge on esports and online gaming. They help consumer brands to engage gaming fans in a 

natural and genuine way. The agency offers a large number of services and solutions, including: 

content creation, event deliveries, esports sponsorships, influencer partnerships, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within MA2 is that of founder and director and his main 

responsibility is overviewing everything that happens. This includes developing and growing MA2 

and driving it to success by focusing on innovation and placing the customers’ needs first. 

MA2 has been connected to esports for roughly 11 years and, since then, it has assisted 

approximately 100 esports sponsors. Among these, they have assisted: Intel, AMD, Alienware, 

Lenovo, Corsair, ASUS, Razer, Logitech, Bud Light (owned by Anheuser-Busch InBev), Red Bull, 

Rockstar Energy Drink, Tornado Energy Drink, eNgage Energy Drink, Coca-Cola, Samsung, Acer, 

and DXRacer. 

This marketing agency has been connected to roughly 35 esports videogames. These include: 

Apex Legends, Arena of Valor, Battlefield (any version), Call of Duty (any version), Clash of 

Clans, Counter-Strike (any version), CrossFire, Dota (any version), Dragon Ball FighterZ, FIFA 

(any version), Fortnite, Gears of War (any version), Halo (any version), Hearthstone, Heroes of 

Newerth, Heroes of the Storm, League of Legends, Magic: The Gathering (any version), 

Overwatch, Paladins, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Quake (any version), Rocket League, 

SMITE, StarCraft (any version), Street Fighter (any version), Super Smash Bros. (any version), 

Team Fortress (any version), Tekken (any version), Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any version), 

Vainglory, WarCraft (any version), World of Tanks, World of Warcraft, and World of Warplanes. 

 

 

3.6.1.18. MA3 

 

MA3 was founded in the 2010s. The brand operates at an international level and exclusively 

provides marketing advice in the esports and videogames sector. The company is composed of a 

team of veterans who build revolutionary and innovative solutions for the esports market. The 

brand is divided into two main branches. One is focused on serving esports fans and the other on 

serving organizations. For the organizations branch, they allow organizations to discover esports 

with the help of their team of experts who guide all processes from the earliest stages of planning to 

executing, evaluating, and reporting them. The agency avoids providing generic advice with no 

execution. Instead, it actually helps esports sponsor from beginning to end. Regarding the fan 

branch, the agency has an online esports platform that aggregates a wide range of esports 

                                                           
187 The number of connected videogames refers to the cumulative number of all the different games associated with 

the sponsors and brands that the marketing agencies assisted. 
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tournaments and allows fans to enter the whole and diversified world of esports just through a 

single platform. Fans can use this platform to either watch esports or participate in the tournaments. 

The interviewee’s position within MA3 is that of founder and director and his main 

responsibility is overviewing everything. This includes: making sure that esports fans are happy 

with their online esports platform, ensuring that brands are getting the best possible marketing 

advice, thinking of innovative strategies to make their clients stand out from all the other esports 

sponsors, etc. 

MA3 has been connected to esports for roughly two years and, since then, it has assisted 

approximately 40 esports sponsors. Among these, they have assisted: Computerspielemuseum, EA, 

Saturn, MediaMarkt, Speedlink, Razer, Macron, Engage, Admeira, AOC Gaming, WSB Sport, 

Trentino Sviluppo, HYPE Sports Innovation, and Artioli.Berlin. 

This marketing agency has been connected to roughly 39 esports videogames. These include: 

Age of Empires (any version), Apex Legends, Arena of Valor, Battlefield (any version), Brawlhalla, 

Call of Duty (any version), Clash of Clans, Counter-Strike (any version), CrossFire, Dota (any 

version), FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Gears of War (any version), Gwent, Halo (any version), 

Hearthstone, Heroes of Newerth, Heroes of the Storm, League of Legends, Madden NFL (any 

version), Magic: The Gathering (any version), Mortal Kombat (any version), Overwatch, Paladins, 

PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Quake (any version), Rocket League, SMITE, StarCraft (any 

version), Street Fighter (any version), Super Smash Bros. (any version), Team Fortress (any 

version), TeamFight Tactics, Tekken (any version), Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any version), 

Vainglory, WarCraft (any version), World of Tanks, and World of Warcraft. 

 

 

3.6.1.19. MA4 

 

MA4 was founded in the 2010s. The brand operates at an international level and exclusively 

provides marketing advice in the esports and videogames sector. The company is an esports 

partnership and brand strategy agency and was one of the first esports sponsorship and media right 

management agencies in Europe. Their main goal is to connect brands with major esports 

organizations and their main services include: offering consultancy services into the esports 

market, managing licencing agreements and sponsorships between consumer brands and esports 

tournament organizers and professional esports teams, managing content creation and its 

broadcasting across several digital platforms, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within MA4 is that of founder and director and his main 

responsibilities include: managing sponsorships and licenses, managing content, consulting, etc. 

MA4 has been connected to esports for roughly two years and, since then, it has assisted 

approximately 100 esports sponsors. Among these, they have assisted: Orange, Team Vitality, 

ESL, Renault, leDénicheur, New Era, Beats by Dre, and Randstad. 

This marketing agency has been connected to roughly nine esports videogames. These include: 

Counter-Strike (any version), FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Hearthstone, League of Legends, 

Quake (any version), Rocket League, Street Fighter (any version), and Pro Evolution Soccer (any 

version). 

 

 

3.6.1.20. MA5 

 

MA5 was founded in the 1990s. The brand operates at an international level and provides 

marketing advice, not only in the esports and videogames sector, but across all sectors. The 
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company is one of the most popular and successful marketing and advertising agencies in German-

speaking countries and offers their clients efficient and creative marketing communications. 

The interviewee’s position within MA5 is that of account director and esports specialist and 

his main responsibility is making sure that marketing campaigns achieve the clients’ objectives. 

This includes: helping with the planification, coordination, and implementation of marketing 

strategies; overseeing the agency’s marketing teams; communicating with brands interested in 

sponsoring esports; and leading all marketing campaigns within the esports and gaming sectors. 

MA5 has been connected to esports for roughly four years and, since then, it has assisted 

approximately 15 esports sponsors. Among these, they have assisted: Vodafone, Mercedes-Benz, 

McDonalds, and Pringles. 

This marketing agency has been connected to roughly 15 esports videogames. These include: 

Clash of Clans, Counter-Strike (any version), Dota (any version), FIFA (any version), Fortnite, 

League of Legends, Paladins, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Rocket League, SMITE, StarCraft 

(any version), Street Fighter (any version), TeamFight Tactics, Vainglory, and WarCraft (any 

version). 

 

 

3.6.1.21. MA6 

 

MA6 was founded in the 2000s. The brand operates at an international level and exclusively 

provides marketing advice in the esports and videogames sector. The company is one of the 

world’s leading providers of esports and gaming analytics. They are constantly helping the world’s 

largest consumer brands to effectively target the right audiences. The agency is also able to track 

competitors, search for market opportunities, and provide their clients with financial and strategic 

decisions. 

The interviewee’s position within MA6 is that of senior market analyst and esports specialist 

and his main responsibilities include gathering, analysing, and managing financial information 

from a multitude of videogame organizations and transforming it into easily understandable and 

useful data for their clients. By triangulating data from various sources, he is able to give valuable 

insights on the current state and evolution of the videogame market. 

MA6 has been connected to esports for roughly six years and, since then, it has assisted 

approximately 50 esports sponsors. Among these, they have assisted Danone. 

This marketing agency has been connected to roughly 43 esports videogames. These include: 

Age of Empires (any version), Apex Legends, Arena of Valor, Battlefield (any version), Brawlhalla, 

Call of Duty (any version), Clash of Clans, Counter-Strike (any version), CrossFire, Dota (any 

version), Dragon Ball FighterZ, FIFA (any version), Fortnite, Gears of War (any version), Guilty 

Gear (any version), Gwent, Halo (any version), Hearthstone, Heroes of Newerth, Heroes of the 

Storm, League of Legends, Madden NFL (any version), Magic: The Gathering (any version), 

Mortal Kombat (any version), Overwatch, Paladins, PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, Pokémon 

(any version), Quake (any version), Rocket League, SMITE, SoulCalibur (any version), StarCraft 

(any version), Street Fighter (any version), Super Smash Bros. (any version), TeamFight Tactics, 

Tekken (any version), The King of Fighters (any version), Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (any version), 

Vainglory, WarCraft (any version), World of Tanks, and World of Warcraft. 
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3.6.1.22. MA7 

 

MA7 was founded in the 2010s. The brand operates at an international level and exclusively 

provides marketing advice in the esports and videogames sector. The company helps consumer 

brands in creating efficient and sustainable partnerships and sponsorships, but also aims to 

constantly improve esports by ensuring that its events are of appropriate quality, enhancing esports 

reputation, keeping in contact with economic, media, and political authorities, conducting several 

market studies, creating development programmes, etc. 

The interviewee’s position within MA7 is that of member of board of directors and his main 

responsibilities include: overseeing all market studies, overseeing how the agency is helping 

consumer brands reach their sponsorship goals, and participating in several board meetings to 

analyse how the company is doing and deciding its future. 

MA7 has been connected to esports for roughly four years and, since then, it has assisted 

approximately 50 esports sponsors. The interviewee preferred to not disclose the names of any of 

its clients. 

This marketing agency has been connected to roughly six esports videogames. These include: 

Dota (any version), FIFA (any version), Fortnite, League of Legends, Tekken (any version), and 

World of Tanks. 

 

 

3.6.2. Sample 2 – Esports fans 

 

This subchapter will describe the characteristics of Sample 2 to provide a better understanding 

of the participants from whom data was gathered and show how these research participants are 

significantly connected to the object of study. To ensure anonymity, participants were not asked for 

any identifiable information. It is also vital to note that, with the exception of some literary data, all 

the information presented in this subchapter was provided by Sample 2. 

Sample 2 (N = 5,638)
188

 was acquired from the population of all esports fans. Specifically, the 

population of interest were esports fans who made use of esports-related online forums 

(particularly, Reddit and Discord
189

). The unit of analysis was the organization (i.e. esports 

sponsors) and the unit of observation was the individual (i.e. esports fans). Table 6 shows a brief 

summary of the esports fans’ demographic characteristics and Figures 2 through 9 present a more 

visually detailed exposition of their demographic data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
188 In total, 6,194 esports fans filled out the survey but, after excluding incomplete or inappropriately-filled surveys, 

the total sample was composed by 5,638 esports fans. 
189 Reddit and Discord were used as the main platform to contact esports fans because, according to Lee (2017), 

these are the two most used social platforms by gaming fans. 
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Table 6 

Overview of Sample 2’s demographic characteristics 

 N = 5,638 

 n No answer Valid % Mean SD Mode 

Gender 5,560 78     

Female 407  7.3    

Male 5,153  92.7    

Age 5,412 226  23.05 6.062 18 

Marital status 5,510 128     

Single 4,056  73.6    

Cohabiting 932  16.9    

Married 480  8.7    

Divorced 33  .6    

Widowed 9  .2    

Education 5,497 141     

6th grade or less 11  .2    

7th to 12th grade 2,178  39.6    

Bachelor degree 2,332  42.4    

Master degree 525  9.6    

PhD 90  1.6    

Post-doctorate 16  .3    

Other 345  6.3    

Employment status 5,527 111     

Student 2,720  49.2    

Employed 2,293  41.5    

Homemaker 40  .7    

Unemployed 324  5.9    

Retired 17  .3    

Other 133  2.4    

Region 5,553 85     

Africa 32  .6    

Asia 322  5.8    

Europe 1,860  33.5    

North America 3,013  54.3    

Oceania 191  3.4    

South America 135  2.4    

Ethnicity 5,477 161     

American Indian or Alaska Native 71  1.3    

Asian 824  15    

Black or African American 147  2.7    

Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 421  7.7    

Middle Eastern or North African 116  2.1    

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 38  .7    

White 4,255  77.7    

Other 197  3.6    

Note. SD = Standard deviation. For ethnicity, participants were able to select more than one option.  

 

As shown in Figure 2, 92.7% of the esports fans’ sample is male and 7.3% is female. Hence, 

the sample is largely composed by males. This is in-line with the literature’s depiction of the 

esports’ male-dominated audience. Specifically, SuperData (2015) mentions that 87% of the 

esports audience is male, Zolides (2015) states 90%, and Billings, Rodgers, Rodgers, and Wiggins 

(2019) indicate 92.4%. Still, Statista (2020b) reports that only 78% are male. Although the 

sample’s percentage of males is a little higher than the average of the literature, the percentages are 

still significantly close. Hence, it can be assumed that the sample is representative of the entire 

population of esports fans. 

 

 

 

 

 



197 

 

Figure 2 

Esports fans’ gender 

 
 

Figure 3 shows that the average age of the fans (i.e. the mean) was 23 years old; the middle 

number when the dataset is organized in descending or ascending order (i.e. the median) was 22 

years old; the most repeated value (i.e. the mode) was 18 years old; the youngest participant was 11 

years old; and the oldest participant was 63 years old. It was also possible to see that the standard 

deviation (SD) was 6, which means that roughly 68% of fans were 6 years older or younger than 

the mean value of 23 years old. In other words, approximately 68% of fans were between 17 and 29 

years old. This is in-line with the literature’s data on the esports fans’ age. Particularly, Hedlund, 

Smith, et al. (2021) states that the average age of esports fans is 26 years old and Scholz (2019) 

mentions that they are aged between 18 and 34. The similarity between the sample’s age and the 

literature’s data on esports fans’ age mean that the sample is representative of the entire population 

of esports fans. 

 

Figure 3 

Esports fans’ age 
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In Figure 4 it is shown that 73.6% of the sample is single, 16.9% is cohabiting, 8.7% is 

married, 0.6% is divorced, and 0.2% is widowed. Thus, the large majority of the sample is single, a 

small percentage is cohabiting or married, and only a very minor group is divorced or widowed. 

This is to be expected from such a young sample. Unfortunately, at the time of writing, no literature 

data was found regarding the esports fans’ marital status. 

 

Figure 4 

Esports fans’ marital status 

 
 

Figure 5 shows that 0.2% of the sample has completed the 6
th
 grade or less, 39.6% is between 

the 7
th
 and 12

th
 grade, 42.4% has a bachelor degree, 9.6% has a Master degree, 1.6% has a PhD, 

0.3% has a Post-doctorate, and 6.3% has another type of qualification. This indicates that the large 

majority of the sample is between the 7
th
 and 12

th
 grade or has a bachelor degree. This is to be 

expected from a sample whose approximately 68% of individuals are between 17 and 29 years old. 

Unfortunately, at the time of writing, no literature data was found regarding the esports fans’ 

education level. 

 

Figure 5 

Esports fans’ education level 
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G. Other (6.3%; 𝑛 = 345) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,497; No answer = 141 
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In Figure 6, it was possible to see that 49.2% of fans are students, 41.5% are employed, 0.7% 

are homemakers, 5.9% are unemployed, 0.3% are retired, and 2.4% fall under another status. 

Hence, the vast majority of the sample is composed by students and employed individuals. This is 

to be expected from a sample whose approximately 68% of individuals are between 17 and 29 

years old. This empirical data is also in-line with the literature’s data. For instance, Ströh (2017) 

mentions that the majority of esports fans are either studying or employed and Newzoo (2016a) 

states that 65% of them are employed full time. Although the empirical data indicate that most 

esports fans are students, the data are still similar enough to infer that there is a high probability of 

the sample being representative of the entire population of esports fans. 

 

Figure 6 

Esports fans’ employment status 

 
 

According to Figure 7, 0.6% of the sample resides in Africa, 5.8% lives in Asia, 33.5% resides 

in Europe, 54.3% lives in North America, 3.4% resides in Oceania, and 2.4% lives in South 

America. This means that the largest share of the sample resides in North America or Europe. This 

empirical data presents some differences from the literature data. For example, Shabir (2017) states 

that 57% of the esports audience resides in china and Ströh (2017) reports that 44% live in the 

Asia-Pacific area, 25% in Europe, 19% in the United States, and 12% in the rest of the world. This 

dissimilarity could be due to the esports fans’ survey being posted only on Reddit and Discord. 

Although, according to Lee (2017), these are the two most used social platforms by gaming fans, it 

could be that they are not the most used platforms by the specific Asian gaming audience. Hence, 

the sample cannot be said to represent the entire population of esports fans. As such, the sample is 

more representative of the entire western population of esports fans. 
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Figure 7 

Esports fans’ region of residence 

 
 

Figure 8 presents Sample 1’s ethnicity. For this demographic question, participants were able 

to select more than one option. The data reveals that 1.3% of the sample is American Indian or an 

Alaska Native; 15% is Asian; 2.7% is Black or African American; 7.7% is Hispanic, Latino or of 

Spanish origin; 2.1% is Middle Eastern or North African; 0.7% is Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 

Islander; 77.7% is White or Caucasian; and 3.6% belongs to another ethnicity. Thus, the bulk of the 

sample is composed by White individuals and by a somewhat significant percentage of Asian 

individuals and people of Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin. The percentage of White individuals 

in this sample (i.e. 77.7%) is very close to the 77.2% of White individuals that Billings et al. (2019) 

claim to exist in the esports community. However, the Asian ethnicity is much underrepresented in 

this sample and in Billings’ study. Considering that, according to Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017) and 

Winnan (2016), a large number of esports fans are Asians, it can only be inferred that this 

research’s sample is more representative of the entire western population of esports fans. 

 

Figure 8 

Esports fans’ ethnicity 
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Figure 9 shows the sample’s most watched esports videogames. Here we can see that the 

games with over 1,000 votes, were: Counter-Strike (all versions; n = 2,363), Overwatch (n = 

2,044), League of Legends (n = 1,966), Super Smash Bros. (all versions; n = 1,500), Apex Legends 

(n = 1,025), and Call of Duty (all versions; n = 1,014). Although the 6 most watched games on this 

list (i.e. the ones with over 1,000 votes) slightly differ from the top 6 in other lists, like the list of 

the most watched esports games on Twitch from Newzoo (2020a) or the list of the esports games 

with the most prize money awarded from Esports Earnings (2021), it must be kept in mind that, 

like Winnan (2016) and Ströh (2017) state, the popularity of esports games vary greatly, not just 

from time-to-time, but also from research-to-research. Hence, it is completely understandable that 

Sample 2’s most popular esports games would not be an exact replica of what is mentioned in other 

lists about esports most popular games. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



202 

 

Figure 9 

Esports fans’ most watched competitive videogames 

 
 

After analysing and comparing the empirical data on the esports fans’ demographics with the 

literature, it was concluded that Sample 2 (i.e. esports fans) is significantly similar to what is 

disclosed in the literature. Hence, it can be assumed that this sample is representative of the 

population of esports fans and that the empirical data that was collected from them for this research 
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represents the views of the population of esports fans. Still it must be noted that the sample 

somewhat underrepresents the Asian community. 

 

 

3.7. SAMPLING – NONPROBABILITY PURPOSIVE HETEROGENEOUS AND EXPERT 

 

Sampling is the process by which units of observation are selected from a particular population 

in order to be studied (Babbie, 2013; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014). This 

enables a small (and manageable) portion of a population to be analysed and to make valid 

inferences about the wider population (Riazi, 2016). 

The sampling process is necessary because, in most cases, it is either impossible or impractical 

to investigate every unit of a population (Ho, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Walliman, 2018). 

This is only possible when the population is extremely small (e.g. students from a particular 

university). However, most social research studies are based on large populations (e.g. a city 

composed of 8 million people). Therefore, the most effective tactic is to draw a portion of the 

population of interest to be researched (Ho, 2018). The more similar or representative the sample is 

of the population, the more accurate and generalizable the findings will be. Hence, it is vital to use, 

not only reliable sampling methods, but also methods that are appropriate for the type of research 

being conducted (Riazi, 2016). 

As such, the sampling method for Sample 1 (i.e. experts in esports sponsorships) was 

nonprobability, purposive, expert, heterogeneous. That is, the researcher purposefully selected a 

sample of individuals who were as diversified as possible (i.e. endemic and non-endemic sponsors 

as well as marketing agencies) and who had significant experience in the esports sponsorship field. 

This was done to ensure the gathering of reliable data from different perspectives which, in turn, 

made it possible to obtain a much clearer and complete picture of the topic of interest. 

To achieve the goal of having a sample of experts, we only interviewed individuals who were 

sponsoring or marketing managers, head of partnerships, brand directors or managers, esports 

specialists, or similar. Furthermore, we only contacted brands that had been sponsoring esports, or 

assisting in esports sponsorships, for at least two years. This limitation was placed to ensure that 

the sample’s members possessed the necessary and relevant knowledge and experience on the topic 

of interest and to guarantee that they provided reliable information. It was only required two years 

of experience because, according to Ströh (2017), esports, as an official and professional industry, 

have only existed for less than a decade. 

This sampling technique (i.e. expert sampling) was only applied to esports sponsors. To find 

these experts, three steps were taken. First, to enhance the reliability of the data, it was decided to 

only interview individuals currently employed at brands that were sponsoring esports or at 

marketing agencies that assisted brands in sponsoring esports. Second, the names of the brands on 

Table 1 (i.e. Prominent esports sponsors in the literature; available in the Context part of the 

Introduction) were placed on the software Adobe Acrobat Reader DC, which calculated the most 

frequently mentioned esports sponsors from a database of 602 esports-related books and articles. 

And third, from this hierarchical list, it was analysed which brands had been sponsoring esports for 

more than two years. The brands that fulfilled this requirement were sent emails soliciting their 

participation in this study. The order of brand selection for the sample was from most mentioned to 

least mentioned in the literature. Additional esports sponsors and marketing agencies were found 

by searching, in the Google website, for popular esports sponsors and popular marketing agencies 

with esports expertise (these were also only contacted if they had at least two years of experience in 

esports). 
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To achieve the goal of having a heterogeneous sample, we interviewed experts employed at 

endemic and non-endemic sponsors and at marketing agencies that assisted brands in sponsoring 

esports (only one expert per company was interviewed). Because there is no data in the literature 

about which percentage of sponsors are endemics or non-endemics, or how many marketing 

agencies exist that help with esports sponsorships, there was no criterion for the percentage or ratio 

of endemics, non-endemics, and marketing agencies to include in the research. The only criterion 

for this research was that there had to be at least three of each (to ensure reliable data). Fortunately, 

it was possible to interview seven endemics, eight non-endemics, and seven marketing agencies. 

This ensured a high heterogeneity from a considerable large number of experts. 

The experts were reached through the contact sections and email addresses that are publicly 

available in the websites of the companies were they are employed. The experts were also 

contacted through their LinkedIn profiles but, in this case, those who agreed to participate in the 

research were asked to contact the researcher via their company’s email to prove that they were 

employed at that company. 

The sampling method for Sample 2 was nonprobability, purposive, heterogeneous. 

Specifically, the researcher purposefully selected which websites to place solicitations for esports 

fans to fill out an online questionnaire and efforts were made to gather a sample that was as diverse 

as possible. This was done to ensure that the sample included the opinions and perspectives of the 

entire spectrum of esports fans. 

To achieve the goal of having a heterogeneous sample (and because the best place to find 

esports fans is in the online world), Reddit and Discord were selected as the online forums were 

requests for participation in the survey would be placed. These two websites were selected because, 

according to Lee (2017), these are the two most used social platforms by gaming fans. 

Reddit and Discord have numerous subsections, called subreddits and Discord servers, 

respectively, that focus on a single game, genre, or a variety of games. Hence, requests for 

participation were only placed in subreddits and Discord servers that covered the top 20 most 

watched esports titles (between 1 December 2018 and 28 June 2019), according to Newzoo 

(2020a)
190

, or the 100 esports titles with the most prize money awarded (between 1 December 2018 

and 28 June 2019), according to Esports Earnings (2021)
191

. As stated in the literature review, 

esports viewership and prize money figures vary greatly. However, it is very rare for a game that is 

within the top 20 most watched or top 100 with the highest prize money awarded to be suddenly 

replaced by another. This provides a much more stable and reliable sampling criteria. 

As such, Table 7 combines the 20 most watched esports games (between 1 December 2018 

and 28 June 2019), according to Newzoo (2020a), and the 100 most prize money awarded esports 

games (between 1 December 2018 and 28 June 2019), according to Esports Earnings (2021). The 

result is a list of the 103 most popular esports titles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
190 Newzoo is a reliable and constantly updated source of esports market data that has been widely used and 

mentioned by numerous authors, like: AEVI (2018), Cunningham et al. (2018), Dubois and Gibbs (2018), Funk et al. 

(2018), Ho (2019), Jenny et al. (2018), Möglich (2019), ONTIER (2018), Scholz (2019), and Ströh (2017). 
191 Esports Earnings (2021) is constantly being updated with the most recent esports figures and has been 

extensively used and mentioned by various researchers, including: Brickell (2017), Araujo and Oliveira (2017), Holden, 

Kaburakis, et al. (2017), Hollist (2015), Keiper et al. (2017), Owens (2016), Scholz and Feldhaus (2015), Şentuna and 

Kanbur (2016), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016). 
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Table 7 

Most watched and most prize money awarded esports games 
Esports videogame Esports videogame 

Age of Empires II Injustice 2 

Apex Legends iRacing.com 

Arena of Valor KartRider 
Attack on Titan Tribute Game League of Legends 

Auto Chess Madden NFL 2013 

Blade & Soul Madden NFL 2017 
Brawlhalla Madden NFL 2018 

Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare Magic: The Gathering Arena 

Call of Duty: Advanced Warfare Magic: The Gathering Online 
Call of Duty: Black Ops Mortal Kombat 11 

Call of Duty: Black Ops 2 Mortal Kombat X 

Call of Duty: Black Ops 4 NBA 2K18 
Call of Duty: Black Ops III Old School Runescape 

Call of Duty: Ghosts Overwatch 

Call of Duty: Infinite Warfare Painkiller 
Call of Duty: Modern Warfare Paladins 

Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds 

Call of Duty: World War II PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds Mobile 

Clash of Clans Point Blank 

Clash Royale Pokémon Sword/Shield 
Counter-Strike Pokémon: Let's Go, Pikachu! and Eevee! 

Counter-Strike Online Pro Evolution Soccer 2017 

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive Project Gotham Racing 3 
Counter-Strike: Source Quake 4 

CrossFire Quake Champions 

Dead or Alive 4 Quake III Arena 
Defense of the Ancients Quake Live 

Dota 2 rFactor 2 

F1 2019 Rocket League 
FIFA 13 Shadowverse 

FIFA 17 SMITE 

FIFA 18 StarCraft II 
FIFA 19 StarCraft: Brood War 

FIFA 20 Street Fighter V 

FIFA Online 3 Street Fighter V: Arcade Edition 
Fortnite Super Smash Bros. for Wii U 

Forza Motorsport 7 Super Smash Bros. Melee 

Free Fire Super Smash Bros. Ultimate 
Gears of War 4 Super Street Fighter IV Arcade Edition 

Guild Wars 2 Team Fortress 2 

Gwent Teamfight Tactics 
H1Z1 Tekken 7 

Halo 2 TEPPEN 

Halo 2 Anniversary Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six: Siege 
Halo 3 Turbo Racing League 

Halo 4 Ultra Street Fighter IV 

Halo 5: Guardians Vainglory 
Halo: Combat Evolved WarCraft III 

Halo: Reach World in Conflict 

Hearthstone World of Tanks 
Heroes of Newerth World of WarCraft 

Heroes of the Storm  

Note. Table based on the lists from Newzoo (2020a) and Esports Earnings (2021). 

 

Table 8 presents the subreddits and Discord servers where the requests for esports fans to 

participate in the survey were placed. The table also shows which esports game (from Table 7) the 

subreddit or Discord server is focused on (to simply things, games from the same franchise were 

grouped together). As is commonly done in these websites, subreddits were presented as “r/” and 

Discord servers were presented as “#”. Besides placing participation requests in subreddits and 

Discord servers focused on the games from Table 7, requests were also placed in subreddits and 

Discord servers that some participants or moderators
192

 recommended. Blank areas mean that 

                                                           
192 A moderator refers to an individual who controls and moderates a subreddit or Discord server. They have the 

ability to delete any posts that they think do not belong in the subreddits or Discord servers and they were always 

contacted beforehand to ask for permission to place the requests for participation in the survey within the subreddits and 

Discord servers that they moderate. 
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moderators did not give permission to post the survey participation request in the subreddits or 

Discord servers that they moderate or that no subreddits or Discord servers were found about that 

particular game. 

 

Table 8 

Digital platforms where survey requests for participation were placed 
Esports game Subreddit (r/) Subreddit (r/) Discord server (#) 

Age of Empires II r/aoe2 r/aoe3  

Apex Legends r/ApexLegendsConsole 

r/APEX_Legends_Memes 
r/apexcompetitive 

r/apexlegends 

r/apexlegendslfg 

r/ApexLegendsOnLinux 
r/apexuniversity 

r/ApexVideos 

#Apex Legends 

#APEX.PRO 
#Apex Core 

Arena of Valor r/arenaofvalor   

Attack on Titan Tribute 
Game 

r/27thSC   

Auto Chess r/AutoChess   

Blade & Soul    

Brawlhalla r/Brawlhalla  #Brawl League Academy 
#Brawl League 

Call of Duty 4: Modern 

Warfare 

Call of Duty: Advanced 
Warfare 

Call of Duty: Black Ops 

Call of Duty: Black Ops 2 
Call of Duty: Black Ops 4 

Call of Duty: Black Ops 

III 
Call of Duty: Ghosts 

Call of Duty: Infinite 
Warfare 

Call of Duty: Modern 

Warfare 
Call of Duty: Modern 

Warfare 3 

Call of Duty: World War 
II 

r/Call_of_Duty_WWII 

r/CallOfDutyBlackOps4 

r/CallOfDutyMobile 
r/CallOfDutyWorldWarTwo 

r/CODZombiesMemes 

r/Cod4Remastered 
r/CoDCompetitive 

r/BlackOps4Zombies 

r/blackops3 

r/ModernWarfareRM 

r/ModernWarfareGame 
r/Infinite_Warfare_ 

r/CharlieINTEL 

r/mw4 
r/redditblack 

#Call of Duty 

Clash of Clans r/ClashOfClans   

Clash Royale r/ClashDecks 

r/TrueClashRoyale 

r/CRbaileyOP  

Counter-Strike 
Counter-Strike Online 

Counter-Strike: Global 

Offensive 
Counter-Strike: Source 

r/CounterStrikeBinds 
r/CounterStrikeSource 

r/CounterStrikeStrats 

r/CounterStrikeTrades 
r/AstralisCSGO 

r/csgo 

r/csgomarketforum 
r/Csgotrading 

r/LearnCSGO 

r/randomactsofcsgo 
r/AdoptASilver 

r/GlobalOffensiveLinux 

#Artemis eSports 
#GlobalOffensive 

CrossFire r/CrossFireLegends   

Dead or Alive 4 r/DeadOrAlive  #Mt. Miyama – Tengu 
Princess Discord 

Defense of the Ancients 

Dota 2 

r/Dota2Betting 

r/DOTA 
r/dota2AI 

r/Dota2CustomGames 

r/dota2fashionadvice 
r/Dota2France 

r/dota2india 

r/dota2lore 
r/Dota2Modding 

r/dota2pubs 

r/dotamasterrace 
r/learndota2 

r/learndota2league 

r/RecruitADota2 
r/redditdota2league 

r/AD2L 

r/Talonmains 
r/underlords 

#PlayOn GG Hangout 

#Dota 2 Colombia In-House 
#Dota2 

F1 2019 r/F1Game   

FIFA 13 

FIFA 17 
FIFA 18 

FIFA 19 

FIFA 20 
FIFA Online 3 

r/FIFA19News 

r/FIFASeasons 

r/FUTMobile 

r/SeriousFIFA 

 

Fortnite r/FortniteBRXbox 

r/FortniteCompetitive 
r/FortniteDisscusion 

r/FortniteMemes 

r/FortniteSavetheWorld 

r/SimplyFortnite 
r/wholesomefortnite 

#Snudfy Scrims 

Forza Motorsport 7 r/Forza_Apex r/forza  

Free Fire    
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Esports game Subreddit (r/) Subreddit (r/) Discord server (#) 

Gears of War 4 r/Gears_Of_War_EU r/GearsofWar_PC  

Guild Wars 2 r/guildwars2pvp 
r/Guildwars2 

r/gw2economy 

r/Gw2WvW 
r/gw2esports 

 

Gwent r/gwent   

H1Z1    

Halo 2 

Halo 2 Anniversary 

Halo 3 
Halo 4 

Halo 5: Guardians 

Halo: Combat Evolved 
Halo: Reach 

r/halopc 

r/CompetitiveHalo 

r/HaloMemes 

r/HaloWars2 

r/HPC4L 

#Halo Wars Tournament 

Central 

Hearthstone r/hearthstone 

r/hearthstonedeck 

r/wildhearthstone 

r/bloodstone 

r/hearthmemes 

#Hearthstone 

Heroes of Newerth r/HeroesofNewerth   

Heroes of the Storm r/NexusNewbies   

Injustice 2 r/Injustice2MobileGame r/InjusticeMobile  

iRacing.com r/iRacingPracticeGroup r/iRacing  

KartRider    

League of Legends r/League_Of_Legends__ 
r/LeagueOfLegendsUK 

r/Lolboosting 

r/zengmlol 
r/leagueoflinux 

r/akalimains 
r/BrandMains 

r/CamilleMains 
r/DirtySionMains 

r/FantasyLCS 

r/Kindred 
r/LeBlancMains 

r/Rivenmains 
r/SorakaMains 

#League of Legends EUW 
#The Poro Kingdom 

Madden NFL 2013 

Madden NFL 2017 

Madden NFL 2018 

r/Madden 

r/MaddenMobileForums 

r/MaddenUltimateTeam  

Magic: The Gathering 

Arena 

Magic: The Gathering 
Online 

r/freemagic 

r/MagicArena 

r/Magicdeckbuilding 

r/cardsphere 

r/MTGA 

 

Mortal Kombat 11 

Mortal Kombat X 

r/MortalKombatXMobile 

r/MortalKombat 

r/Mortalkombatleaks 

r/Kompetitive 

 

NBA 2K18 r/NBAlive r/NBA2k  

Old School Runescape r/RunescapeOldSchool 
r/runescape 

r/Old_SchoolRS  

Overwatch r/ImaginaryOverwatch 

r/Overwatch 
r/Overwatch_Memes 

r/OverwatchBoosting 

r/OverwatchCustomGames 
r/OverwatchHeroConcepts 

r/OverwatchLeague 

r/OverwatchLore 
r/OverwatchTeamSearch 

r/OverwatchUniversity 

r/OWconsole 
r/OWLVods 

r/BostonUprising 

r/DvaMains 

r/HoustonOutlaws 
r/lagladiators 

r/luciomains 

r/MercyMains 
r/NYXL 

r/pharmercy 

r/PHL_Fusion 
r/SeoulDynasty 

r/SombraMains 

r/SymmetraMains 
r/TorontoDefiant 

r/ZenyattaMains 

#Overwatch 

Painkiller    

Paladins r/Paladins r/PaladinsLore  

PlayerUnknown's 

Battlegrounds 

PlayerUnknown's 

Battlegrounds Mobile 

r/CompetitivePUBG 

r/PUBG 

r/PUBGMobile 

r/PUBGvideos 

r/Battleground 

r/PUBATTLEGROUNDS 

#PUBG Official 

(PC/Console) 

Point Blank    

Pokémon Sword/Shield 

Pokémon: Let's Go, 
Pikachu! and Eevee! 

r/PokemongoSanDiego 

r/PokemonGoUK 
r/PokemonGOValor 

r/TruePokemon 

r/pokemonduel 
r/pokemongo 

r/PokemonGoNewJersey 

r/pokemongotrades 

r/PokemonLetsGo 

r/PokemonPlaza 
r/PokemonSwordShield 

r/pokemontrades 

r/PokeMoonSun 
r/stunfisk 

r/TheSilphArena 

 

Pro Evolution Soccer 
2017 

r/WEPES   

Project Gotham Racing 3    
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Esports game Subreddit (r/) Subreddit (r/) Discord server (#) 

Quake 4 
Quake Champions 

Quake III Arena 

Quake Live 

r/Quakecon   

rFactor 2 r/rfactor2   

Rocket League r/me_InRocketLeague 

r/RocketLeague 

r/RocketLeagueGoals 
r/RocketLeagueHoops 

r/MLDoubles 

r/RLCustomDesigns 

r/RLCustomTraining 
r/RLFashionAdvice 

#RL Indonesia 

#Rocket League 

Shadowverse r/Shadowverse r/CompetitiveSV  

SMITE r/Competitive_Smite 

r/PS4Smite 
r/SMITEArt 

r/SmiteBlitz 

r/SmiteLFM 
r/SmiteOceanic 

r/SmiteSkinConcepts 

r/SmiteTrades 

r/smitetraining 
r/Smite 

r/smitepro 

r/gank 
r/HandOfTheGods 

 

StarCraft II 

StarCraft: Brood War 

r/starcraft_strategy 

r/starcraft2 
r/starcraft2coop 

r/starcrafthaircuts 

r/starcraftvods 

r/sc2ai 

r/allthingsprotoss 
r/AllThingsTerran 

r/broodwar 

r/GosuMicro 

#starcraft 

Street Fighter V 

Street Fighter V: Arcade 

Edition 
Super Street Fighter IV 

Arcade Edition 

Ultra Street Fighter IV 

r/StreetFighter   

Super Smash Bros. for 

Wii U 

Super Smash Bros. Melee 
Super Smash Bros. 

Ultimate 

r/smashbrosspirits 

r/FantasySmash 

r/smashart 
r/smashbros 

r/supersmashbros 

r/ssb64 
r/ssbb 

r/SSBM 

r/SSBPM 

r/CrazyHand 

r/GanondorfMains 

r/GonzaloZeRo 
r/MetaKnightMains 

r/NessMains 

r/PeachMains 
r/PikachuMains 

r/sm4sh 

#SD Smash 

#The Smash Syndicate 

#Smash Ultim8 
#SSBU Center 

Team Fortress 2 r/teamfortress 
r/tf2memes 

r/truetf2  

Teamfight Tactics r/Teamfight_Tactics r/CompetitiveTFT  

Tekken 7 r/Tekken7 r/Tekken  

TEPPEN    

Tom Clancy's Rainbow 
Six: Siege 

r/Rainbow6 
r/Rainbow6Creative 

r/Rainbow6TTS 

r/RainbowSixSiegePC 
r/RainbowSixSiegePS4 

r/R6ProLeague 
r/R6SiegeFashionAdvice 

r/R6STeams 

r/SiegeAcademy 

#Rainbow 6 

Turbo Racing League    

Vainglory r/vainglorygame   

WarCraft III r/Warcraft 
r/warcraft3 

r/WC3  

World in Conflict    

World of Tanks r/WorldOfTanksBlitz 

r/WorldofTanksConsole 

r/WorldofTanks  

World of WarCraft r/CompetitiveWoW 

r/WoWComics 

r/wow #World of Warcraft 
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Esports game Subreddit (r/) Subreddit (r/) Discord server (#) 

Subreddits and Discord 
servers focused on 

other games 

r/battlefield_4 

r/Battlefield_4_CTE 

r/battlefield_comp 

r/battlefield_live 
r/battlefield_one 

r/Battlefield2 

r/Battlefield4_PS4 
r/BattlefieldV 

r/BF4_X1 

r/Artifact 
r/AzureLane 

r/Battalion1944 

r/BattleRite 
r/Battletechgame 

r/blazbluextagbattle 

r/Borderlands 
r/brutaldoom 

r/commandandconquer 

r/CompanyOfHeroes 
r/dbfz 

r/DBFZAfterMatch 

r/diablo3 
r/Doom 

r/dragonballfighterz 

r/duelyst 
r/EA_NHL 

r/EternalCardGame 

r/fireemblem 
r/FireEmblemHeroes 

r/GhostRecon 

r/gmod 
r/GrandTheftAutoV 

r/gtaonline 

r/GTAV 

r/gtavcustoms 

r/Guiltygear 

r/GuiltyGearXRD 

r/hcfactions 
r/kof 

r/mariokart 

r/metalgearsolid 
r/Minecraftbuilds 

r/mountandblade 

r/NHLHUT 
r/pathofexile 

r/paydaytheheist 

r/PhantomForces 
r/Planetside 

r/PokkenGame 

r/reddeadredemption 
r/Saltoon 

r/SamuraiShodown 

r/sips 
r/SoulCalibur 

r/splatoon 

r/strife 
r/summonerswar 

r/thewitcher3 

r/titanfall 
r/Undertale 

r/Warframe 

r/Warthunder 
r/WorldOfWarships 

r/Xcom 

r/XCOM2 
r/Yogscast 

r/zelda 

#King Puff Cup 

#Risk of Rain 2 

#OpenArena Competitive 

#Borderlands 
#AnthemTheGame 

#SWTOR 

#Terraria 
#Battlefield 

#Minion Masters 

#foxholegame 
#Path of Exile 

#Tom Clancy’s The Division 

#Satisfactory 
#Spellbreak 
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Esports game Subreddit (r/) Subreddit (r/) Discord server (#) 

Subreddits and Discord 
servers focused on 

multiple games 

r/3DS 

r/andbox 

r/ArenaFPS 

r/AskGames 
r/AutoBattler 

r/BarCraft 

r/BuildingEsports 
r/CLG 

r/consoles 

r/Crewniverse 
r/echofox 

r/Fighters 

r/forsen 
r/gamecollecting 

r/gamedetectives 

r/gamemusic 
r/GamePhysics 

r/GamersBeingBros 

r/Gamingcirclejerk 
r/GeekDFW 

r/GGdiscussion 

r/giantbomb 
r/GiftofGames 

r/IGN 

r/ImaginaryAzeroth 
r/IndianGaming 

r/Kappa 

r/KotakuInAction 
r/lanparty 

r/lightgunshooters 

r/linux_gaming 

r/linuxmasterrace 

r/lowspecgamer 

r/mixer 

r/mobas 
r/oculus 

r/pcmasterrace 

r/Playdate 
r/playitforward 

r/PS3 

r/PS4F2P 
r/PSNFriends 

r/razer 

r/RedditDads 
r/renegades 

r/roosterteeth 

r/RUGC 
r/s04esports 

r/SampleSize 

r/shittybattlestations 
r/simracing 

r/SpartanStarLeague 

r/sportsbook 
r/Steam 

r/StopGaming 

r/TeamDignitas 
r/teenagers 

r/teengamingnights 

r/truegaming 
r/Twitch 

r/xbox 

r/XboxOneGamers 

#Game Detectives 

#LowSpecGamer Official 

#Operation Canadian BaCon 

II - Main 
#Team Emcee 

#Peaked Gaming 

#Kings Uprising | Counter 
Attack 

#Extreme Control 

#DS Tournament Discord 
#Bagong Barangay ni 

Chairman 

#EliteGodz Gaming Server 
#Japan Esports Network 

#VRChat 

#KRAGG GAMING 
#GGRadio Official Chat 

#NeoGAF 

#Below Zero 
#Krypist Tourneys 

#NoobGamerz 

#The Banished 
#SRM Gaming 

#[ELSA] E-Sports League 

South Africa 
#DBK-Gaming Public 

Discord 

#esports 
#VGA Esports Community 

#eParadise 

#Octane City 
#PlayGain eSports 

#4Elements Esports 

#Nexus Network MC 
#Top of the World 

#FPS Asylum (Gaming 

Community) 
#Crypto Sports (CSPN) 

#Artiflop Community 

#Agoge Gaming 
#Risen 

#Spectre 

Note. Blank areas mean that either no subreddits or discord servers were found for the esports game or no permission was given by the 
subreddit or discord server moderators to place the survey.  

 

In total, the moderators of 1,155 subreddits were contacted to ask for permission to post the 

survey participation request. From these, the moderators gave permission to post the survey 

participation request in 392 subreddits. The moderators of 263 Discord servers were also contacted 

to ask for permission to post the survey participation request. From these, the moderators gave 

permission to post the survey participation request in 78 Discord servers. 

The remaining subchapters will now focus on using research literature to explain the meaning 

and intricacies of the sampling methods that were conducted in this research. 

 

 

3.7.1. Nonprobability sampling 

 

There are two main types of sampling strategies: probability and nonprobability (Brough, 

2019). In probability sampling, also known as representative sampling (Saunders et al., 2016), all 

the units of the population have the same chance of being included into the sample (Riazi, 2016). 

This is because the units are randomly selected (Babbie, 2013; Lavrakas, 2008; Riazi, 2016) and 

each one possesses a known and nonzero chance of being included into the sample (Babbie, 2013; 

Lavrakas, 2008; Zedeck, 2014). If the sample is selected at random and is representative of the 
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wider population, then the findings of the research can be generalized to the population (Riazi, 

2016). 

Although probability sampling benefits from being able to provide generalizable results 

(Stockemer, 2019), there are several instances where probability sampling is not possible or 

appropriate. In these situations, nonprobability sampling must be applied (Babbie, 2013; Bryman, 

2012; Stockemer, 2019). The research purpose and hypotheses will also play an important role in 

determining if probability sampling is or not possible or appropriate (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Nonprobability sampling, also known as non-random sampling (Brunt et al., 2017; Jupp, 2006; 

Kumar, 2014; Saunders et al., 2016; Stockemer, 2019; Tavakoli, 2012) or non-epsem
193

 (Coolican, 

2014), does not rely on probability theory (Kumar, 2014), it is based on the researcher’s pre-

established criteria (Tavakoli, 2012). Here, the researcher himself targets and selects the particular 

sample of interest under the complete knowledge that the research will not provide a representation 

of the wider population, just a representation of the cases under study (Cohen et al., 2018). This 

means that nonprobability samples are not randomly selected (Burns & Burns, 2008) and the 

probability of a unit being included into the sample is unknown (Tavakoli, 2012). 

Despite the advantages of probability sampling (Saunders et al., 2016), this sampling tactic is 

not possible in several research scenarios (Ruane, 2005). Probability sampling requires the 

existence of a sampling frame
194

 that will make it possible to determine the probability of any unit 

being included into the sample (Saunders et al., 2016). If it is impossible to acquire or create this 

sampling frame (the most vital element to make use of probability sampling), then it will be 

impossible to use probability sampling (Ruane, 2005). There are numerous instances where there is 

no sampling frame or it is impossible to create one (Ruane, 2005; Saunders et al., 2016). For 

example, when analysing homelessness of a country, it is impossible to develop a sampling frame. 

This is because, unlike, for instance, universities whose databases contain the names and addresses 

of all their students, there is not a similar list for the homeless population. Another example of a 

study population with non-existent (or impossible to create) sampling frames is physically scarred 

individuals. For all these individuals, it would be impossible or unrealistic to develop a reliable 

sampling frame. Even if it were possible, it would certainly be an incomplete one (Ruane, 2005). 

This is what happened with both Sample 1 (i.e. experts in esports sponsorships) and Sample 2 

(esports fans) because there is no sampling frame that details the names of every single esports fan, 

or brands that sponsors esports, or agencies that provide marketing assistance in esports. Even for 

specific events or tournaments, there are so sampling frames of this. It is because of this that a 

probability sampling method was impossible. 

Furthermore, it is impossible to conduct probability sampling if the characteristics or structure 

of the population of interest are unknown (Lynn, 2016), or if the sampling frame is outdated or 

inaccurate. Without this, random selection will be impossible (Babbie, 2013; Symon & Cassell, 

2012). This also applies to both Sample 1 and Sample 2 because the complete characteristics of 

esports fans, esports sponsors, and marketing agencies that provide assistance in esports are 

unknown. Furthermore, even if all these characteristics were known, Ströh (2017) argues that 

several of the data on the esports market is usually inaccurate and that different research firms 

present different values.  

In short, nonprobability sampling must be applied when the population number is unknown 

(Brunt et al., 2017; Denscombe, 2010; Kumar, 2014; Ruane, 2005; Saunders et al., 2016), the units 

that compose it cannot be individually identified (Kumar, 2014), and it is not possible to perform a 

random selection of the units from the population (Denscombe, 2010), which is what happened in 

                                                           
193 Epsem is an acronym for equal probability selection method (Coolican, 2014). 
194 The sampling frame is an updated and accurate list with the names (Babbie, 2013; Symon & Cassell, 2012) and 

characteristics of every unit of the population of interest (Denscombe, 2010; Lynn, 2016). 
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this research. Because there is no sampling frame of all esports fans, esports sponsors, and 

marketing agencies that assist in esports sponsorships (and it is impossible to create one), 

probability sampling was not possible. 

Regarding nonprobability sampling and all of its sub-designs, this method is commonly used 

both in qualitative and quantitative research (Kumar, 2014). But, nonprobability sampling is more 

frequent in case studies, because they use small samples (Cohen et al., 2018; Tavakoli, 2012), and 

in exploratory research (Alston & Bowles, 2003; Denscombe, 2010; Saunders et al., 2016), because 

it usually has the objective of obtaining new information about a particular phenomenon where 

little is known about the population of interest (Symon & Cassell, 2012). 

Despite the uses of nonprobability sampling, it is necessary to acknowledge its limitations, 

including the lack of representativeness (Babbie, 2013) and generalizability (Jupp, 2006), and the 

risk of bias (Lynn, 2016). In nonprobability sampling, the units of the population do not have the 

same probability of being included into the sample (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). Some units have 

higher chances of being chosen than others (Bryman, 2012). Hence, it is unknown if the selected 

sample and resulting inferences are representative of the population
195

 (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

Because nonprobability sampling does not provide an exact representativeness level between 

the sample and the population, it is not possible to calculate the probability of the results being 

generalizable to the population (Newby, 2014). Thus, nonprobability samples do not represent a 

population, they simply represent themselves (Cohen et al., 2018; Tavakoli, 2012). Nevertheless, 

the objective of nonprobability sampling is not generalizability, it is to acquire data about new and 

little known fields (Alston & Bowles, 2003). 

Regardless of the limitations of nonprobability sampling, some of the most interesting and 

influential research has been based on this technique (Jupp, 2006). Moreover, nonprobability 

sampling can still aim for a certain level of representativeness and generalization (Denscombe, 

2010). According to some authors, as long as the chosen sample is appropriate for the research 

(Symon & Cassell, 2012), nonprobability samples can be representative and conceptually 

generalized to the wider population. What nonprobability sampling cannot do is extend the 

statistical findings to the population (Guest et al., 2013). 

Simply put, in nonprobability sampling, units are not randomly selected, which means that 

findings cannot be generalized to the population. However, it is necessary when it is difficult to 

access the entire population (Walliman, 2018). Even if probability sampling is possible, there are 

some situations where it is not appropriate (Babbie, 2013). Thus, nonprobability sampling should 

not be seen just as the second best option. Each technique is meant to be used in different situations 

and for different research problems (Newby, 2014). 

There are several nonprobability sampling techniques (Bryman, 2012; Cohen et al., 2018; 

Jupp, 2006; Kumar, 2014; Ruane, 2005; Symon & Cassell, 2012; Tavakoli, 2012), some of which 

can still aim to reach a certain level of representativeness (Jupp, 2006). This is what this research 

aimed for: To provide the maximum possible level of representativeness within the constraints of 

the necessary nonprobability nature of the present sampling process. 

 

 

3.7.1.1. Purposive sampling 

 

Entering into greater detail, the nonprobability sampling method that was used in this research, 

for both esports sponsorship experts and esports fans, was the purposive sampling method. 

                                                           
195 Still, even if probability sampling is used, its samples will never be able to have the same exact characteristics of 

the population from which they belong to. In other words, even with probability sampling, it is highly unlikely that a 

sample that presents a 100% replication of the population will ever be gathered (Burns & Burns, 2008). 
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Purposive sampling, also known as judgemental sampling (Babbie, 2013; Patten & Newhart, 2018; 

Saunders et al., 2016), or judgment sampling (Frey, 2018), is used when the researcher personally 

selects which cases will be included in the study (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Here, the units are handpicked by the researcher. As the name suggests, units are selected for a 

particular purpose (Cohen et al., 2018) and the researcher must use his expertise to select the most 

appropriate units (Frey, 2018). The selection is based on the researcher’s knowledge of the 

population (Babbie, 2013), on the research objective (Babbie, 2013; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; 

Saunders et al., 2016) and research questions or hypotheses (Saunders et al., 2016), on 

characteristics of the units (Babbie, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018; Howitt & Cramer, 2017a; Stockemer, 

2019; Zedeck, 2014), or one or more particular criteria that the researcher seeks (Cohen et al., 

2018; Riazi, 2016). In other words, purposive sampling involves the selection of units that are of 

interest to the study (Silverman, 2017) and which are believed to be highly informative 

(Ograjenšek, 2016; Riazi, 2016; Saunders & Townsend, 2018), valuable (Patten & Newhart, 2018), 

and relevant (Riazi, 2016). 

Purposive sampling targets individuals who are believed to hold the most rich (Saunders et al., 

2016; Yin, 2016) and relevant information (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016; Yin, 2016), either because 

they are in line with the researcher’s criteria or because they are the only ones who possess such 

data (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). That is, it is believed that they will be information rich units. For 

example, when studying an organization, it will be very useful to include the leader of the 

organization as he will probably be the one with the most relevant, reliable, and rich knowledge 

about the organization (Yin, 2016). Because of these elements, careful consideration must go into 

the selection of the units that will comprise the sample (Saunders et al., 2016; Silverman, 2017). 

It should be noted that purposive sampling is the second most reliable nonprobability sampling 

technique. The most reliable is quota sampling
196

 (Saunders et al., 2016). However, although a 

quota sampling technique based on esports titles’ total viewership or on total prize money could 

have been possible, the highly unstable and volatile nature of esports games’ popularity and 

viewership means that quota sampling would have been a very unreliable, redundant, and 

inappropriate sampling technique.  

As can be seen in the Newzoo (2020a) website, which presents the top 10 most watched 

esports titles on Twitch and YouTube, the data relating to the watched esports hours for each game 

varies greatly with each passing month. For example, while in October, 2018, the esports content of 

League of Legends had the highest viewing hours of all esports titles on Twitch, at 45.9 million 

hours, just on the following month (i.e. November 2018), that number dropped to just 5.7 million 

hours. This means that, in just one month, League of Legends lost 40.2 million hours of viewership, 

leading it to drop from the spot of most viewed esports title to the spot of third most watched. 

Similarly, while Dota 2 was the third most watched esports title in July, 2018, on Twitch, at 7 

million hours, immediately on the following month, Dota 2’s viewership rose to 47.3 million hours, 

making it the most viewed esports title of August, 2018.  

Even a quota sample based on the total viewership, or hours watched, for the entire year of 

2018 would be highly unreliable as a deep analysis of the list from Newzoo (2020a) shows that the 

2018’s total viewing hours are completely different and outdated compared to what the trends from 

the most current month are, and do not even include some new esports titles that, although having 

just recently appeared, have gained tremendous popularity in this short time. For example, Super 

                                                           
196 In quota sampling, units are selected based on particular characteristics so that the sample will possess the same 

distribution of characteristics of the population that is being studied. This requires the existence of a matrix that describes 

the characteristics of the population of interest. The characteristics that are necessary for the research vary from study to 

study. While some may only require to know the percentage of males and females, other studies may require to know 

what portion from these males and females fall into various categories, like ethnic groups, educational levels, etc. 

(Babbie, 2013). 
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Smash Bros. Ultimate just appeared in December, 2018, and it already became the eight most 

watched esports title of December with 1.1 million viewing hours. A quota sample of 2018 total 

viewing hours would not include such a title that is currently very popular and, as such, would 

provide a very outdated and unreliable quota sample. For these reasons, despite the benefits of 

quota sampling (Saunders et al., 2016), it is not appropriate to apply a quota technique in this 

research.  

As such, a purposive sampling technique was applied. The reasoning behind this choice was 

due to the fact that purposive sampling is the second most reliable nonprobability sampling 

technique (Saunders et al., 2016) and the most reliable one was not possible to implement. 

Besides being commonly used when probability sampling is not feasible, purposeful sampling 

is extensively used in mixed-method approaches (Frey, 2018). This is also the most common 

sampling strategy in case studies because it has the highest potential of providing rich and 

important information for the study. Because of this, in case studies, the sampling strategy should 

be purposeful, not random (Mills et al., 2010). As such, since this research had a mixed-methods 

approach and a multiple-case study paradigm, purposive sampling was well-suited for the study. 

Still, the limitations of purposive sampling must be acknowledged. Being a form of 

nonprobability sampling (Babbie, 2013; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Frey, 2018; Patten & 

Newhart, 2018; Riazi, 2016; Zedeck, 2014), purposive sampling also does not make use of random 

unit selection (Frey, 2018; Riazi, 2016). Hence, just like with any other form of nonprobability 

sampling, the findings from purposive sampling cannot be said to be representative of the general 

population (Babbie, 2013; Saunders et al., 2016). This is because it is more difficult to claim that 

the sample is unbiased, representative, and generalizable to the population (Patten & Newhart, 

2018). 

Nevertheless, according to some authors, purposive samples can still be representative, allow 

comparisons to be made, and allow the creation of theories, which are formed by obtaining data 

from different sources (Cohen et al., 2018). Which is what was done in this research by gathering 

data from both esports sponsorship experts and esports fans. 

Purposive sampling provides new descriptions and perspectives, raises awareness of unknown 

phenomena (Drisko & Maschi, 2016), and is very efficient when the researcher needs data from a 

particular group (Stockemer, 2019). Hence, this sampling technique can reveal valuable 

information (Zedeck, 2014). Furthermore, this technique does not present any risks as long as the 

research does not claim that the findings are generalizable or transferable to the population (Drisko 

& Maschi, 2016). 

The limitations of nonprobability sampling techniques, like purposive sampling, can be 

addressed or mitigated by the researcher’s flexibility and ingenuity (Saunders & Townsend, 2018). 

There are several purposive sampling techniques that can help to reduce selection bias (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). We will now cover the two purposive sampling techniques that were used in this 

research. Esports sponsorship experts were sampled through a heterogeneous expert sampling 

method and esports fans were sampled through only a heterogeneous sampling method. 

 

 

3.7.1.1.1. Heterogeneous sampling 

 

Heterogeneous sampling, also known as maximum variation sampling (Maxwell, 2013; Patton, 

2015; Saunders et al., 2016; Saunders & Townsend, 2018; Tavakoli, 2012) is a form of purposive 

sampling (Bryman, 2012; Cohen et al., 2018; Given, 2008; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Riazi, 2016; 

Saunders et al., 2016; Saunders & Townsend, 2018; Symon & Cassell, 2012; Tavakoli, 2012). In 

this technique, deliberate efforts are made to gather a heterogeneous sample (Babbie, 2013; Baxter 



215 

 

& Babbie, 2004; Christensen et al., 2015; Cohen et al., 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saini & 

Shlonsky, 2012; Symon & Cassell, 2012; Tavakoli, 2012). That is, units with verifiable different 

aspects are selected (Cohen et al., 2018; Tavakoli, 2012). 

To perform heterogeneous sampling it is necessary to: (1) identify and define the relevant 

characteristics from the population of interest and (2) select the units or locales that adequately 

represent (or will contain) these important dimensional variations (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2013; 

Saunders & Townsend, 2018). The researcher makes use of his own judgement to select a group of 

units that possess sufficiently diverse characteristics (Saunders et al., 2016), while still being part 

of the population of interest (Cohen et al., 2018; Saunders & Townsend, 2018). This is done to 

maximize the spectrum of one or more characteristics of interest (Bryman, 2012; Frey, 2018). In 

other words, efforts are made to ensure that the sample covers the largest possible range of relevant 

dimensions of interest (Bryman, 2012; Howitt, 2016; Patten & Newhart, 2018). This ensures that 

the units from all the departments of interest are included in the study (Symon & Cassell, 2012). 

For instance, when examining women’s choices about name changing in marriage, a 

researcher might include in its sample both women who kept and changed their names, as well as 

women who opted for a hyphenated or a new name (Tracy, 2013). A psychology study on self-

esteem could include in its sample individuals with low, medium, and high self-esteem 

(Christensen et al., 2015). And a research of European universities would make an effort to include 

students from universities of different countries, students with different characteristics, etc. 

(Tavakoli, 2012). 

This is what was done in this research. With this method, it was possible to reach a wide 

variety of brands connected to esports sponsorships (i.e. endemic and non-endemic sponsors as 

well as marketing agencies that assisted in esports sponsorships) and a large variety of esports fans 

(i.e. fans of the different types of popular esports videogames). This is invaluable since these 

different types of individuals are likely to possess different views on the topic of this research. 

Heterogeneous sampling ensures that the sample covers the wide range of variation of the 

population of interest. However, since it is a form of non-probability sampling, it is not possible to 

claim that the sample covers all the possible variations of the population, and any type of 

generalizability or transferability can only be analytical (Drisko & Maschi, 2016). Nevertheless, the 

main objective of heterogeneous sampling is not to provide a representative sample, it is to gather a 

sample that covers the desired dimensions of the population of interest (Howitt, 2016). Moreover, 

the level of representativeness of this technique is highly dependent on the sampling choices 

(Saunders et al., 2016). 

While this tactic provides less data about a very specific subgroup (Maxwell, 2013), it gathers 

a wide range of different perspectives (Baxter & Babbie, 2004; Creswell, 2007; Gliner et al., 2017). 

Hence, it captures the diversity of the phenomena under study (Creswell, 2007; Fletcher & 

Plakoyiannaki, 2011; Rubin & Babbie, 2011) and paints a clearer picture of the population of 

interest (Maxwell, 2013). In other words, this method is stronger than random sampling (Frey, 

2018) in the sense that it allows to capture the entire desired spectrum of variation (Cohen et al., 

2018; Frey, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Tracy, 2013). It seeks to ensure that the findings represent the 

entire range of variation of the population of interest, instead of simply representing an average of a 

specific subgroup of the population (Maxwell, 2013), which would exclude some potentially 

important subgroups (Maxwell, 2013; Tracy, 2013). This means that this technique ensures that 

even commonly marginalized data is included (Tracy, 2013) and prevents criticisms about the 

sample being homogeneous, lacking representability, or presenting a limited set of viewpoints and 

meanings (Drisko & Maschi, 2016). 

The extra effort to gather a diverse sample is worthwhile as it allows for the analysis and 

presentation of the complex nature of the phenomena, which enhances the complexity (Tracy, 
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2013), richness (Cohen et al., 2018; Tracy, 2013), strength (Cohen et al., 2018; Rubin & Babbie, 

2011), and significance of the empirical data (Rubin & Babbie, 2011), as well as their applicability 

(Cohen et al., 2018). Furthermore, it also allows to document uniqueness (Saunders et al., 2016) 

and explore variations within the sample (Tavakoli, 2012). That is, which particular groups of units 

demonstrate a particular behaviour or intention (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Although the collection of a very heterogeneous sample may seem as a drawback at first 

(Saunders et al., 2016), the truth is that this is a strength. This is because any patterns that emerge 

will be of particular interest and much more significant, valuable (Saunders et al., 2016; Symon & 

Cassell, 2012), relevant (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015), and reliable (Riazi, 2016; 

Saunders & Townsend, 2018) in representing the key themes of the research (Saunders et al., 2016; 

Saunders & Townsend, 2018). If a pattern is verified across the diverse sample, it can be assumed 

to be reasonably real, stable, and reliable (Tavakoli, 2012) in describing the core and shared 

experiences and dimensions of the object of study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

In short, heterogeneous sampling seeks to select different units that cover a range of 

characteristics (from within the population of interest) that are relevant to the study (Given, 2008). 

This allows to collect rich (Cohen et al., 2018; Tracy, 2013), strong (Cohen et al., 2018; Rubin & 

Babbie, 2011), relevant (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015), and reliable empirical data 

(Riazi, 2016; Saunders & Townsend, 2018). 

 

 

3.7.1.1.2. Expert sampling 

 

Expert sampling is a common form (Passer, 2014; Stockemer, 2019) of purposive sampling 

(Ares & Varela, 2018; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Stockemer, 2019). In expert sampling, 

individuals who are specialists or possess particular knowledge about the topic of interest are 

selected for the sample (Ares & Varela, 2018; Frey, 2018; Kumar, 2014; Passer, 2014; Stockemer, 

2019). They must have demonstrated or known expertise in the field of study (Kumar, 2014). 

By drawing data from knowledgeable individuals, that is, those who, due to their power, 

experience, expertise, networks, or professional roles, possess in-depth knowledge about the object 

of study (Cohen et al., 2018), it is possible to gather highly relevant information for the research 

(Babbie, 2013). These individuals will be able to offer invaluable information about problems, 

strategies that did or did not work, what the future trends may be, as well as data about other 

cultures (Frey, 2018). 

Despite the benefits of probability sampling, a random sampling would be susceptible to 

gathering data from far less informed people who would contribute very little to the acquisition of 

pertinent and relevant empirical data. In these cases, expert sampling is the most appropriate 

technique. Although the acquired sample may not be representative of the general population and 

their data may not be generalizable, the objective here to obtain extremely relevant and rich 

information from people who are in fact in a proper position to give it (Cohen et al., 2018). 

However, this technique presents two main challenges: (1) identifying genuinely 

knowledgeable people, and (2) gaining their cooperation. Furthermore, as with any other sampling 

technique, the findings are highly dependent on who is sampled. In this sense, the utility and 

credibility of the findings from expert sampling will be heavily influenced by the experts’ depth of 

knowledge, as well as by their credibility (Frey, 2018). 

When large-scale surveys are used, it is important to apply a probability sampling technique, if 

possible. However, other situations require that only the most knowledgeable individuals be 

selected. In this latter example, a nonprobability sampling technique is applied (Babbie, 2013), 



217 

 

which is what happened with this research. Due to the small number of esports sponsors, and the 

need for data from well-versed individuals, an expert sampling was required. 

This technique is common in qualitative research (Kumar, 2014), which one of the methods 

used in this study. Expert sampling was employed on esports sponsors and they were qualitatively 

analysed. 

In short, the strengths and logic behind the selection of experts lies in the fact that it allows to 

collect data from individuals who have vast amounts of knowledge about the object of study (Frey, 

2018). This way, the sample is only be comprised of experts from whom valuable information may 

be draw (Kumar, 2014). 

 

 

3.8. STUDY SETTING – NON-CONTRIVED AND OVERT STANCE 

 

This research was conducted in a non-contrived setting where the researcher took an overt 

stance. 

When designing a research, it is necessary to define the study setting (Mwape & Mumba, 

2012). There are two main study settings: contrived and non-contrived. While research in contrived 

settings seeks to create an artificial research scenario or situation (Frauendorf, 2006), studies in 

non-contrived settings are conducted in a natural environment, where everything proceeds as 

normal (Frauendorf, 2006; Sekaran & Bougie, 2016).  

Although business research can be done in both contrived and non-contrived settings (Sekaran 

& Bougie, 2016), contrived settings are more commonly used in laboratorial studies and non-

contrived settings in organizational research (Mwape & Mumba, 2012). It is also common for 

exploratory research to be undergone in non-contrived settings (Hesse-Biber, 2017; Lune & Berg, 

2017; Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). This is because exploratory research requires the researcher to 

have minimal interference with the everyday normal flow of life and events (Sekaran & Bougie, 

2016). This type of study setting is especially useful in case studies as they analyse phenomena on 

their natural settings (Cohen et al., 2018) and the researcher has little to no control over what is 

being studied (Cohen et al., 2018; Yin, 2014). Since this research focused on market research, had 

an exploratory purpose, and included a multiple-case study paradigm, a non-contrived study setting 

was the best option to collect accurate data. 

Also, when studying a phenomenon, researchers must decide if they wish to present 

themselves as an announced researcher (overt stance) or to proceed as a secret researcher (covert). 

Despite the benefits of covert research, it raises several ethical issues and is completely 

inappropriate for studying some phenomena (Berg, 2001). As is the case in this research, it would 

be impossible to gather the relevant data from esports sponsorship experts and esports fans only 

through covert observation. This study’s research questions require empirical data that can only be 

obtained by directly asking participants to provide it. Hence, an overt stance was required. 

Research with an overt stance provides several benefits. Besides being able to effectively ask 

questions, when participants know that a researcher needs particular information, they tend to be 

more open to providing the needed data (Berg, 2001). 

 

 

3.9. TIME HORIZON – CROSS-SECTIONAL 

 

The empirical data collection from experts in esports sponsorships happened between 15 

August 2019 and 12 December 2019 (i.e. 120 days) and the empirical data collection from esports 

fans occurred between 29 June 2019 and 3 December 2019 (i.e. 158 days). This means that, as a 
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whole, the empirical data collection began on 29 June 2019 and ended on 12 December 2019 (i.e. 

167 days). Regarding the whole research, it started on 10 November 2017 and ended on 31 May 

2021 (i.e. 1299 days). 

Survey research can either be cross-sectional or longitudinal (Leavy, 2017). As long as time is 

not a variable of interest, cross-sectional studies are the most appropriate design (Vogt, Gardner, & 

Haeffele, 2012). Hence, for this research, the time horizon was cross-sectional.  

Cross-sectional studies, also called one-shot (Kumar, 2014; Sekaran & Bougie, 2016) or status 

studies (Kumar, 2014), focus on collecting data at a single point in time (Adler & Clark, 2011; 

Babbie, 2013, 2014; Christensen et al., 2015; Cohen et al., 2018; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Mills 

et al., 2010; Neuman, 2014b; Riazi, 2016; Stockemer, 2019). Information is collected just once 

(Leavy, 2017; Riazi, 2016; Sekaran & Bougie, 2016; Tavakoli, 2012), and the resulting data 

provides a snapshot (Cohen et al., 2018; Kumar, 2014; Neuman, 2014b; Riazi, 2016), a 

representation (Mills et al., 2010), a static description, a picture per se, of how the object of study is 

at that particular (Tavakoli, 2012) frozen moment in time (Babbie, 2013, 2014). The amount of 

time that it takes to collect the data is only related with how large the sample must be, not with the 

necessity to recollect data from the same participants over time (Christensen et al., 2015). It does 

not matter if the data collection lasts for several days, weeks, or months (Adler & Clark, 2011; 

Sekaran & Bougie, 2016), what matters is that each participant provided data only once (Adler & 

Clark, 2011; Howitt & Cramer, 2017a; Kumar, 2014; Ruane, 2005) and no attempt was made to 

follow or continue analysing the same sample over time (Ruane, 2005). 

For example, in the case of a survey, it would be conducted just once on the sample, and never 

repeated in that particular research (Stockemer, 2019). Participants can still fill-out various surveys, 

but they must be on different topics. The sample is not enquired on the same topic repeatedly over 

time (Callegaro et al., 2014). 

The objective of cross-sectional studies is to find out how things are at a specific point in time 

(Cozby, 2015; Frey, 2018; Mills et al., 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016), so a 

single instance of data collection is performed (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The aim is not to analyse 

change over time, it is to analyse a frozen moment (Cohen et al., 2018). Cross-sectional studies can 

also collect data from various samples (Christensen et al., 2015). For instance, in a single point in 

time, data is collected from different populations to compare their opinions or attitudes (Edmonds 

& Kennedy, 2017). 

By contrast, a longitudinal study collects data repeatedly over a period of time
197

 (Cohen et al., 

2018; Frey, 2018; Mills et al., 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018), from the same participants (Cohen 

et al., 2018), to analyse change or similarity over time (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

The use of a single time dimension is best suited when the purpose is to uncover how prevalent 

a phenomenon, attitude, issue, problem, or situation is (Kumar, 2014). The majority of studies in 

the social sciences (Adler & Clark, 2011; Kumar, 2014; Neuman, 2014a) and survey research use a 

cross-sectional design (Bryman, 2012; Leary, 2012; Vogt et al., 2012). This time dimension is also 

common in exploratory studies (Babbie, 2013, 2014; Neuman, 2014b). The cross-sectional time 

design is also compatible with mixed-methods (Saunders et al., 2016) and case studies (Cohen et 

al., 2018; Mills et al., 2010; Saunders et al., 2016), including multiple-case ones. Even if cross-case 

analysis are conducted, as long as temporal variation is not taken into account, the method will be 

cross-sectional (Mills et al., 2010). 

In short, when planning research, it is vital to determine if observations will be made at just 

one time or over a long period (Babbie, 2013, 2014). Still, caution must be taken when 

distinguishing cross-sectional from longitudinal designs. While cross-sectional studies collect data 
                                                           
197 A longitudinal design may, for example, collect data once every three months for the duration of one year. This 

method is useful to analyse developments, progressions, changes, etc. (Mills et al., 2010). 
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at a single point in time (as opposed to data collected over time), the single period of data 

collection can range from just one day to multiple weeks or months. What really matters here is the 

purpose of the research. If there is an interest in analysing how a specific sample or something 

changes over time, the chosen design must be longitudinal. But, if the intent is to analyse how 

something is at a specific point in time, the design will be cross-sectional
198

 (Mills et al., 2010). 

 

 

3.10. DATA COLLECTION TOOL – QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

This research made use of two different structured questionnaires (i.e. surveys) as data 

collection tools. Specifically, a mostly open-ended structured questionnaire was used to guide 

online structured interviews with experts in esports sponsorships and a mostly closed-ended 

structured questionnaire was used as an online survey to collect data from esports fans via self-

recruitment and self-administration. 

The data collection tool, also called mode of observation, or observational technique, refers to 

the instrument and strategies that are used in the empirical data collection phase (Babbie, 2013). 

There are several empirical data collection tools, including questionnaires, direct observations, 

tests, role-playing, etc. The selection of the instrument is not based on personal preferences; it is 

based on fitness for purpose. That is, the selection of the data collection tool is based on how 

appropriate it is in relation to the research purposes (Cohen et al., 2018). 

It is always advised to use multiple strategies because every tool has its particular weaknesses, 

and the use of several techniques will be useful in filling these gaps. Also, if different approaches 

all yield the same results, replication will be proven (Babbie, 2013). This is why this research 

applied two surveys in two different ways (i.e. qualitative via interviews and quantitative via self-

recruitment and self-administration). 

Surveys make use of questionnaires to gather information (Babbie, 2013). Here, data is 

collected by asking questions to the participants (Babbie, 2013; Morling, 2018). These questions 

can either be presented in the form of interviews or of self-administered questionnaires, both of 

which can be conducted online, by telephone, or face-to-face (Babbie, 2013). This is what 

happened in this research. With Sample 1, the questionnaire was used to guide interviews and, with 

Sample 2, the questionnaire was self-administered. 

Questionnaires are the most used data collection tool in nonexperimental research (Edmonds & 

Kennedy, 2017). They are one of the main data collection tools in the social sciences (Babbie, 

2013) and are commonly used in exploratory research (Babbie, 2013; Saunders et al., 2016). 

Surveys are the most used tool for data collection in market research (Mooi et al., 2018), being 

extensively used in business and management research (Saunders et al., 2016). Furthermore, 

questionnaires can be used in cross-sectional studies (Riazi, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016; Tavakoli, 

2012) and in mixed-method approaches (Brunt et al., 2017). They are effective at collecting both 

quantitative (Riazi, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016) and qualitative data (Saunders et al., 2016). This 

means that surveys are compatible and very effective with the other methods of this research. 

This tool is very effective at determining the prevalence of phenomena (Yin, 2014) and can be 

used to gather data from experts who have been drawn through expert sampling (Frey, 2018; 

Stockemer, 2019). Also, although surveys are mainly used when the unit of analysis is the 

individual, they can be used to analyse other units, such as groups or organizations, as long as the 

                                                           
198 Still, a cross-sectional design may be employed to analyse change. For example, while a longitudinal method 

will analyse how the same group of students evolves or changes for five years, a cross-sectional tactic will examine the 

differences of five groups of different ages. This allows for a much shorter data collection period. However, in cross-

sectional designs, it will not be possible to analyse how a specific individual changed over time (Mills et al., 2010). 
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person who provides the data acts as a representative of that group or organization (Babbie, 2013), 

which is what happened in this research with Sample 1. 

Questionnaires are much better suited to access peoples’ thoughts and opinions than other data 

collection methods, like observation. This is because questionnaires do not require researchers to 

infer on the participants’ thoughts (Frey, 2018), attitudes, intentions, or past, present, or future 

behaviours. They directly ask participants about these aspects (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). Because 

of this, surveys are recommended when the objective of a research is to measure emotional states, 

attitudes, perceptions (Babbie, 2013; Frey, 2018), values, knowledge (Stockemer, 2019), beliefs, 

behaviours, and experiences, as well as factual data, like age or gender (Leavy, 2017), and even 

trends (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). This is what this research sought to do. 

Also, surveys collect standardized data, meaning that all participants are presented with the 

same exact questions and instruments (Cohen et al., 2018). Surveys are such reliable research 

instruments that they have even been criticized for being too accurate. For example, during 

elections, exit pools (i.e. surveys to people who have just voted) often correctly predict who the 

winner is long before the counting of official votes is complete (Babbie, 2013). 

Case studies can also make use of surveys (Ares & Varela, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018; Yin, 

2014). It is even possible to create valid and high-quality case studies solely through the use of the 

internet (Yin, 2014). As such, bearing in mind the internet nature of the esports phenomenon, an 

online survey was the most reliable and effective option. The massive presence of esports in the 

online environment, and the technological affinity of the esports audience, means that the best way 

to reach esports fans is through an online survey. Also, because esports sponsorship experts are 

based all around the world, face-to-face interviews would not be possible. As such, the best option 

for this population was online interviews. 

Still, surveys have some limitations (Frey, 2018). Questionnaires have the disadvantage of 

requiring a small number of questions. This is because even the people who accept to complete it 

will probably not be open to spend too much time on a long questionnaire (Saunders et al., 2016). 

During surveys, respondents may also feel pressured to provide the most socially desirable 

answer (Frey, 2018; Stockemer, 2019), instead of providing their own real thoughts (Frey, 2018). 

That is, they may feel compelled to give an answer that is in sync with common values and social 

norms so that they are more positively perceived by the researcher and society and avoid any kind 

of embarrassment, disapproval, or legal consequences (Stockemer, 2019). An effective tactic for 

avoiding this is to ensure anonymity. Likewise, the wording of the questions will influence the 

responses. This is because each participant might have a different interpretation of what particular 

words mean (Frey, 2018). Because of this, the questionnaire items were carefully worded to avoid 

influencing the participants’ responses. Likewise, confidentiality was assured for Sample 2 and 

anonymity was assured for Sample 2. 

Before conducting a survey, it must pass by seven stages: (1) determine the goal of the survey, 

(2) select the type of questionnaire, (3) choose the questions and (4) scales, (5) decide the design of 

the questionnaire, (6) select the method of administration, and (7) pretest the questionnaire. Only 

after these steps have been taken can the survey be administered (Mooi et al., 2018). The following 

subchapters will cover these aspects. 

 

 

3.10.1. Questionnaire goal 

 

The goal of the questionnaire will affect the entire process of developing (e.g. use of open or 

closed-ended questions) and administrating (e.g. by the internet or mail) the questionnaire. Some 
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common goals include: to understand customer attitudes, satisfaction, or backgrounds (Mooi et al., 

2018). 

As previously stated, the general aim of this research was to determine what are the main 

benefits and risks that brands face when sponsoring esports as well as what are the main strategies 

for conducting successful competitive gaming sponsorships. Because two questionnaires were used 

in this research, each had a specific goal to achieve the overall aim of the research. Particularly, the 

goal of the questionnaire for Sample 1 was to collect qualitative data on what esports sponsors 

think are the main benefits and risks of performing esports sponsorships, as well as what are the 

best strategies to succeed in this market. The answers were based on the sample’s large experience 

as esports sponsors. By contrast, the goal of the questionnaire for Sample 2 was to collect 

quantitative data on the attitudes, intentions, thoughts, beliefs, and knowledge of esports fans, 

which would reveal the main benefits and risks of esports sponsorships, as well as the best 

strategies that could be applied by esports sponsors. Their answers were based on their experience 

as fans of esports and as consumers. 

 

 

3.10.2. Type of questionnaire – Online structured 

 

For this research, the chosen type of questionnaire was structured and online. 

There are two styles of questionnaires: non-structured and structured. On the one hand, non-

structured questionnaires simply serve as guides during (for instance) interviews. Here, there is no 

predefined question order and the researcher can ask new questions based on what the participants 

answers. In other words, the researcher is able to freely modify both the order of the questions and 

alter the questions themselves during the interview process, as long as the questions remain within 

the topic of interest. Hence, this method gives a lot more freedom and adaptability to the researcher 

(Rwegoshora, 2014). However, it is not well suited for data comparison nor for enquiring large 

samples (Frey, 2018). 

On the other hand, structured questionnaires present concrete and definitive questions, which 

have been prepared before the data collection process began. The type of questionnaire and order of 

questions is also decided way before collecting empirical data (Rwegoshora, 2014). In order to 

create the structured questionnaire, it is necessary to clearly specify and define the object of study 

long before any type of empirical data collection begins because, without it, it will be impossible to 

create a quality research (Anastas, 1999). More importantly, it is not possible to alter the 

questionnaire after the data collection started. Additional questions may only be added if there is a 

significant and justified need to clarify inadequate or vague answers or when more data is needed 

for a particular subject matter (Rwegoshora, 2014). Structured questionnaires are widely used in 

survey research (Babbie, 2013) as they are easier to compile and develop statistical summaries 

(Frey, 2018). 

Regarding the online element, surveys can be applied over the internet (Morling, 2018). These 

internet surveys, also called web surveys (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Wald, Gray, & 

Eatough, 2019), computer-assisted web interviews
199

 (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), or 

online surveys (Babbie, 2013; Stockemer, 2019), are often sent by email or a link can be placed on 

one or more websites that will redirect participants to the website where the electronic 

questionnaire is located (Stockemer, 2019). For this research, links were placed on several 

subreddits and Discord servers to redirect participants to the online survey webpage. 

                                                           
199 Computer-assisted web interviews can simply be referred as CAWI (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 
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Over the years, survey research has moved from paper-based questionnaires to online surveys 

(Wald et al., 2019). Because of this, online surveys are now one of the most popular methods of 

survey research (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018; Wald et al., 2019), 

especially in the areas of marketing and market research (Babbie, 2013). 

Online surveys have several advantages over other forms of survey research (Cohen et al., 

2018). Although the researcher is not physically present like in face-to-face questionnaires, online 

surveys can provide feedback to the respondents (Wald et al., 2019). For example, when self-

administered, forced response options can be selected so that the software automatically prompts 

participants to answer questions that they skipped (Cohen et al., 2018). The software can also 

notify participants if they did not provide the appropriate data, like giving qualitative data instead 

of a numerical answer (Wald et al., 2019) or selecting two options in a single-option scale (Cohen 

et al., 2018). In these instances, the software will not allow participants to proceed until they fill-

out the missing data or correct the mentioned mistakes. These online features are extremely useful 

in reducing data errors (Wald et al., 2019). 

Unlike anonymous paper-based surveys where the researcher usually knows who the 

respondent is, the absence of the researcher in online and self-administered surveys provides 

enhanced anonymity, which means that nobody will know who the participant is (Cohen et al., 

2018). The lack of the presence of the interviewer (Mooi et al., 2018; Wald et al., 2019) means that 

internet surveys can gather higher quality data than face-to-face interviews (Mooi et al., 2018) as 

participants are more prone to disclose personal information (Wald et al., 2019) and will not feel 

pressured to provide the most socially desirable answers (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019), which in turn provides researchers with more honest and authentic data (Wald et al., 2019). 

The fact that the researcher is not present means that it is not possible for him to influence the 

participants’ answers, a phenomenon that is called interviewer bias (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). It is 

due to these aspects that recent studies have shown that online surveys provide more reliable data 

than face-to-face surveys (Wald et al., 2019). 

They are also more convenient. Online surveys can easily be completed on a multitude of 

devices, including smartphones, tablets, and computers. They can be filled-out whenever and 

wherever the participants themselves desire, and participants can even complete them over time. 

That is, they do not have to complete them in just one sitting (Cohen et al., 2018; Wald et al., 

2019). These surveys are also more convenient for the researchers themselves. First, because they 

automatically store the participants’ responses, the probability of human (i.e. researcher) error is 

greatly reduced (Wald et al., 2019). And second, the empirical data can be directly exported to data 

analysis software like SPSS or Excel (Cohen et al., 2018).  

Online surveys make the filling of a questionnaire more enjoyable, engaging, and easier (Wald 

et al., 2019). They can present a progress bar so that participants see how much of the survey they 

have completed (Cohen et al., 2018). Skip-patterns
200

 (Cohen et al., 2018; Mooi et al., 2018; 

Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Wald et al., 2019) and adaptive questioning
201

 (Mooi et al., 2018) can also 

be created so that participants are only presented with the questions that they are eligible to answer 

(Cohen et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Wald et al., 2019). That is, based on the participants’ 

previous responses, the software can automatically skip questions that do not apply to that 

particular respondent. For example, if a respondent answered “No” to the question “Do you know 

how to use an iPad?”, all questions about iPad experience will not be shown to him (Mooi et al., 

                                                           
200 The process of automatically skipping specific questions based on participant responses is called skip patterns 

(Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 
201 The procedure of presenting particular questions based on the respondent’s answers is called adaptive 

questioning (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 
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2018), which means that they do not have to read complicated instructions about which questions 

they should or should not answer (Cohen et al., 2018).  

Also, because the online world presents no geographical barriers, respondents from all over the 

world can answer the questionnaire. Hence, surveys are extremely useful to gather a culturally and 

demographically-varied sample (Wald et al., 2019). This aspect, coupled with the fact that, 

compared to other survey methods, online surveys are faster to distribute, fill-out, and process 

(Cohen et al., 2018), means that online surveys are able to gather much larger samples (Bordens & 

Abbott, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018; Stockemer, 2019; Wald et al., 2019). Furthermore, the response 

rates of internet surveys is comparable to mail surveys (Babbie, 2013). 

Despite their benefits, internet surveys also present some disadvantages (Cohen et al., 2018; 

Wald et al., 2019). They are complex to create (Wald et al., 2019), they can be perceived as spam, 

and participants are more prone to abandon the survey due to the lack of a face-to-face environment 

(Cohen et al., 2018). The nature of online surveys also means that researchers have no control over 

respondents, which may lead some to answer in a non-serious or inattentive manner and others to 

complete the survey multiple times (Wald et al., 2019). 

Although online surveys are able to provide large samples, the truth is that they have low 

response rates. People may refuse to complete the questionnaire because they simply do not want to 

fill it, because they think that it is too long, or because it has sensitive or ambiguous questions. The 

latter is an especially significant problem for online surveys because the researcher is not present to 

clarify any of the participants’ doubts (Wald et al., 2019). To counter this latter issue, since 

participation requests were placed in subreddits and Discord servers (which are online forums), 

participants were able to make written posts bellow the participation request about any doubts they 

had. Since the researcher was immediately notified when someone posted something in his 

participation requests, the researcher was able to swiftly respond and clarify any uncertainties. 

Online surveys also present the chance of sampling under-coverage, which refers to the risk of 

the sample not being representative of the population because, despite the worldwide technological 

advancements, the global access to the internet is still limited. Moreover, even those who have 

access may not possess the necessary technological skills to fill-out an online survey (Wald et al., 

2019). However this is not a risk for the present research because esports are an online 

phenomenon. Their fans live on the internet and use it to watch esports content. As such, they are 

prone to be quite skilled with such online survey tools. Likewise, esports sponsors possess their 

own websites to promote their brands and products (Ströh, 2017), which means that they have 

online expertise and will be able to fill-out an online survey. 

Internet surveys are equally criticized for not providing a sample that is representative of the 

population of interest because not everyone has access to the internet (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & 

Abbott, 2018). However, there are those who defend that some populations are ideal for internet 

surveys, like those who constantly visit a particular website (Babbie, 2013). This is exactly the type 

of population that this research is studying. As the literature review has shown, esports fans make 

intensive use of the internet (Ströh, 2017) so this limitation does not apply to this research’s 

population of interest. Furthermore, according to Bordens and Abbott (2018), research has proven 

that the results from internet surveys are equivalent to the results from paper-based surveys and that 

the demographics of the ones who fill online surveys are also very similar to those who complete 

paper-based questionnaires. 

In short, it is possible to carry out valuable survey research over the internet (Babbie, 2013). 

Online surveys can easily reach large and international populations (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & 

Mooi, 2019) and provide interactive and dynamic features not present via older survey techniques 

(Wald et al., 2019). Still, because there is not a type of questionnaire that is superior in all aspects, 
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the appropriateness of the type of questionnaire is always dependent on the objective of the 

research (Stockemer, 2019). 

 

 

3.10.3. Questions 

 

As previously stated, this research made use of two questionnaires. The questionnaire for 

Sample 1 (i.e. experts in esports sponsorships) contained Likert scales and open-ended questions 

(to justify the selection made in the Likert scale), both of which were used to identify the main 

benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports. Additionally, open-ended and categorical 

questions were used to determine the characteristics of the companies were the respondent was 

employed as well as what were the respondent’s main responsibilities within the company.  

The questionnaire for Sample 2 (i.e. esports fans) started with a filter (closed-ended) question 

to determine who was a fan of esports (i.e. who was apt to answer the survey). After this, the main 

benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports were determined by asking categorical, 

dichotomous, open-ended, filter, and contingency questions. Additionally, dichotomous, open-

ended, and categorical, questions were used to determine the demographic characteristics of the 

fans. 

The development of survey questions (also referred to as survey items) is the most important 

part of survey research. However, creating survey questions is a complex process (Leavy, 2017). 

As such, the questions from this research were developed according to the suggestions from several 

research authors. The remainder of this subchapter will focus on providing guidelines to correctly 

write survey questions, what pitfalls to avoid, and the intricacies of the types of questions used in 

this research will also be explained. 

First of all, the golden rule of question development is to keep them simple (Mooi et al., 2018; 

Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) and clear (Babbie, 2013; Morling, 2018; Stockemer, 2019; Wald et al., 

2019). Survey items must be clearly worded and appropriate for the population of interest (Bordens 

& Abbott, 2018). Hence, it is essential to: use simple words, avoid complex or technical vocabulary 

or questions (Cohen et al., 2018; Frey, 2018; Leavy, 2017; Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019; Stockemer, 2019), keep grammatical complexities to a minimum, use active voice instead of 

passive voice, repeat nouns instead of replacing them with pronouns, and avoid possessive forms 

(Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), contractions, slang, abbreviations, and assumptions 

(Leavy, 2017). If participants understand the questions, they will provide direct, clear, and 

meaningful responses (Morling, 2018). But, if they do not understand a word, they may provide an 

inaccurate answer, which will reduce the validity of the empirical data (Frey, 2018). 

Ambiguity should be avoided at all costs (Babbie, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018; Leavy, 2017) 

because different people may have different interpretations of some words (Leavy, 2017). 

Directions must be clear to avoid improper answers or confusion (Wald et al., 2019) and questions 

must also be very specific (Leavy, 2017; Morling, 2018). It is important to use quantification 

frames (e.g. once a week) instead of vague quantifiers (e.g. occasionally or frequently) as these 

may result in a multitude of interpretations. For instance, “occasionally” may mean once a week for 

some people and, for others, it may mean once a month (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). Instead of these, 

it is advisable to use precise frames, like “one a month” (Mooi et al., 2018). Furthermore, 

researchers should avoid asking participants to recall things from an unreasonable time frame and 

sensitive questions should be carefully worded to prevent nonresponse (Leavy, 2017). 

Questions should also be kept as short as possible (Cohen et al., 2018). To minimize cognitive 

demands, whenever possible, questions should not contain more than 20 words (Mooi et al., 2018; 

Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). Short questions are more effective. Respondents are often unwilling to 
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carefully study a long and complicated question. Most of them will read the questions very quickly 

and write quick answers. Hence, the question must be short and clear, to the point that the 

participant can: (1) quickly read it, (2) correctly understand its intent even if read quickly, and (3) 

provide a valid response (Babbie, 2013). 

Double-barreled questions must not be used (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Cohen et 

al., 2018; Frey, 2018; Leavy, 2017; Mooi et al., 2018; Morling, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Wald 

et al., 2019). Double-barreled questions ask for just one answer but they contain more than a one 

question (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018; Mooi et al., 2018; Morling, 

2018). For instance: “Should brand X stop producing product Y and focus more on improving 

customer service?” This question is troublesome as some may want to answer positively to the first 

part, but disagree with the second part. Hence, they can neither agree or disagree (Babbie, 2013). 

These questions have poor construct validity
202

 because it will not be clear if the participants’ 

answers apply to both parts of the question or to just the first or second half. To prevent this, 

double-barreled question should be divided into two separate questions (Morling, 2018). 

Negative wording should also be avoided at all costs (Babbie, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018; Leavy, 

2017; Mooi et al., 2018; Morling, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Stockemer, 2019) because this 

makes questions unnecessarily complicated and confusing (Babbie, 2013; Mooi et al., 2018; 

Morling, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), which facilitates misinterpretation and inaccurate answers 

(Babbie, 2013). For example, the question “Are you not satisfied with brand X?” is very 

problematic (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). It may lead people to provide an answer that does not reflect 

their real opinion because they misinterpreted the question. This further reduces the survey’s 

construct validity because it is not measuring the participants’ real beliefs (Morling, 2018). As 

such, questions should be written in a neutral manner (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

Likewise, biased questions must be avoided (Babbie, 2013; Leavy, 2017; Mooi et al., 2018; 

Morling, 2018; Stockemer, 2019; Wald et al., 2019). Favouritism should never be shown in 

questions (Mooi et al., 2018) because the wording of the questions can heavily influence 

participants’ answers (Morling, 2018; Wald et al., 2019). For instance, a question like “Brand X is 

a great sponsor, how happy are you with it?” is very suggestive and would affect the responses 

(Mooi et al., 2018). Hence, it is vital to present neutral questions (Babbie, 2013; Morling, 2018) 

that do not encourage a specific answer (Babbie, 2013). 

Lastly, irrelevant questions should be avoided (Stockemer, 2019). The questionnaire should 

only contain questions that are necessary to reach the research objectives (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

Regarding reliable and appropriate question types, as stated before, this research’s survey 

made use of filter, contingency, demographic, open-ended, and closed-ended questions (i.e. 

dichotomous and categorical). We will now cover these. 

Filter questions serve to analyse if a participant is apt to respond to a particular set of 

questions. These latter questions, which are dependent on the participants’ response to the filter 

question are called contingency questions (Cohen et al., 2018). Contingency questions are intended 

to be answered only by the participants who provide a particular answer to the filter question. For 

example, in a study about pregnancy prevention methods, only the participants who responded that 

they are female in a filter question about gender will be asked to answer a contingency question 

about taking birth control pills (Babbie, 2013). 

Demographic questions are used to assess the characteristics of the sample (e.g. education, 

income, occupation, marital status, gender, age, etc.), but can also be used as predictor variables. 

That is, the demographic data can be used to determine if participants with certain characteristics 

                                                           
202 Construct validity is the most important type of validity (Cohen et al., 2018). It refers to the degree to which one 

or more data collection tools are able to accurately measure the construct that is being analysed (Tavakoli, 2012; Zedeck, 

2014), and how valid are the inferences that will be drawn (Cohen et al., 2018). 
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are more or less prone to show a particular behaviour. In other words, it also allows to analyse if 

specific demographic characteristics can predict, or correlate with, other variables (Bordens & 

Abbott, 2018). 

Demographic questions should only be used if they are relevant for the study and if they are 

not already known. This is especially true for sensitive questions like income, health, or 

educational attainment, as these may significantly increase non-response. As such, sensitive 

demographic questions that are not needed should be excluded (Mooi et al., 2018). This research 

included demographic questions for Sample 2 because there are few empirical data on the esports’ 

fans demographic characteristics and to analyse if there are correlations between demographic data 

and particular fan behaviours. 

Survey questions can be divided into open-ended and closed-ended questions (Babbie, 2013; 

Mooi et al., 2018; Stockemer, 2019). Some questionnaires can feature solely closed-ended or open-

ended questions, and others can feature both (Stockemer, 2019). 

Open-ended questions, also called verbatim items, do not restrict respondents as they provide 

little to no structure regarding how to answer (Mooi et al., 2018). Usually, the participant provides 

his own answer (Babbie, 2013; Mooi et al., 2018; Stockemer, 2019), in his own way, and with his 

own words (Stockemer, 2019). That is, participants are able to respond any way they like. This 

means that open-ended questions provide rich and spontaneous data (Morling, 2018) and allow for 

flexible and varied explanations, which is quite useful in exploratory studies (Mooi et al., 2018).  

However, there is the risk of the respondent providing irrelevant answers (Babbie, 2013). 

Moreover, for participants, open-ended questions are more demanding and time consuming, and 

some may prefer not to provide detailed data (Mooi et al., 2018). In the same vein, these questions 

are also more demanding for researchers. Open-ended questions provide data that requires heavy 

interpretation and coding
203

 by the researcher (Babbie, 2013; Mooi et al., 2018) before they can be 

analysed by any computer software (Babbie, 2013). This issue can become especially complex 

when participants provide a large spectrum of different answers (Mooi et al., 2018). Furthermore, 

the coding of open-ended answers requires that the researcher interprets the meaning behind the 

participants’ responses, which presents the risk of misinterpretation either due to simply 

misunderstanding the answers’ meaning or due to researcher bias (Babbie, 2013). Consequently, 

the coding process can be very subjective, difficult, and time-consuming (Mooi et al., 2018). 

By contrast, in closed-ended questions, participants must chose, from a set of options provided 

by the researcher (Babbie, 2013; Mooi et al., 2018; Morling, 2018; Stockemer, 2019), the option 

that is best in sync with their thoughts or opinions (Morling, 2018). In other words, closed-ended 

questions restrict participants by presenting just a small number of options from which to choose. 

This makes the completion of the questionnaire much less tiring and cumbersome, which leads to 

much larger response rates than open-ended questions (Mooi et al., 2018). Likewise, closed-ended 

questions are much easier to prepare for statistical examination because little to no coding is 

required (Babbie, 2013; Mooi et al., 2018). All the researcher needs to do is transfer the data to a 

data analysis software (Babbie, 2013). 

Closed-ended items are the most used type of question in research (Mooi et al., 2018). 

However, the set of answer options of closed-ended questions must be carefully developed so that 

important response options are not overlooked, otherwise the participant will not be able to provide 

the most appropriate answer, which will result in the omission of valuable data. As such, the 

response options must be exhaustive (Babbie, 2013). The researchers must identify all the possible 

answer categories that participants will provide in advance, while also preventing the number of 

options from being too high (Mooi et al., 2018). While closed-ended questions should provide 

                                                           
203 Coding is also referred to as categorization (Mooi et al., 2018). 
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enough options so that the participant does not feel too restricted, they generally should not contain 

more than seven options (Stockemer, 2019). 

Also, in closed-ended questions, the answer categories should be equally distributed (Mooi et 

al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). For example, if there are two negative options (e.g. completely 

disagree and disagree), then there should be two equivalent positive options (e.g. completely agree 

and agree). If answer categories are not evenly presented, this will lead to difficulties in answering 

and will create several reliability and validity issues (Mooi et al., 2018). 

There are several types of closed-ended questions (Stockemer, 2019). The survey for this 

research used dichotomous and categorical questions. 

Dichotomous questions are closed-ended questions where participants can only select one of 

two options. For example, participants must choose between “yes” or “no”, or between “male” or 

“female” (Stockemer, 2019). 

Categorical questions split an otherwise continuous spectrum of options into smaller, and more 

manageable, categories. These are often based on established and commonly used categories. For 

example, a question about annual income could be divided into: $19,999 or less, $20,000-$39,999, 

$40,000-$59,999, etc. This type of questions can be useful when participants do not want to reveal 

exact information, like income or age, and also provides data that is easier to analyse (Stockemer, 

2019). 

When designing these answer categories, it is important that the response options do not 

overlap. For example, when asking for the participant’s age, the options should not be “18 or less” 

and “18 – 24” because those who are 18-years-old fall under both categories (Mooi et al., 2018). 

Another decision is how to divide the spectrum of possible answers. For example, household 

income can be categorized into: $0 – $9,999; $10,000 – $19,999; $20,000 – $29,999; etc. The 

division must be made with the research population in mind. For instance, when studying families 

with financial problems, it is best to divide the household income into smaller categories (e.g. $0 – 

$4,999; $5,000 – $9,999; etc.) or else only one or two options will be heavily selected, which will 

not be very useful for studying that particular population. In the same vein, it is important to make 

sure that all the options are relevant and applicable to the population of interest. A family with 

financial problems is very unlikely to select an option like “$100,000 – $110,000”. Of course that it 

is expected that some categories will be less used than others, but irrelevant options should be 

omitted (Mooi et al., 2018). 

It is also important to bear in mind that participants will perceive the middle of the scale as 

being the most common or normal variable, and some will have a tendency to position themselves 

in relation to this. As such, an inappropriately divided scale will likely provide false answers. For 

example, research has shown that, when asked about the number of sexual partners, participants 

who were presented with a “0-4; 5-9; 10-14; 15-19; 20 or more” scale declared to have 

exponentially more sexual partners than the ones who were presented with a “0; 1; 2; 3; 4; 5 or 

more” scale (Mooi et al., 2018). 

In summary, developing good questions is the basis for creating a useful and reliable survey 

(Babbie, 2013). Questions must be carefully worded and framed (Mooi et al., 2018), and they must 

be precise, simple, and clear in a way that the population of interest immediately understands them 

(Stockemer, 2019). This will provide data that is easy to process (Leavy, 2017). 

 

 

3.10.3.1. Survey scales – Likert scale 

 

When designing a survey, the researcher must decide which (if any) scales are going to be used 

and what their properties will be. Some examples of scales include: rank order scales, semantic 
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differential scales, Likert scales, constant sum scales, graphic rating scales, etc. (Mooi et al., 2018). 

For this research, Likert scales were used in the survey for Sample 1 (i.e. esports sponsorship 

experts). Specifically, these were balanced forced-choice Likert scales. 

The Likert scale, named after its creator, Rensis Likert (Lavrakas, 2008), is the most widely 

used scale in research (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Stockemer, 2019). A Likert scale shows the level of 

agreement or disagreement that an individual has with a particular statement (Bordens & Abbott, 

2018; Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). In order to be considered a true Likert scale, a 

statement (Morling, 2018), in the form of a declarative sentence, must be presented (DeVellis, 

2017). The scale must also contain multiple choices (DeVellis, 2017; Morling, 2018; Stockemer, 

2019) that reflect different levels of agreement and disagreement with the aforementioned sentence 

(DeVellis, 2017), and each option must be labelled with a specific term, like strongly agree, agree, 

somewhat agree, etc. (Morling, 2018; Stockemer, 2019). From this set, participants are asked to 

selected the option that better reflects their level of agreement or disagreement with the statement 

(Babbie, 2013; Morling, 2018). For example, when presented with the statement “I think brand X is 

a great sponsor”, the participant may choose from a scale that ranges from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree (Mooi et al., 2018). 

If a statement is not presented for the participant to agree or disagree with, it is not a true 

Likert scale. Researchers frequently present a question with categorically-ordered answers options 

and incorrectly call it a Likert scale. To be a Likert scale, a declarative sentence must be presented 

and participants must be asked to indicate their level of agreement with it (Lavrakas, 2008). 

Besides being easy to administer (Mooi et al., 2018), Likert scales are useful to analyse 

people’s opinions, attitudes, and beliefs (DeVellis, 2017; Stockemer, 2019). Furthermore, 

questionnaires that contain both regular questions as well as Likert scales make the questionnaire 

much more appealing and interesting for respondents (Babbie, 2013). 

After selecting the scale, it is necessary to define its properties. This involves several steps 

like: choosing the number of answer categories, selecting between free-choice and forced-choice 

scales, labelling the answer categories, deciding if a “do not know” option should be included, and 

selecting between an unbalanced and a balanced scale (Mooi et al., 2018). We will now cover these 

elements. 

When a questionnaire contains any sort of closed-ended question, it is necessary to determine 

the number of response options. A simple example of response options would be “Yes” or “No”. In 

the case of Likert scales applied in marketing research, it is common to use either 7 or 5-point 

scales. Some market research studies have also used more options, like 10-point scales, however 

participants are more prone to become confused when presented with too many categories. Because 

of this, for market research, it is recommended to use 7 or 5-point scales (Mooi et al., 2018). 

However, some researchers prefer to omit the neutral option that is usually placed in the 

middle of the response categories spectrum. In these cases, a 6 or 4-point scale is used. The reason 

for this is to force participants to choose either a negative or positive answer (Lavrakas, 2008; 

Mooi et al., 2018). This is called a forced-choice scale. By contrast, scales that contain the neutral 

option are called free-choice scales (Mooi et al., 2018). 

The presence of a neutral option may bring several problems. The most noticeable being that 

this option possesses no clear meaning (Leavy, 2017). Furthermore, the inclusion or exclusion of 

the neutral option is dependent on the topic being studied and on the purpose of the researcher 

(DeVellis, 2017). As such, for this research, a forced-choice scale (i.e. 6-point scale) was used 

because the selection of a neutral option would not answer the research questions. This research 

requires that esports sponsorship experts clearly state which are the main benefits, risks, and 

strategies. Hence, the selection of a neutral option would bring no meaningful data. Considering 
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that esports sponsorship experts represent a population that is very hard to reach, it is vital that they 

provide all questions with meaningful answers. 

The academic literature does not have a homogeneous opinion about the use of neutral options. 

Although their presence makes it easier for people to answer, they can be over-selected by 

participants who prefer not to make a choice or who find it to be the most comfortable option. As 

such, removing the neutral choice forces participants to take a position. In most cases, participants 

who choose a neutral option have an opinion that leans more to one side than another. Hence, the 

removal of the neutral option can incite participants to take a stand. Still, some argue that the 

removal of the neutral option can lead participants who really are indifferent to select an option that 

does not reflect their real opinion, which would affect the reliability and validity of the survey. One 

way to avoid this limitation is, when removing the neutral option, to place a follow-up question that 

tests the strength of the participant’s choice (Stockemer, 2019). This technique was used in this 

research. The neutral option was not used, but a follow-up open-ended question was used so that 

participants could justify, in their own words, why they chose that particular option. If participants 

really felt like they had no opinion or knowledge they would state it in this follow-up open-ended 

question. 

Although some researchers prefer to omit the intermediary labels and only include the 

endpoint ones, this approach leads participants to select the more extreme points of the scale. By 

contrast, when all categories are clearly labelled, participants are able to better interpret and 

differentiate each category, making the whole spectrum of categories more salient and equally 

accessible. This, is turn, significantly enhances the scale’s reliability (Mooi et al., 2018). For this 

reason, the answer categories from this research’s Likert scales included all intermediary labels. 

When designing a scale (and questions in general), it is also important to consider if a “do not 

know” option should be included. Although including it allows to distinguish the participants who 

have a clear opinion from the ones who do not, this will result in some missing information. When 

several people select this option, the number of surveys that can be analysed will heavily decrease 

(Mooi et al., 2018). 

Because of these conflicting benefits and drawbacks, it is recommended to use the “do not 

know” option only when presenting factual questions and, even then, to place them at the bottom of 

the scale. This option should not be included in any other type of question, like preferences, 

attitudes, perceptions, etc., as these variables are not affected by a lack of knowledge. Even if the 

participant has no knowledge about a topic, the researcher may be, for example, interested in 

understanding the participants’ perceptions regardless of their level of knowledge (Mooi et al., 

2018). As such, both the Likert scales and all the questions from the surveys from this research did 

not present a “do not know” option. 

Another decision that must be made when designing scales is whether a balanced or 

unbalanced scale should be used (Mooi et al., 2018). For this research a balanced Likert scale was 

used. 

Research strongly favours balanced scales over unbalanced ones. The only instance where an 

unbalanced scale is justified is when it is impossible for the response categories to have negative 

values. For example, when asked about how much one trusts brand X, the response options will 

probably range from “no trust”, “a little trust” and “complete trust”. In this example, it is 

impossible to have negative trust (Mooi et al., 2018). 

Balanced scales present an equal number of negative and positive response categories. For 

example, a 7-point Likert scale would have three positive options, a neutral option, and three 

negative options. Likewise, a 6-point scale would have three positive and three negative options. 

Furthermore, the wording on each positive and negative option of the scale must be an equal 
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inverted reflection of itself. For instance, “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree” (Mooi et al., 

2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019).  

Also, the options must be labelled in such a way that each option is equally distanced from one 

another (DeVellis, 2017; Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) and across the entire spectrum 

of response options (DeVellis, 2017). This is referred to as an equidistant scale and is necessary for 

several analysis techniques (Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). For these reasons, in this 

research, the answer categories for the Likert scales were labelled as: Strongly disagree; Disagree; 

Somewhat disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; and Strongly agree. This particular 6-point labelling 

has been extensively used by several authors, including: Chang (1994), Geluso and Yamaguchi 

(2014), Heo (2009), Heo (2011), Neuman (2014a), Neuman (2014b), Ong (2011), Quick, Joplin, 

Nelson, and Quick (1992), and Wollenberg and Thuong (2014). 

It should be noted that, to be considered a true Likert scale, the response options must present 

this symmetrically balanced bipolar agree-disagree continuum. Oftentimes the Likert scale name is 

incorrectly used to describe other types of categorically ordered response options (Lavrakas, 2008). 

In this research, the Likert scales were balanced and the response options were equally distanced, 

which makes them true Likert scales. According to DeVellis (2017), it is common for Likert scales 

to present six response options, with equal intervals across the response options continuum. 

Lastly, data from Likert scales can be reduced by combining all disagree and agree options 

into two different answer categories. For example, “reject” and “accept” (Lavrakas, 2008). This 

tactic was done in this research to effectively answer the research questions. Even so, the 

aforementioned more detailed categories were also used to better discuss the results from the 

empirical data. 

 

 

3.10.3.2. Question development 

 

The purpose of a literature review is not simply to understand what is known about a topic, it is 

also to allow researchers to create more rigorous and pertinent questions about a topic (Yin, 2014). 

Ergo, it is extremely vital to note that, just like the research objectives guided what was covered in 

the literature review, the main conclusions from literature review greatly influenced what questions 

were included in the questionnaires. 

Contrary to other forms of research, where the coding process starts only at the data analysis 

phase, in survey research, coding already beings at the stage of question development. In survey 

research, when the researcher is creating the data collection instrument, he already needs to be 

thinking about how the resulting data will be analysed and evaluated. For this reason, it is of the 

utmost importance that there are justifiable and clear links between the concepts that the researcher 

wishes to measure and the questions for the survey to be considered as a valid instrument (Leavy, 

2017). 

The survey questions must be capable of measuring the concepts of interest as accurately as 

possible. For example, if a researcher wishes to measure how satisfied university students are with 

their teachers, he must first define “satisfaction with teacher”, which is a multidimensional concept. 

After a review of the literature, the researcher may conclude that satisfaction with teacher is 

composed by four concepts (that are also multidimensional): knowledge, teaching ability, 

punctuality, and fair tests. After this, the researcher must again use the literature to establish the 

dimensions (also referred as variables) that each concept has. For instance, the concept “teaching 

ability” may be comprised of three dimensions: clarity of speech, coverage of the subject matter, 

and availability to answer questions. Afterwards, the researcher must develop questions to measure 

each of the dimensions of “teaching ability”. These set of questions together will measure the 
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concept of “teaching ability” (Leavy, 2017). Hence, Tables 9 and 10 present, for Samples 1 and 2, 

respectively, all the multidimensional concepts, sub-concepts, and dimensions that have been 

discovered throughout the literature review, as well as their connection to each survey question. 

The type of questions that were applied in each questionnaire is also explained and what answer 

options were provided. Sample 1 had two different questionnaires because the questions regarding 

the characteristics of the company were different for esports sponsors and marketing agencies. The 

full questionnaire for the endemic and non-endemic sponsors of Sample 1 can be found in 

Appendix 1 in page 586, the one for the marketing agencies of Sample 1 can be located in 

Appendix 2 in page 602, and the one for Sample 2 (i.e. esports fans) is in Appendix 5 in page 845. 

 



232 

 

Table 9 

Concepts, dimensions, and questions of the questionnaire for Sample 1 – Experts in esports sponsorships 

Concept Sub-concept Dimension/variable Question/indicator 
Type of 

question 

Answer options 

Main benefits of 

sponsoring 
esports 

Low sponsorship 

costs 

Cost of esports sponsorships Esports are cheaper to sponsor than regular sports. Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 
Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 
Increased brand 

awareness 

Effect of sponsoring esports on brand 

awareness 

Sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness. Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 
Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Improved brand 

image 

Effect of sponsoring esports on brand 

image 

Sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image. Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 
Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Increased sales Effect of sponsoring esports on sales Sponsoring esports leads to increased sales. Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Sustainable 
investment 

Sustainability of investments in 
esports sponsorships 

Sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment. Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 
disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Other sponsorship 

benefits 

Other sponsorship benefits (Optional) Besides the 5 mentioned main benefits, what other main 

benefits do you think that sponsoring esports brings to sponsors? 

Please justify your answers. 

Open-ended N/A 

Main risks of 

sponsoring 

esports 

Negative public view 

on videogames 

Impact of videogame prejudice on 

esports sponsors 

The negative public view on videogames (which may come from the 

virtual violence or from gaming or gambling addiction) is a risk to 

esports sponsors. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 
Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Disreputable 

behaviour and 
corruption 

Impact of disreputable behaviour and 

corruption on esports sponsors 

Disreputable behaviour and corruption (for example: toxic behaviour, 

sexism, illegal and unregulated gambling, match-fixing, cheating, 
cyberattacks, and doping) are a risk to esports sponsors. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 
Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Infancy of the 
industry 

Impact of the infancy of the industry 
on esports sponsors 

The problems associated with the infancy of the esports industry (for 
example: lack of main governing body, regulation and 

standardization; volatile market; dependence on sponsors; and lack of 

knowledge about the market) are a risk to esports sponsors. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 
disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Videogames’ short 

lifespan 

Impact of videogames’ short lifespan 

on esports sponsors 

The fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to esports 

sponsors. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 
Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 
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Concept Sub-concept Dimension/variable Question/indicator 
Type of 

question 

Answer options 

Poor performance Impact of poor performance on 

esports sponsors 

Poor performance (for example: low viewership outside Twitch and 

YouTube, sponsor incongruence, smaller revenues when compared 

to regular sports, and difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness) 
is a risk to esports sponsors. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Other sponsorship 

risks 

Other sponsorship risks (Optional) Besides the 5 mentioned main risks, what other main risks do 

you think that sponsoring esports may bring to sponsors? Please 

justify your answers. 

Open-ended N/A 

Main strategies 

for sponsoring 
esports 

Acquire esports 

expertise 

Importance of acquiring esports 

expertise 

Esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise (in the form of 

information and/or experienced people) prior to starting an esports 
sponsorship. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 
Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 
Start sponsoring as 

soon as possible 

Importance of starting to sponsor 

esports as soon as possible 

Because the costs of sponsoring esports are increasing, brands should 

start sponsoring esports as soon as possible. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 
Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Create relevant-

added value 

Importance of creating relevant-added 

value in esports 

When sponsoring esports, sponsors should create relevant-added value 

and develop sustainable marketing strategies (for example: present 
relevant advertisements to fans, provide relevant content to fans, 

focus on storytelling, support tournaments and pro-players, perform 

product trial, promote good practice and integrity, and promote 
gaming's acceptance). 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 
Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Be the main sponsor Importance of being the main sponsor Esports sponsors should strive to be the main sponsors of the 
player/team/commentator/tournament/videogame that they are 

sponsoring. 

Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 
disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 

Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 
Avoid over-

advertising 

Importance of avoiding over-

advertising 

Esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising. Likert scale Strongly disagree; Disagree; Somewhat 

disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; 

Strongly agree 
Please justify your selection. Open-ended N/A 

Sponsorship of the 

most beneficial 
entity 

Most beneficial entity to sponsor How harmful or beneficial do you think it is to sponsor each of the 

following esports entities? (Professional players/teams; 
Commentators; Tournaments/leagues; Videogames) 

(Untrue) 

Likert 
scale 

Very harmful; Harmful; Slightly 

harmful; Slightly beneficial; 
Beneficial; Very beneficial 

Please justify your selections. Open-ended N/A 

Other sponsorship 
strategies 

Other sponsorship strategies (Optional) Besides the 6 mentioned main strategies, what other main 
strategies do you think that esports sponsors should implement? 

Please justify your answers. 

Open-ended N/A 
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Concept Sub-concept Dimension/variable Question/indicator 
Type of 

question 

Answer options 

Characteristics of 

the brand 

(exclusive for 
the 

questionnaire 

of endemic 

and non-

endemic 

esports 
sponsors) 

Foundation Year of foundation In what year was your company founded? Open-ended N/A 

Industry Industry of operation In what industry (or industries) does your brand operate? Open-ended N/A 

Time sponsoring 
esports 

Years sponsoring esports For how many years has your brand been sponsoring esports? Categorical 1 or less; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6; 7; 8; 9; 10 or 
more 

Current sponsored 

entities 

Number of current esports-related 

sponsored parties 

Currently, how many of the following esports entities are you 

sponsoring? (Professional players/teams; Commentators; 

Tournaments/leagues; Videogames; Other esports entities) 

Categorical 0; 1; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6 or more 

Total sponsored 

entities 

Total number of esports-related 

parties the brand has ever 
sponsored 

Until now, how many of the following esports entities have you 

sponsored? (Professional players/teams; Commentators; 
Tournaments/leagues; Videogames; Other esports entities) 

Categorical 0; 1-2; 3-4; 5-6; 7-8; 9-10; 11 or more 

Most sponsored 

esports 
videogames 

Videogames connected as a sponsor Which videogames is (or has) your brand been connected to as a 

sponsor? (Select all that apply) 

Categorical (Large list of the current most popular 

esports videogames is presented) 

Scale of operation Zone(s) of operation Does your brand operate at a national or international level? Open-ended N/A 

General 
characteristics of 

the brand 

General characteristics of the brand Could you tell us a little about your brand and its main products? Open-ended N/A 

Characteristics of 
the brand 

(exclusive for 

the 
questionnaire 

of marketing 

agencies) 

Foundation Year of foundation In what year was your company founded? Open-ended N/A 
Time assisting 

esports sponsors 

Years assisting esports sponsors For how many years has your brand been connected to esports? Categorical 1 or less; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6; 7; 8; 9; 10 or 

more 

Range of marketing 
assistance 

Types of marketing assistance 
provided 

Do you provide marketing advice in areas outside esports and 
videogames? 

Open-ended N/A 

Popularity as an 

esports marketing 
agency 

Number of esports sponsors assisted Has your brand assisted any esports sponsors? If yes, how many? Open-ended N/A 

Types of sponsors 

assisted 

Sponsors assisted What esports sponsors has your brand assisted? Open-ended N/A 

Most sponsored 

esports 

videogames 

Videogames connected as a 

marketing agency 

Which esports videogames is (or has) your brand been connected to? 

(Select all that apply) 

Categorical (Large list of the current most popular 

esports videogames is presented) 

Scale of operation Zone(s) of operation Does your brand operate at a national or international level? Open-ended N/A 

General 

characteristics of 
the brand 

General characteristics of the brand Could you tell us a little about your brand and its main services? Open-ended N/A 

Additional 

information 

Respondent’s 

position 

Position of the respondent who is 

speaking on behalf of the brand 

As a respondent, what is your position within the company and what are 

your main responsibilities? 

Open-ended N/A 

Additional 
information 

Additional information Would you like to add anything else about the main benefits, risks, and 
strategies of esports sponsorships? 

Open-ended N/A 

Note. N/A = Not applicable. 
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Table 10 

Concepts, dimensions, and questions of the questionnaire for Sample 2 – Esports fans 
Multidimensional 

concept 
Sub-concept Dimension/variable Question/indicator 

Type of 

question 

Answer options 

Aptitude to 

participate in 
the research 

Fan of esports Amount of esports consumption Do you regularly watch and/or participate in esports? Dichotomous; 

Filter 

Yes; No 

Main benefits of 

sponsoring 
esports 

Low 

sponsorship 
costs 

Esports fans’ openness to more 

esports sponsors 

What is your opinion on the number of esports 

sponsors? 

Categorical Fewer brands should sponsor esports; The current number of 

esports sponsors is ideal; More brands should sponsor 
esports 

Esports fans’ perception of esports 

sponsorships 

Overall, what is your opinion on esports sponsors? Categorical I do not like them; I do not like them, but I understand that 

they are necessary; I am indifferent to them; I am 
indifferent to them, but I understand that they are 

necessary; I like them; I like them and I understand that 

they are necessary; 
Increased brand 

awareness 

Awareness of esports sponsors Do you remember the name of any sponsor you saw 

in esports? 

Dichotomous; 

Filter 

Yes; No 

Number of (correctly remembered) 

esports sponsors with increased 

brand awareness 

What sponsors do you remember seeing in esports? 

(Use commas to separate the brands and list only 

those that come to your mind right now) 

Open-ended; 

Contingency 

N/A 

Improved brand 
image 

Image of esports sponsors Is there any brand that you started liking more 
because they sponsor esports? 

Dichotomous; 
Filter 

Yes; No 

Number of (correctly remembered) 

esports sponsors with improved 
brand image 

What brands did you start liking more because they 

sponsor esports? (Use commas to separate the 
brands and list only those that come to your mind 

right now) 

Open-ended; 

Contingency 

N/A 

Increased sales Sales of esports sponsors Have you bought something from an esports sponsor? 
(This does not include regular buying items like 

food, beverage, etc.) 

Dichotomous; 
Filter 

Yes; No 

Number of products bought from 

esports sponsors 

How many products have you bought from esports 

sponsors? (This does not include regular buying 

items like food, beverage, etc.) 

Open-ended 

(numerical 

answer 
required); 

Contingency 

N/A 

Sustainable 
investment 

Esports fans’ evolution of interest 
in esports 

Over time, has your interest in esports been 
decreasing, the same, or increasing? 

Categorical Decreasing; The same; Increasing 

Main risks of 

sponsoring 

esports 

Negative public 

view on 

videogames 

Esports fans’ opinion of how 

society views videogames 

Do you think society still has a negative perception of 

videogames? 

Categorical Yes, most people have negative views on videogames; Yes, 

some people have negative views on videogames; No 

Impact of videogame prejudice on 
esports fans 

Has society’s negative view on videogames ever led 
you to hide your interest for esports? 

Categorical Yes, always; Yes, sometimes; No 
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Multidimensional 

concept 
Sub-concept Dimension/variable Question/indicator 

Type of 

question 

Answer options 

 Disreputable 

behaviour 

and 
corruption 

Impact of disreputable behaviour 

and corruption on esports 

sponsors 

Has any sort of disreputable behaviour ever made you 

dislike an esports sponsor? 

Dichotomous; 

Filter 

Yes; No 

Most dangerous types of 

disreputable behaviour 

What type of disreputable behaviour made you 

dislike that sponsor? (Select all that apply) 

Categorical; 

Contingency 

Corruption (for example: exploitation; not honoring payments; 

etc.); Toxic behaviour; Sexism or lack of female pro-

players; Illegal and unregulated gambling (for example: 

promoting underage gambling; etc.); Match-fixing; 

Cheating or cyberattacks; Doping (for instance: pro-players 

engaging in doping; sponsor promoting drugs; etc.); Other 
[option is given for an open-ended answer] 

Infancy of the 

industry 

Esports fans’ opinion on the 

existence of problems in the 
esports industry 

Do you think that esports have problems related to 

their infancy to solve? 

Dichotomous; 

Filter 

Yes; No 

Infancy-related problems of the 

esports industry 

What are the main infancy-related problems of the 

esports industry? (Select all that apply) 

Categorical; 

Contingency 

Lack of a main governing body (for example, FIFA largely 

governs football; FIBA largely controls Basketball; but no 
organization is governing esports); Lack of regulation; 

Lack of standardization (for example: different 

tournaments have different rules for the same videogames; 
etc.); Volatility (tournaments, pro-players, teams, etc. 

disappear as quickly as they appeared); Dependence on 

sponsors; Lack of knowledge about the esports industry 
(sponsors still do not have enough knowledge about 

esports); Other [option is given for an open-ended answer] 

Videogames’ 
short 

lifespan 

Esports fans’ viewership of old 
videogames in esports 

Do you watch esports tournaments of videogames 
that were launched in 2014or before (for example, 

League of Legends, Dota, Counter-Strike, 

StarCraft, WarCraft, Hearthstone, SMITE, etc.)? 

Dichotomous; 
Filter 

Yes; No 

Most viewed old esports titles What videogames (that were launched in 2014 or 

before) do you still watch in esports? (Select all 

that apply) 

Categorical; 

Contingency 

(Large list of esports videogames launched in 2014 or before 

is presented) 

Poor 

performance 

Esports viewership outside Twitch 

and YouTube  

What platforms do you use to watch esports? (Select 

all that apply) 

Categorical Facebook; Mixer; MLG.tv; Television channels (for example, 

ESPN, BBC, TBS, etc.); Twitch; YouTube; Other [option 

is given for an open-ended answer] 
Incongruence in esports 

sponsorships 

Have you seen any brands you thought should not be 

sponsoring esports? 

Dichotomous; 

Filter 

Yes; No 

Incongruent esports sponsors What types of brands should not be sponsoring 
esports? (Select all that apply) 

Categorical; 
Contingency 

Adult brands; Brands involved in disreputable behaviours and 
corruption; Brands that encourage unhealthy lifestyles (for 

example: energy drink brands, fast food brands, etc.); 
Gambling brands; All non-endemic brands (brands that are 

not related to videogames); Other [option is given for an 

open-ended answer] 
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Multidimensional 

concept 
Sub-concept Dimension/variable Question/indicator 

Type of 

question 

Answer options 

Main strategies 

for sponsoring 

esports 

Acquire esports 

expertise 

Esports’ fans opinion on the 

expertise of esports sponsors 

Do you think that esports sponsors need to better 

understand the esports industry? 

Categorical; 

Filter 

Yes; Yes, but only endemic sponsors (brands related to 

esports); Yes, but only non-endemic sponsors (brands not 

related to esports); No 
Ways to improve esports expertise How should esports sponsors improve their 

understanding of the esports industry? (Select all 

that apply) 

Categorical; 

Contingency 

Sponsors should study the esports market, the different 

communities, and thedifferent videogames 

Sponsors should immerse themselves in the esports culture 

(for example, they should create a section of the brand that 

is solely focused on, and always in direct contact with, 

esports); Sponsors should recruit esports experts; Sponsors 
should see which of their employees are esports fans and 

let them manage the sponsorship; Other [option is given for 

an open-ended answer] 
Start 

sponsoring 

as soon as 
possible 

(Empirical data was not collected 

from Sample 2 on this concept 

because esports fans are not an 
appropriate subject for this 

particular topic and could not 

provide significant or reliable 
data) 

N/A N/A N/A 

Create relevant-

added value 

Esports fans openness to sponsors 

bringing relevant-added value 
to esports 

Do you think esports sponsors should try to bring 

value to esports and improve the esports industry? 

Dichotomous; 

Filter 

Yes. Sponsors should try to bring value and improve the 

esports industry (for example, present more relevant 
advertisements and content for fans, support pro-players, 

promote good practices, etc.); No. Besides the monetary 

exchange, they should only focus on advertising their 
brands 

Ways to bring relevant-added 

value to esports 

What should esports sponsors do to bring value and 

improve the esports industry? (Select all that 
apply) 

Categorical; 

Contingency 

Present fans with more interesting and esports-related 

advertisements; Provide fans with interesting esports-
related content (for example, interviews with pro-players, 

entertaining challenges, esports news and insights, etc.); 

Focus on the stories of pro-players (for example, create 
videos showing the obstacles that each pro-player had to 

face); Support tournaments and pro-players (this does not 

include the standard monetary exchange, it includes things 
like creating training facilities for pro-players, providing 

tournament organizers with places to organize their events, 

etc.); Perform product trial during esports tournaments; 
Promote good practice and integrity; Promote gaming’s 

acceptance; Other [option is given for an open-ended 
answer] 

Sponsorship of 

the most 

beneficial 

entity 

Sponsored entity that esports fans 

prefer 

I prefer brands that sponsor: Categorical Commentators; Videogames; Professional players and teams; 

Tournaments 
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Multidimensional 

concept 
Sub-concept Dimension/variable Question/indicator 

Type of 

question 

Answer options 

Be the main 

sponsor 

Esports fans opinion on main 

sponsors 

Do you prefer when a professional player/tournament 

is sponsored by a main brand or by multiple 

brands? 

Categorical I prefer when they have a single main sponsor; I prefer when 

they have multiple sponsors 

Avoid over-

advertising 

Esports fans on over-advertising Do you think there are too many advertisements in 

esports? 

Dichotomous Yes; No 

Demographics of 

esports fans 

Gender Esports fans’ gender What is your gender? Dichotomous Male; Female 

Age Esports fans’ age What is your age? Open-ended 
(numerical 

answer 

required) 

N/A 

Marital status Esports fans’ marital status What is your marital status? Categorical Single; Cohabiting (living together with loved one, but not 

married); Married; Divorced; Widowed 
Education Esports fans’ education What is the highest degree or level of school you 

have completed? 

Categorical 6th grade or less; Between 7th and 12th grade; Bachelor 

degree/Degree; Master degree; PhD/Doctor; Post-

doctorate; Other 
Employment Esports fans’ employment status What is your current employment status? Categorical Student; Employed; Homemaker; Unemployed; Retired; Other 

Region Esports fans’ region What is your current region? Categorical Africa; Asia; Europe (includes Eastern and Western Europe); 

North America; South America; Oceania 
Ethnicity Esports fans’ ethnicity What is your ethnicity? (Select all that apply) Categorical White; American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Black or 

African American; Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin; 

Middle Eastern or North African; Native Hawaiian or 
Other Pacific Islander; Other ethnicity 

Additional 

information 

Current most 

popular 

esports 
videogames 

Popularity of esports videogames What esports videogames do you watch/participate 

in? (Select all that apply) 

Categorical (Large list of the current most popular esports videogames is 

presented) 

Additional 

information 

Additional information Would you like to add anything else about what was 

addressed in this survey? 

Open-ended N/A 

Note. N/A = Not applicable. 
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3.10.4. Questionnaire design 

 

After creating all the questions and scales, it is necessary to correctly integrate them into the 

questionnaire while also keeping some important aspects in mind. Particularly, (1) designing a 

front page, (2) selecting how questions will be ordered, and (3) designing the overall format and 

layout of the questionnaire (Mooi et al., 2018). 

The format of the questionnaire is as relevant as the framing of the questions. Low quality 

questionnaires will lead people to miss questions, become confused, and ultimately abandon the 

survey (Babbie, 2013). Particularly, a poorly designed questionnaire is prone to cause 

understanding issues, which will negatively influence the quality of the answers and lead to 

reliability and validity issues (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). Furthermore, the non-personal and non-

face-to-face nature of internet surveys means that it is much easier for participants to abandon the 

questionnaire (all they need to do is close the survey window). As such, a lot of care and attention 

must be given to keep participants motivated (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Internet surveys can be created through the use of Internet survey services like: Google Forms, 

Survey Planet, SmartSurvey, Free Online Surveys, Zoomerang, SurveyMonkey, etc. Many of these 

can automatically organize and present data, as well as export it to data analysis software like 

SPSS, Excel, STATA, or SAS
204

 (Cohen et al., 2018). 

For this research, the online questionnaires for both esports sponsorship experts and fans were 

created through the use of Google Forms, a user-friendly online tool where it is possible to create 

various types of online questionnaires. After creating the questionnaires, this online tool provides a 

link which the researcher can copy and paste in any website chat, forum, etc. Then, by clicking on 

these links, participants are redirected to a webpage where they can fill-out the online 

questionnaire. Only Sample 2 was sent this link to fill out the survey by self-administration. For 

Sample 1, the survey was merely used to help guide the interview process. 

Regarding the layout and format of questionnaires, they must be kept as short (Bordens & 

Abbott, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018; Mooi et al., 2018), concise (Cohen et al., 2018; Mooi et al., 

2018), and consistent as possible (Cohen et al., 2018), particularly if they can be completed via 

smartphones (Mooi et al., 2018). Questionnaires should never take more than 15 minutes to 

complete (Babbie, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018). Although long surveys collect more information 

(Frey, 2018), if they are too burdensome or time-consuming, it will lead to fatigue, low quality 

responses, and even nonresponse (Leavy, 2017). Likewise, if the questionnaire is too demanding 

participants will not finish it. Even the slightest difficulty may lead to abandonment (Frey, 2018). 

Furthermore, internet surveys should be even shorter than paper-based surveys because it is easier 

to abandon an internet survey than a paper-based one that is personally delivered by a researcher 

(Cohen et al., 2018). 

Hence, although there are no specific guidelines about the length a questionnaire should have, 

it should be large enough to collect all the necessary data, but also small enough to prevent people 

from abandoning it midway. In other words, the questionnaire should have as many questions as 

necessary, but also as few as possible (Stockemer, 2019). 

Although questionnaires must be kept short, they must not be cluttered. They need to be 

clearly spread out. Oftentimes researchers tend to squeeze the questionnaire to seem as small as 

possible. However, this approach presents several risks. For example, placing more than one 

question on the same line oftentimes will lead the second one to be missed. Moreover, participants 

who spend too much time on the first page of what seemed to be a short questionnaire are much 

                                                           
204 SAS stands for Statistical Analysis System (Neuman, 2014a). 
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more likely to give up than the ones who quickly fill-out the first pages of what seemed like a large 

questionnaire (Babbie, 2013). 

The layout should be as simplistic (Cohen et al., 2018; Leavy, 2017; Mooi et al., 2018; 

Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) and uncluttered as possible (Leavy, 2017), and compatible with tablets and 

smartphones. Coloured or small fonts should also be avoided as these decrease readability (Mooi et 

al., 2018). The questionnaire must also be attractive and easy to understand (Cohen et al., 2018). 

When a survey is user-friendly and visually appealing, researcher credibility will increase and 

participants will feel more motivated (Frey, 2018). 

Research has found that questionnaires with simple designs are more prone (and take less 

time) to be completed than fancier ones. This is because simple questionnaires require less 

cognitive efforts from the participant and are loaded much faster by the device, which is important 

for people with slow internet connections. As such, in order to ensure that the questionnaire can be 

completed on any device and even with slow internet connections, questions must be kept as simple 

as possible, with no graphics or images as these will increase loading times and bandwidth 

requirements. In the same vein, no more than seven response options should be given. When more 

are presented, the reader is more prone to make errors (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Finally, in order to increase completion rates, it is advisable to include a progress bar so that 

participants know how much of the questionnaire has been completed (Bordens & Abbott, 2018; 

Cohen et al., 2018; Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) and can infer how much time they 

will probably need to complete it (Mooi et al., 2018).  

Regarding the front page, it must feature a title (Cohen et al., 2018) and an introduction where 

the objective and importance of the research should be described (Cohen et al., 2018; Sarstedt & 

Mooi, 2019). The context of the research and questionnaire should be clearly and shortly explained 

to enhance clarity (Wald et al., 2019). The name of the affiliated entity should be mentioned (e.g. 

university or research institute) as this positively influences peoples’ willingness to respond 

(Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). The researcher should provide his contact information so that respondents 

can pose any questions or point to technical issues. At the end of the introduction, participants 

should be thanked in advance for their time and cooperation (Cohen et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019). 

The introduction should be kept as short (Cohen et al., 2018; Leavy, 2017; Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019) and informative as possible. It should be welcoming, motivating, and clearly inform 

participants that it is easy to fill-out and how long it will take to complete it. A long list of 

instructions should be avoided (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Because the survey is online, it will already have a reduced chance of leading to socially 

desirable responding. Still, to minimize this issue even further (Morling, 2018), the survey must 

inform that all steps have been taken (Cohen et al., 2018) to ensure participant anonymity (Cohen 

et al., 2018; Morling, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) and non-traceability (Cohen et al., 2018), and 

that participants’ data will all be treated confidentially (Cohen et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

With regards to the order of the questions themselves, it is of the utmost importance to place 

the questions in the most appropriate order possible. Overall, the first set of questions should be 

filter questions (to analyse if the participant is apt to fill-out the survey), the second set should be 

the questions that relate to the variables that are being studied, and the third and final set should be 

reserved for more sensitive and personal aspects like demographic questions (Mooi et al., 2018). 

Regarding the main questions (the ones related to the variables under study), if these comprise 

several different aspects or topics, the change of context should be made very clear to the 

participants (Mooi et al., 2018). In this research, this was done by dividing the questionnaires into 

different sections. Particularly, this research followed the advice of Bordens and Abbott (2018), 
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Cohen et al. (2018), and Stockemer (2019) and grouped survey questions according to their topics 

(i.e. main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports). 

Related questions should be presented in the same group to increase the participants’ attention 

and give greater continuity to the questionnaire. Well and logically organized questionnaires are 

much more motivating and enjoyable (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). Furthermore, the questionnaire 

must be ordered in such a way that the first questions do not influence the answering of latter 

questions (Wald et al., 2019). 

Finally, at the end of the questionnaire, participants should be thanked for taking part in the 

survey and a space for additional (open-ended) comments should be added so participants can 

provide any last thoughts (Leavy, 2017). This was also done in the questionnaires of this research. 

As previously stated, the full questionnaire for the endemic and non-endemic sponsors of Sample 1 

can be found in Appendix 1 in page 586, the one for the marketing agencies of Sample 1 can be 

located in Appendix 2 in page 602, and the one for Sample 2 (i.e. esports fans) is in Appendix 5 in 

page 845. 

 

 

3.10.5. Administration method – Online interviews and online survey 

 

In this research, the questionnaire for Sample 1 (i.e. esports sponsorship experts) was used as a 

guide to conduct online interviews and the questionnaire for Sample 2 (i.e. esports fans) was used 

as an online survey that was filled out via self-recruitment and self-administration. 

 

 

3.10.5.1. Sample 1 – Online interviews 

 

The questionnaire for esports sponsorship experts was used to guide online interviews. These 

individuals were reached by the publicly-available emails of their employers, by the contact 

sections in their employers’ websites, or by LinkedIn (in this latter case they were asked to contact 

the researcher via their employer’s email to prove their affiliation). During the interviews audio 

was recorded to ensure that the collected empirical data from this sample was verbatim (i.e. in the 

exact same words as originally spoken). The researcher asked the members of Sample 1 for 

permission to record the audio before beginning the interviews (all members of Sample 1 gave 

permission for their audio to be recorded). The contents of the message sent to invite endemic and 

non-endemic sponsors to participate in the research were: 

 

Hello, 

My name is Bruno Freitas. I am doing my PhD in marketing at the University of Vic-UCC in Spain and my 

thesis is about esports sponsorships. Considering that [Brand name] has been a relevant esports sponsor, it would be 

extremely important if someone from your brand (responsible for the marketing and/or sponsorship of esports) 

could answer some questions for this important research. 

The information can be provided through a 30 minute online interview (e.g. through Skype or another 

platform of your choosing). I can send you the questionnaire beforehand if you wish. 

Confidentiality is assured and the data will only be used for my PhD thesis and for the development of articles 

to be published in scientific journals. 

I send 3 links where you can analyse my academic and research credentials: 

-Academia.edu: https://universitatdevic.academia.edu/BrunoDuarteAbreuFreitas 

-ResearchGate: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Bruno_Freitas17 

-ORCiD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1480-0338 

Looking forward to your reply, 

Best regards, 

Bruno Freitas, PhD candidate 

brunoduarte.abreu@uvic.cat 
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The contents of the message sent to invite marketing agencies to participate in the research 

were: 

 

Hello, 

My name is Bruno Freitas. I am doing my PhD in marketing at the University of Vic-UCC in Spain and my 

thesis is about esports sponsorships. Considering that [Company name] has assisted several brands in conducting 

esports sponsorships, it would be extremely important if someone from your company (experienced in esports 

sponsorships) could answer some questions for this important research. 

The information can be provided through a 30 minute online interview (e.g. through Skype or another 

platform of your choosing). I can send you the questions beforehand if you wish. 

Confidentiality is assured and the data will only be used for my PhD thesis and for the development of articles 

to be published in scientific journals. 

I send 3 links where you can analyse my academic and research credentials: 

-Academia.edu: https://universitatdevic.academia.edu/BrunoDuarteAbreuFreitas 

-ResearchGate: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Bruno_Freitas17 

-ORCiD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1480-0338 

I look forward to your response, 

Best regards, 

Bruno Freitas, PhD candidate 

brunoduarte.abreu@uvic.cat 

 

Interviews are one of the many ways to conduct surveys. Here, the participant does not have to 

read the questionnaire and write his own answers. Instead, the researcher asks the questions orally 

and records the participants’ answers. Although interviews are usually done face-to-face, they can 

also happen online (Babbie, 2014). This is what happened in this research. The experts in esports 

sponsorships were interviewed via online platforms. Most interviews happened via Skype, but 

some occurred in platforms like Microsoft Teams or Zoom at the request of the interviewee. Also, 

while some interviews were done by video-call, others were only done through voice-call. 

Although interview surveys tend to require several interviewers, they can also be conducted 

with just one interviewer (Babbie, 2014). For this research, there was only one interviewer (i.e. the 

researcher). 

It is much more advantageous to have a questionnaire administered by a researcher than by the 

responded. During interviews, it is much less likely that the respondent will give up half-way than 

if he was filling out the questionnaire alone. Having the researcher present also means that, if the 

interviewee misinterprets a question, the researcher can immediately clarify any doubts, which 

prevents improperly filled questionnaires (Babbie, 2014). 

Since, in this research, a structured questionnaire was used to guide the interviews, these were 

structured interviews. According to Saunders et al. (2016), structured interviews make use of 

structured questionnaires to guide the interview process. Although there is still a social interaction, 

like the interviewer explaining the interviewee the topic of the research and what it entails as well 

as clarifying any doubts about particular questions, the questions should be read in the order that 

they are presented in the questionnaire and exactly as written. 

Still, when interviewing, it is imperative that the researcher asks the questions in a neutral 

manner to avoid affecting the respondent’s answers (Babbie, 2014). This was done in this research 

to minimize bias as much as possible. 

 

 

3.10.5.2. Sample 2 – Online survey 

 

The questionnaire for esports fans was administered through a self-recruitment and self-

administration online survey with forced response. As previously stated, esports fans were 

approached exclusively in the online environment, particularly on esports-related subreddits and 

Discord servers. To do this, an online account with the username “eSports_Researcher” was 
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created in Reddit and Discord. Before posting the requests for fans to participate in the study, it 

was necessary to ask the moderators of the subreddits and Discord servers for permission to make 

the post. Hence, the following message was sent to the moderators: 

 

Hello, I’m doing my PhD in marketing at UVic-UCC and I’m applying a survey to esports fans on esports 

sponsorships. I have not posted my survey here yet, so I would like to know if I have your permission to post it? 

The survey is anonymous and done on Google Forms. The data from the survey will only be used for my PhD 

thesis and to develop articles that will be published in scientific journals. 

The survey takes about 8 minutes to complete, ends on 5 December 2019, and is related to the benefits, risks, 

and strategies of esports sponsorships. Here is the survey: 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdUacl74DMc_BofKbD90NwRmohYAAgBlXmjjG_-

P3QBmP6hCw/viewform?usp=sf_link 

Looking forward to your reply, 

Best regards 

 

In the subreddits and Discord servers where moderators gave permission to conduct the study, 

the following request for esports fans to participate was placed: 

 

Hello everyone, I’m doing my PhD in marketing and I’m applying a survey to esports fans on esports 

sponsorships. 

The survey is anonymous and done on Google Forms. The data from the survey will only be used for my PhD 

thesis and to develop articles that will be published in scientific journals. The participation of all esports fans is 

extremely important and greatly appreciated (the survey is only for people who regularly watch/participate in 

esports). 

This survey takes about 8 minutes to complete, ends on 5 December 2019, and is related to the benefits, risks, 

and strategies of sponsoring esports. Here is the survey: 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdUacl74DMc_BofKbD90NwRmohYAAgBlXmjjG_-

P3QBmP6hCw/viewform?usp=sf_link 

Thank you so much in advance. 

This survey has been approved by the kind moderators. 

 

Online surveys can be administered by two main ways: using online sampling services or 

through self-recruiting. While online sampling services can provide a very large sample in a short 

time by giving researchers payed access to panels of specific groups of pre-screened individuals 

who signed up to fill-out surveys (the researchers can filter these groups according to specific 

criteria), these services are criticised for lacking quality data and, as such, are not advised for 

conducting social research. By contrast, in self-recruitment methods, the researcher personally 

selects where the recruitment of participants will happen. For example, various online communities 

can be chosen, like newsgroups or forums, whose users share similar interests or characteristics that 

are important for the research. As such, self-recruitment provides the researcher with greater and 

more direct control over who is included in the sample (Wald et al., 2019). Moreover, placing links 

to the questionnaire on websites, like discussion groups, is an effective way of increasing response 

rates (Cohen et al., 2018). 

In self-recruitment online surveys, a link to the survey is placed on digital platforms and the 

individuals who wish to participate can click on the link to fill it out. This method differs from 

other administration tactics in the sense that the researcher is not directly approaching each 

individual person. A link is placed on a digital platform where the population of interest is likely to 

reside, no one is directly approached, and only those who read the participation request and wish to 

participate will fill out the survey (Couper & Bosnjak, 2010). 

Because the data collection tool for this research was the online survey, participants had to 

complete the questionnaire by themselves. This is called a self-administration method. In self-

administering questionnaires, the participants are the ones who read and fill-out the questionnaire, 

not the researcher (Babbie, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018). 
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Self-administered questionnaires are very common (Cohen et al., 2018; Langer, 2018) and 

provide several benefits. When participants fill the questionnaires in the absence of the researcher, 

they are given more privacy, they can allocate as much time as they want to complete it, and they 

can fill it in a familiar environment without the pressure of the researcher’s presence. This also 

provides participants with higher anonymity (Cohen et al., 2018). In addition, when surveys are 

self-administered, it is much more feasible to gather large samples (Babbie, 2013). 

The drawback is that the researcher is not present to clarify any potential doubts or questions 

that participants may have, which could lead to inaccurate interpretations and answers, or to 

participants giving up. Hence, it is essential that all participants clearly understand the questions in 

the same way and in the way that was intended by the investigator. In other words, the 

questionnaire must be as specific as possible to avoid ambiguity (Cohen et al., 2018). It is because 

of this that every self-administered questionnaire must provide basic instructions. For instance, in 

open-ended questions, participants should be informed if they ought to provide short or lengthy 

answers. Also, each new section should contain a brief statement about its content and purpose. 

These short introductions will help participants better understand the questionnaire as well as 

prepare and inform them about what the next section is about (Babbie, 2013). This was done in the 

questionnaires of this research. 

Lastly, forced response means that participants are unable to send the questionnaire until they 

have answered all the required questions. Although this may frustrate some participants and lead 

them to abandon the questionnaire, it ensures a much higher and equal coverage of the topics under 

study (Cohen et al., 2018). Still, only questions about the topic of interest were mandatory. 

Demographic questions were optional. 

 

 

3.10.6. Pretest phases 

 

Designing a perfect questionnaire is a complex task that can hardly be done by just one 

individual (Stockemer, 2019). As stated by Babbie (2013): “No matter how carefully researchers 

design a data-collection instrument such as a questionnaire, there is always the possibility—indeed 

the certainty—of error” (p. 242).  

The most effective way to prevent such errors is to carefully pretest the questionnaire on the 

population of interest before starting the real empirical data collection (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & 

Abbott, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018; Mooi et al., 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Stockemer, 2019; 

Wald et al., 2019). This way, researchers can verify how the questionnaire fairs with the population 

of interest. Particularly, if participants can clearly understand all the questions and provide 

appropriate responses (Stockemer, 2019). Even when under time constraints, pretesting should 

never be skipped since it will likely lead to several issues in the latter stages of the research (Mooi 

et al., 2018). 

There are two ways to pretest a questionnaire: (1) on a group of 3 to 6 individuals with 

experience in scientific research or (2) on a group of 50 to 100 regular individuals (Mooi et al., 

2018) from the population of interest (Babbie, 2013; Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Stockemer, 2019). 

Experienced researchers will complete and evaluate the questionnaire and will provide constructive 

criticism. However, if the researcher aims to create a very high quality questionnaire, it should be 

pretested on regular individuals. Their answers (or lack of responses) may indicate the existence of 

potential problems that must be solved (Mooi et al., 2018). Besides filling out, they will also be 

asked to examine the questionnaire in order to identify any potential concerns (Wald et al., 2019). 
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During the pretest, all participants must complete the questionnaire just like if it was the real 

data collection. They are not supposed to just proofread it as some problems may only become 

apparent when one starts to answer (Babbie, 2013). 

Furthermore, and as advised by Cohen et al. (2018), in order to ensure that the questionnaire is 

functional on any internet-capable device, it must be pretested on different hardware (e.g. 

computers, smartphones, and tablets) and internet browsers (e.g. Chrome, Firefox, and Internet 

Explorer). 

The pretest may ultimately lead to the alteration of several questions. If the questionnaire is 

heavily altered a second pretest is recommended to see if the newer changes will cause any 

problems (Stockemer, 2019). If the participants are not providing the desired information, the 

questions must be reworked (Babbie, 2013). 

As can be seen, pretesting the questionnaire is vital for its success. Pretesting will help to: 

detect the presence of redundant, sensitive (Cohen et al., 2018), biased, or ambiguous questions 

(thus enhancing accuracy); verify if the questionnaire is properly displayed on all the different 

online devices (Wald et al., 2019) and how many people it can reach; certify that the question order 

is viable; detect any errors, ambiguities, difficulties, redundancies, omissions, as well as the time 

that it takes to complete the questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2018); ensure that it is accepted by the 

population of interest (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) and that it is correctly worded, clear, and 

comprehensible; analyse if the questions and scales are appropriate (Cohen et al., 2018); and detect 

if participants are losing interest during the filling of the survey. The latter may be due to the length 

of the survey, existence of overly complex questions, too much scientific jargon, or unclear 

instructions (Wald et al., 2019). Overall, pretesting will enhance the practicality, validity, reliability 

(Cohen et al., 2018), and clarity of the questionnaire (Mooi et al., 2018). 

In this research, in the early stages of the thesis development (i.e. in the beginning of the 

literature review), the experts in esports sponsorships and esports fans were reached to analyse if 

they were willing to participate in the research. Several emails were sent to experts in esports 

sponsorships to verify how many brands were willing to participate in the research (they were 

informed that the survey would only be ready in about one year). Five experts were contacted via 

email or through their websites’ communication pages. From these, at the time, only one brand 

agreed to participate in the study, but this showed that it was possible to reach and interview these 

individuals. This low number was already expected as these experts generally work at large 

international brands that are hard to reach. 

Two dummy online questionnaires about esports sponsorships were also created (with Google 

Forms) to examine how many esports fans would answer. The links to the online surveys were 

posted on nine esports-related subreddits. In just one week, the first questionnaire was completed 

by 27 individuals and the second one was completed by 109, which means that a total of 136 

people participated in this test. The high number of esports fans that completed the questionnaire 

was reassuring and showed that it was possible to gather a significant large sample. For this reason, 

the research proceeded as intended. 

Regarding the pretesting of the actual questionnaires, the two questionnaires were pretested 

only after the research’s methodology (and the questionnaires themselves) had been completely 

established and written. During the pretest, both questionnaires were altered and more people were 

asked to fill them out afterwards to analyse if the new versions had higher quality. Both 

questionnaires were altered and improved multiple times, with different people filling out the new 

versions to analyse if the changes resulted in a more simple and understandable questionnaire. The 

changes were based on constructive criticisms from the participants and on observations from the 

answers that were provided. The data from this pretest phase was not used in the data analysis. 
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The questionnaire for Sample 1 (i.e. esports sponsorship experts) was pretested from 14 April 

2019 to 21 May 2019. During this time, the questionnaire was completed and analysed by nine 

individuals with experience or knowledge in the areas of marketing, management, or scientific 

research. 

The questionnaire for Sample 2 (i.e. esports fans) was pretested from 14 April 2019 to 25 May 

2019. During this time, the questionnaire was completed and analysed by 167 esports fans who 

used esports-related subreddits. 

 

 

3.11. DATA ANALYSIS TOOLS – NVIVO 10 AND SPSS 25 

 

Before initiating the data collection, it is essential to specify what the data analysis tools will 

be (Cohen et al., 2018; Yin, 2014) and how data will be analysed (Cohen et al., 2018; Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). If the researcher is unaware of these tools (or of how they work) when he is 

collecting empirical data, there is the danger that the collected data will not pass by a reliable 

analysis process (Yin, 2014). 

The analysis of empirical data happens after the empirical data collection process is finalized
205

 

(Riazi, 2016). Essentially, the process of data analysis can be divided into: (1) preparation and 

organization of data, (2) preliminary examination, (3) coding, (4) theming and categorization, and 

(5) interpretation (Leavy, 2017). 

Specifically, the purpose of data analysis is to organize (Leavy, 2017; Riazi, 2016) and 

summarize (Leavy, 2017; Tavakoli, 2012) empirical data to a manageable size (Tavakoli, 2012) to 

facilitate the interpretation of the data (Leavy, 2017; Michalos, 2014; Tavakoli, 2012). That is, the 

objective here is to find or make meaning out of the raw empirical data (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 

2014; Leavy, 2017). To do this, the researcher must study the data and look for patterns (Babbie, 

2013; Michalos, 2014; Tavakoli, 2012) or deviations (Michalos, 2014). Particularly, it is very 

important to look for meaningful themes, potential correlations and associations between variables, 

cause-and-effect relationships, and differences between groups or individuals (Riazi, 2016). 

In data analysis, it is common to: code and categorize the empirical data, perform statistical 

analyses (Tavakoli, 2012), measure frequencies (i.e. to count the number of occurrences of a 

particular attribute or variable), averages, dispersions (i.e. how spread out the attributes of a 

variable are), deviations (i.e. how a particular attribute compares to others). The use of statistics, 

charts, tables, etc. can be very helpful here (Leavy, 2017). 

Afterwards, the results must be reported (Tavakoli, 2012). Here, the use of graphics will be 

helpful in showing patterns and deviations (Michalos, 2014). However, researchers must keep in 

mind that the multifaceted and in-depth nature of case studies means that data needs to be carefully 

analysed (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

Data analysis can be done with the help of various tools (Michalos, 2014). Because today’s 

world has been marked by a digital revolution (Howitt & Cramer, 2017b), today, almost every 

single piece of research makes use of a computer to help with data analysis (Lunneborg, 2016). As 

such, nowadays, in order to be analysed, data should be inserted into a data analysis software 

(Leavy, 2017). These computer software can be extremely helpful in both the coding and analysis 

processes (Riazi, 2016). Still, the computer does not analyse the data per se, it merely supports this 

process. The researcher still has to refine, monitor, and interpret the data (Lunneborg, 2016). 

There is a myriad of data analysis software (Babbie, 2014; Riazi, 2016). Some examples of 

Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software, or CAQDAS (King & Brooks, 2018), 

                                                           
205 In other words, data analysis follows data collection and precedes the discussion of the results (Given, 2008). 
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include: NVivo, MaxQDA
206

, ATLAS.ti
207

, Ethnograph, Alteryx, Domo, Dedoose, Provalis 

research.com, QDA Miner (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018), CAITA
208

, Kwalitan (Mills et al., 2010), 

Weft, TAMS
209

, Qualrus, HyperTRANSCRIBE, HyperRESEARCH, HyperQual, and AnSWR
210

 

(Babbie, 2013). And some examples of quantitative data analysis software include: SPSS, 

Microcase, Strata, STATISTICA by StratSoft, Minitab, SAS, Excel (Neuman, 2014a), and Stata 

(Stockemer, 2019). 

Considering that the type of data analysis must be appropriate for the type of research and data 

collected (Cohen et al., 2018), that case studies in business and management have a tendency to 

employ various methods of data analyses (Mills et al., 2010), and that it is common for mixed-

methods researchers to conduct qualitative and quantitative data analysis with different programs, 

like NVivo and SPSS, respectively (Riazi, 2016), for this research, the analysis of the qualitative 

data was done with the help of NVivo 10 and the analysis of the quantitative data was done through 

the use of IBM SPSS Statistics 25. 

According to QSR International (n.d.), at the moment of writing, NVivo 10 is the fourth most 

recent version of the qualitative data analysis software (with the latest version being NVivo – 

Windows). And, according to IBM (n.d.), at the moment of writing, SPSS 25 is the third latest 

version of the quantitative data analysis software (with the latest version being SPSS 27). 

Although NVivo, MaxQDA, and ATLAS.ti are generally considered as the best (Humble, 

2015) and most widely used qualitative data analysis software (Cohen et al., 2018), from these, 

NVivo is considered, not only as the overall best software for qualitative data analysis (Baxter, 

Courage, & Caine, 2015; Chae, Ha, & Seo, 2017; Haq & Rehman, 2017), but also as the overall 

most widely known (Boden, Kenway, & Epstein, 2005; Denscombe, 2010; Ograjenšek, 2016; 

Silverman, 2017) and used CAQDAS (Destefani & Whitfield, 2008; Lottridge et al., 2010; 

Özbilgin & Tatlı, 2007; Riazi, 2016). 

Likewise, SPSS and Stata are the most used quantitative data analysis software (Stockemer, 

2019). But, SPSS is the best (McCormick & Salcedo, 2017), the most favoured (Child, 2006), the 

most widely used (Alston & Bowles, 2003; Burns & Burns, 2008; Cunningham, 1986; Neuman, 

2014b; Riazi, 2016; Tummons & Duckworth, 2013; Vaughan, 2003), and the most internationally 

accepted statistical software (Howitt & Cramer, 2017a).  

As can be seen, NVivo is the most popular qualitative data analysis software and SPSS is the 

most popular quantitative data analysis software (Riazi, 2016). This is why this research made use 

of both for their respective purposes. 

Still, it should be noted that it is impossible to state which is the best universal data analysis 

software (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012; Sprenkle & Piercy, 2005) for the social sciences 

(Sprenkle & Piercy, 2005) because each one has unique advantages and disadvantages. 

Furthermore, the fields of research are constantly changing (Guest et al., 2012), and the different 

software are always being updated (Kelle, 2004; Sprenkle & Piercy, 2005). We will now cover 

what each of the selected data analysis tools consists of and what their purpose was. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
206 QDA stands for Qualitative Data Analysis (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 
207 ATLAS.ti stands for Archiv für Technik, Lebenswelt und Alltagssprache (i.e. Archive for Technology, 

Lifeworld and Everyday Language.text interpretation; Frey, 2018). 
208 CAITA stands for Computer-Assisted Interpretive Textual Analysis (Mills et al., 2010). 
209 TAMS stands for Text Analysis Markup System (Ignatow & Mihalcea, 2017). 
210 AnSWR stands for Analysis Software for Word-Based Records (Faherty, 2010). 
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3.11.1. Qualitative data analysis tool – NVivo 10 

 

NVivo is a CAQDAS (Brunt et al., 2017; Howitt, 2016; Riazi, 2016; Skinner et al., 2015). 

That is, it is a qualitative data analysis software (Frey, 2018; Riazi, 2016) that was specially 

designed to work with large amounts of qualitative data (Ograjenšek, 2016; Silverman, 2017). This 

software is used in a large variety of research (Skinner et al., 2015), being especially appropriate 

when researching a new and poorly studied phenomenon (Ograjenšek, 2016), which is the case of 

esports. 

NVivo allows data to be stored and categorized (Cohen et al., 2018). Here, data are managed 

as cases, which can take the form of individuals, groups, websites, documents, etc. The 

characteristics of each case, like participant demographics, can be registered as attributes of the 

case (Riazi, 2016). Specifically, NVivo allows data to be organized by indexing it or labelling it 

according to attributes, variables, or cases (Frey, 2018). Each piece of data can have more than one 

label (Silverman, 2017), data with similar codes can be grouped together (Ograjenšek, 2016), and 

data can be arranged into tree hierarchies (Gibbs, 2014). Furthermore, different variables or 

attributes can also be linked whenever relationships are found (Frey, 2018) and hyperlinks can be 

created between data and other documents (Skinner et al., 2015). 

These coding, labelling, and linking possibilities that NVivo offers allow for a much more 

effective and efficient search for themes, concepts, and relationships in the data
211

 (Riazi, 2016). 

All of this helps researchers make sense of the qualitative data (Frey, 2018), perform rich 

comparisons (Silverman, 2017), find patterns and themes (Zeegers & Barron, 2015), and create 

valid explanations. To further facilitate the data analysis, the software can also count word 

frequencies, create word clouds, and other visual material like charts (Frey, 2018), among other 

sophisticated methods of displaying analytical results (Babbie, 2014). 

This is a highly flexible (Frey, 2018) and versatile tool that provides a large number of options 

for qualitative data analysis (Brunt et al., 2017). Besides being able to tackle individual variables 

and cases (Frey, 2018), it can also work with various types of files (Babbie, 2014; Frey, 2018; 

Ograjenšek, 2016), including textual (e.g. Word, PDF, spreadsheets), visual (e.g. videos and 

photos), audio, web content (e.g. data from social media), etc. (Frey, 2018; Ograjenšek, 2016). It 

also allows data from survey websites to be imported into the program (Frey, 2018). 

As can be seen, although other digital tools also allow for some type of qualitative data 

analysis (like word processors), NVivo provides a large number of unique tools (Frey, 2018), 

which allows for a better interpretation of the data and enhances the efficiency and effectiveness of 

the data analysis process (Brunt et al., 2017), and increases the clarity, coherence (Frey, 2018), and 

rigour of the research (Piekkari & Welch, 2018). Another benefit is that NVivo also offers some 

quantitative data analysis tools, which make it very useful for mixed-methods approaches (Frey, 

2018). Moreover, NVivo provides a fairly user-friendly (Hughes, 2016) and intuitive interface that 

facilitates the data analysis process while still allowing for a high level of detail (Brunt et al., 

2017). 

However, despite the usefulness of qualitative data analysis software, qualitative data 

(especially from case studies) has several layers of intricacies and nuances that can only be 

uncovered and understood through a heavy amount of thinking and analysis from the researcher 

himself (Yin, 2014). In other words, NVivo does not diminish the arduous mental work of 

analysing qualitative data, nor does it do the analysis itself. In fact, it does not provide any kind of 

contribution to the analysis per se. Instead of actually performing analyses, CAQDAS like NVivo 

only allows the researcher to organize, label, and link data. These software are not the equivalent of 
                                                           
211 NVivo changes the way data is observed by making relationships between variables clearer and more visible 

(Skinner et al., 2015). 
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quantitative analysis software like SPSS. They resemble more programs like Microsoft Word. Just 

like Microsoft Word has no button to automatically write a short story, NVivo has no option to 

automatically compare meanings or identify themes. Just like Microsoft Word is basically a 

character display software, NVivo is primarily a concept management software. The researcher 

inserts the data (i.e. the concepts) and NVivo offers several options for organizing, working, and 

displaying the data based on the researcher’s instructions (Woolf & Silver, 2018). 

Hence, the intellectual work is entirely up to the researcher (Woolf & Silver, 2018). When 

dealing with qualitative case study data, the main analyst is the researcher, not the computerized 

tools. The software is the assistant, not the researcher. Because of this, most of the analytic 

strategies have to be developed by the researcher (Yin, 2014). 

In essence, NVivo is very useful in helping the researcher to record, categorize, characterise, 

organize, cut, convert, code, match, link, and make sense out of the data which, in turn, will allow 

to better understand the phenomenon under study. It offers an almost endless range of qualitative 

data analysis possibilities, which are only limited by the researcher’s very own abilities, creativity, 

and knowledge about how to operate the software (Brunt et al., 2017). Still, NVivo does not 

provide any kind of direct analytical contribution, it just facilitates the analysis process (Woolf & 

Silver, 2018). 

 

 

3.11.2. Quantitative data analysis tool – SPSS 25 

 

IBM SPSS Statistics is commonly referred to as SPSS (Salkind, 2010). Although SPSS was 

previously used as an abbreviation for Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, it now stands for 

Statistical Product and Service Solutions (Tavakoli, 2012). This is a software for quantitative data 

analysis (Cohen et al., 2018; Frey, 2018; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Walliman, 2018). Specifically, 

SPSS is a computer software specialized in managing (Lavrakas, 2008; Salkind, 2010; Stockemer, 

2019) and performing statistical analyses (Cronk, 2018; Frey, 2018; Lavrakas, 2008; Riazi, 2016; 

Salkind, 2010). 

SPSS is a very powerful (Cronk, 2018; Lavrakas, 2008; McCormick & Salcedo, 2017; Riazi, 

2016; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), robust (Riazi, 2016), multifaceted, and flexible tool (Ho, 2018). It 

can deal with big amounts of data (Salkind, 2010; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), manipulate files and 

transform data (Ho, 2018), summarize and prepare data for analysis (Frey, 2018), and perform a 

wide range of different (Abbott & McKinney, 2013; Cronk, 2018; Frey, 2018; Ho, 2018; 

McCormick & Salcedo, 2017; Neuman, 2014b; Riazi, 2016) and detailed statistical analyses 

(Stockemer, 2019), which can be both simple or complex (McCormick & Salcedo, 2017). 

Furthermore, it can show data in various types of graphs (Riazi, 2016; Stockemer, 2019) and 

present data comparisons and predictions (Frey, 2018). It is very effective at presenting its results 

in a comprehensible manner to non-data analysts (McCormick & Salcedo, 2017). 

The researcher can manually enter data into the software’s spreadsheet (Salkind, 2010) or he 

can import it from web-based survey tools (Frey, 2018; Riazi, 2016), from other databases 

(Salkind, 2010), or from statistical software, like Microsoft Excel (Frey, 2018; Salkind, 2010), thus 

significantly reducing the large amounts of time needed to manually insert the participants’ data 

and also increasing the reliability of the data as it eliminates any chance of the researcher 

committing any errors when transcribing or moving the data (Riazi, 2016). 

Still, although SPSS is relatively user-friendly (Frey, 2018; Lavrakas, 2008; Riazi, 2016; 

Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Siebert & Siebert, 2018; Stockemer, 2019), it is hard to master (Cronk, 

2018). This due to its wide range of options and ability to perform complex statistics (Neuman, 

2014b). Nevertheless, SPSS is used across the vast majority of the social sciences (Frey, 2018; 
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Riazi, 2016; Tavakoli, 2012), especially in the areas of business (Salkind, 2010) and market 

research (Salkind, 2010; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). Moreover, is very useful for survey research 

(Lavrakas, 2008). 

To conclude, SPSS is able to transform raw data into statistical information (Lavrakas, 2008). 

Although there is a myriad of statistical programs, SPSS is the most responsive and versatile 

(Abbott & McKinney, 2013). This is a complete statistics software (Stockemer, 2019), being the 

program with the largest set of statistical measurement options (Neuman, 2014b). It offers a wide 

range of functions to help collect, prepare, transform, analyse, and report empirical data (Frey, 

2018). As such, for all its benefits, SPSS is essential for quantitative data analyses (Ho, 2018). 

 

 

3.12. VALIDATION METHOD – TRIANGULATION 

 

After analysing the empirical data with the aforementioned tools, the data of the two samples 

was triangulated to reach a conclusion about the validity of each hypothesis. 

The triangulation resulted in one of three possible outcomes: (1) when the datasets of the two 

samples supported the hypothesis, the hypothesis was validated; (2) when the dataset of one sample 

supported the hypothesis and the dataset of the other sample disproved it, the arguments of each 

sample were analysed to verify which presented the most convincing information so that a 

conclusion could be reached on the validity or invalidity of the hypothesis; and (3) when the 

datasets of the two samples did not support the hypothesis, the hypothesis was disproven. Table 11 

presents these possible outcomes. 

 

Table 11 

Triangulation outcomes for two datasets 

Possible results of triangulation Outcome 

Two datasets support the hypothesis Hypothesis is validated 

Two datasets present divergent results Analysis of samples’ arguments to reach a conclusion on the 

hypothesis’ validity 

Two datasets do not support the hypothesis Hypothesis is disproven 

 

When planning the data analysis, it is important to consider how the results will be cross-

checked, verified, and validated (Cohen et al., 2018). The analysis of empirical data is one of the 

most underdeveloped aspects of case studies, having a great lack of well-defined techniques. Such 

analysis is usually performed through the search of convincing concepts, insights, or convergences. 

This leads to the creation of explanations, matching of patterns, development of cross-case 

syntheses, creation of logic models, etc. Furthermore, much of the resulting evidence must be 

interpreted from different perspectives to reach alternative interpretations (Yin, 2014). This is 

where data triangulation comes in. 

A triangulation design, also called a parallel-databases design or convergence model 

(Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017), makes use of more than one type of data (Edmonds & Kennedy, 

2017; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Mills et al., 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018), to cross-check if the 

findings from one particular method corroborate with those of another method (Edmonds & 

Kennedy, 2017; Saunders et al., 2016). This method is commonly used in mixed-methods 

approaches (Hesse-Biber, 2017; Molina-Azorin, 2018; Riazi, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016; Sekaran 

& Bougie, 2016) and in case studies (Hesse-Biber, 2017; Yin, 2014). 

In triangulation, the topic under study is analysed from at least two different perspectives 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Walliman, 2018) or sources (Cohen et al., 2018). Here, usually, 
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qualitative and quantitative data are collected (Cohen et al., 2018; Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; 

Molina-Azorin, 2018; O’Cathain, 2018; Riazi, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016; Zedeck, 2014) and 

analysed separately (using different measurements) but concurrently (i.e. at the same time). The 

data is then compared to examine the existence of converging or contrasting evidence, which will 

lead to the overall conclusions of the research (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017; Molina-Azorin, 2018; 

O’Cathain, 2018; Walliman, 2018). That is, a comparison is made between the two types of data to 

see if they support or contradict each other (Hesse-Biber, 2017; Mills et al., 2010; Molina-Azorin, 

2018; Riazi, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016; Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014). 

Generally, when comparing the different sets of data, all of them have the same level of 

importance (Molina-Azorin, 2018; O’Cathain, 2018). This is what happened in this research. 

As can be seen, triangulation is a strategy used to validate the research (Mukherjee, Sinha, & 

Chattopadhyay, 2018; Riazi, 2016). In essence, triangulation can result in three possible outcomes: 

(1) if the different data are similar, convergence is verified; (2) if there is only a partial agreement, 

or if each type of data simply adds more information to the other, it is said that the data 

complement each other; and (3) if the different findings contradict each other, divergence is 

verified (O’Cathain, 2018). In other words, if different sources provide converging evidence, it can 

be assumed that the findings are valid (Riazi, 2016). Comparatively, if the various sources of 

evidence show differing results, the analysis of the data turns into a comparison of conclusions 

(Yin, 2014). 

Triangulation is a valuable research strategy (Babbie, 2013; Yin, 2014). Although qualitative 

and quantitative approaches have their respective (and different) strengths, they also possess 

weaknesses. Thus, the main benefit of triangulating data is that, by mitigating each other’ 

weaknesses, the two approaches complement each other (Molina-Azorin, 2018; Riazi, 2016). 

Likewise, research has found that relying on a single research method does not provide the full 

picture of the object of study as it can lead to the presentation of fragmentary findings. 

Furthermore, the use of a single method may lead to bias and low confidence levels that the 

findings are a true reflection of reality. These potential risks can be eliminated by examining if 

different data yield the same results (Cohen et al., 2018).  

Hence, triangulation ensures that the research findings are not supported by just one source of 

data (Mills & Mills, 2018), prevents any kinds of biases (Mills et al., 2010; Riazi, 2016), allows to 

obtain a more complete (Walliman, 2018) and truer picture (Mills et al., 2010), and allows the 

researcher to reach more accurate and convincing conclusions and findings (Mills et al., 2010; Yin, 

2014). In other words, it allows to better address the research questions (Cohen et al., 2018). 

This strategy allows the creation of stronger arguments about how data was interpreted and 

also allows the presentation of more robust conclusions (Walliman, 2018). If the triangulated data 

shows that the empirical information are convergent, this means that the findings were supported 

by multiple sources of evidence (Molina-Azorin, 2018; Yin, 2014), which enhances the 

significance (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Yin, 2014), quality (Mills et al., 2010; Yin, 2014), 

confidence (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016; Yin, 2014), reliability (Cohen et al., 2018; Hesse-Biber, 

2017; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Riazi, 2016; Walliman, 2018; Yin, 2014), fidelity (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018), validity (Cohen et al., 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Hesse-Biber, 2017; Mills et 

al., 2010; Molina-Azorin, 2018; Riazi, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016; Walliman, 2018; Yin, 2014), 

strength (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Walliman, 2018), credibility (Hesse-Biber, 2017; Mukherjee et 

al., 2018; Saunders et al., 2016), robustness (Yin, 1998), and authenticity of, not only the research 

data, but also of the analysis and interpretation processes (Saunders et al., 2016).  

In short, regardless of what methodology was employed, it is vital that various methods and 

data sources are used to shield the research from peer critique. It is because of this that 

triangulation is seen as a sign of good research practice (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). This method 
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makes use of different data from different perspectives (Walliman, 2018) to verify if different data 

converge, diverge, or conflict with each other (Frey, 2018), while also using the strengths of each 

method to mitigate their respective weaknesses (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

 

 

3.13. ETHICS 

 

When developing the research methods, it is vital to take into account (Babbie, 2013) and 

establish the ethics of research (Saunders et al., 2016). Although everyone knows how to act (and 

that they should act) in an ethical manner, not all ethical considerations are immediately apparent to 

us. Because of this, people often act in an unethical manner without being aware of it. These ethical 

issues may be clearly visible to others, but not for the one who is being unethical. However, people 

often become immediately aware of their incorrect conduct when someone warns them that they 

were not being ethical. Because of this, besides becoming aware of ethical guidelines, it is also 

important to become sensitized with the ethical elements of research so that, when designing and 

conducting a study, the researcher actively evaluates his conduct (Babbie, 2013).  

Ethics are related to the commonly accepted codes of conduct and morals (Mills et al., 2010; 

Zedeck, 2014). In this sense, research ethics is related to the principles, values, and standards that 

researchers must abide by (Zedeck, 2014). Ethicism is commonly connected with morality, and 

with what is right or wrong (Babbie, 2013; Patten & Newhart, 2018). A person is ethical when he 

or she acts in conformity with conduct standards. However, different groups possess different 

opinions and standards about ethics. Hence, social researchers must be aware of what is deemed as 

appropriate and improper when conducting research in the social sciences (Babbie, 2013). 

Because social research happens in a social context, several ethical considerations must be 

taken into account when designing and conducting research (Babbie, 2013). According to the 

Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, three principles should be 

followed to ensure ethics: (1) protection of the welfare and rights of participants, (2) ensuring 

accurate findings, and (3) protection of intellectual property rights (American Psychological 

Association, 2010). Entering into specifics, according to Babbie (2013), some of the most 

important ethical agreements of social research include: voluntary participation, no harm to the 

participants, anonymity and confidentiality, no deception, and truthful analyses and reports. We 

will now cover these aspects in higher detail. 

Regarding voluntary participation, social research is often manifested as an intrusion into 

people’s lives. Whenever someone is asked to provide data (e.g. via face-to-face interviews or 

emails), they are being confronted with something that they did not request and will require time 

and effort (Babbie, 2013). As such, a major tenet of social research is that participation must be 

voluntary (Babbie, 2013; Mills et al., 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018). No one can be forced to 

participate (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Research ethics must also be based on the principle of primum non nocere (also referred to as 

non-maleficence), which means first, do no harm (Cohen et al., 2018). That is, harm cannot be 

inflicted upon the participants (Mills et al., 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016). 

Although social research is less likely to harm people than medical research, social research can 

still cause some harm, like psychological damage. Because of this, even the most subtle potential 

dangers must be eliminated. In order to identify these potential issues, researchers must become 

sensitive with the topic of study (Babbie, 2013). Still, it must be understood that it is impossible to 

anticipate all types of potential harms that may occur (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

The principle of primum non nocere also implies that, in every step of the research process 

(Cohen et al., 2018), caution must be taken to ensure participant anonymity (Babbie, 2013; Bordens 
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& Abbott, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018) or confidentiality (Babbie, 2013), and to honour the duty of 

care and trust (Cohen et al., 2018).  

When conducting research, the participants’ identities can be protected either by ensuring 

anonymity or confidentiality. However, the two terms are often incorrectly seen as synonyms. On 

the one hand, anonymity means that the researcher, and the people who read the research, are 

unable to identify who provided a particular response. Because of this, face-to-face interviews can 

never ensure anonymity as the researcher can remember which participants provided which types 

of answers. Anonymity can only be assured when data is collected, for example, via online surveys. 

On the other hand, confidentiality means that the researcher can identify who provided a particular 

response, but promises to not disclose participants’ names or any data that can be used to trace 

them, only their answers. In this sense, the participant must always be informed if the research 

ensures anonymity or confidentiality, with the exception of people who agree to have their names 

known (Babbie, 2013). Unless participants explicitly agree, participant confidentiality or 

anonymity must be assured (Saunders et al., 2016). As previously stated, for this research, esports 

fans were informed that anonymity was assured and experts in esports sponsorships were informed 

that confidentiality was assured. 

To ensure the anonymity of esports fans, respondents were directed to a website (where they 

could complete the survey), instead of asking for their emails to send the survey (emails can easily 

be used to trace and identify respondents). This is also why the questionnaire did not ask 

participants to provide their emails. 

In relation to no deception, researchers must identify themselves as such to those they wish to 

study and they must also inform why the study is being conducted and for whom (Babbie, 2013). In 

other words, the research must abide by the value of informed consent. That is, all participants 

must be informed of (1) the research purpose, (2) what will happen to participants during the 

research, (3) what are the potential benefits and harms of the research, and (4) that anyone can 

withdraw from the research at any time (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Furthermore, in order to ensure 

participants that the study is a bona fide (i.e. genuine) research, and not a marketing ploy, the 

researcher’s affiliation (i.e. university’s name) must be included (Cohen et al., 2018). 

In short, the researcher must provide participants with sufficient information about the nature 

of the study (Saunders et al., 2016). As such, in this research, participants were informed, in the 

introduction of the online questionnaire, about the purpose of the research, that all answers would 

be used for a PhD research at the University of Vic – Central University of Catalonia, that their 

data would solely be used for data analysis purposes, and that anyone could withdraw from the 

survey at any time. 

Researchers also have ethical obligations to the scientific community. This includes presenting 

truthful analyses and reports (Babbie, 2013). The researcher must be honest and ethical in the way 

he collected, analysed, and interpreted the data (Walliman, 2018). This means that findings must be 

accurately reported, even if they contradict any hypothesized outcome (Saunders et al., 2016) and, 

as with any rigorous study, all limitations and failures must be disclosed. After all, science can only 

progress though honesty and transparency (Babbie, 2013). Hence, findings must not be fabricated 

or falsified. It is strictly prohibited to modify data to support a particular hypothesis or to omit 

troublesome data. Also, all collected data must be presented (American Psychological Association, 

2010), all literary sources must be clearly acknowledged, and any conflicts of interest must be 

declared (Saunders et al., 2016). 

In short, the researcher must show objectivity and integrity by being truthful, transparent, and 

presenting accurate data (Saunders et al., 2016). It does not matter how novel the discoveries are, 

research is only valued if it is carried out honestly. If researchers do not show integrity, the results 

cannot be trusted. In this sense, by being transparent and clearly explaining every step of the 
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research, it will be possible to avoid any accusations of false reporting, false reasoning, or cover-

ups (Walliman, 2018). 

Despite all this, it is impossible to develop an all-encompassing set of principles that cover all 

possible ethical dilemmas. As such, the researcher himself must also exercise good common sense 

to anticipate any potential risks, issues, harms, or conflicts that his study may cause. This includes 

evaluating and anticipating potential risks at every stage of the research process (Saunders et al., 

2016). 

In summary, ethics is related to the standards that guide human behaviour and interaction 

(Saunders et al., 2016). These can be divided into two main areas: (1) individual values, integrity, 

and honesty of the researcher; and (2) how the researcher treated participants (Walliman, 2018). 

The overall objective of this code of ethics is to avoid any kind of potential harm, malpractice, or 

poor practice (Saunders et al., 2016). 

 

 

3.14. ACTIVITY LOG 

 

This section exposes the timeline of the research, including the activities carried out and their 

time of occurrence. Table 12 shows the chronogram of the research and the remainder of this 

section exposes, in detail, all the activities that were conducted by the researcher for the entirety of 

the research. 
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Table 12 

Chronogram of the research 
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Conceptual 
stage 

 

November 
2017 – 

November  

2018 

Define research’s general aim, specific 
objectives, and research questions                                            

Test to examine esports sponsors and esports 

fans’ willingness to participate in the 

research 

                                           

Write Chapter 1 – Literature review                                            

Write Chapter 2 – Conclusions and 

hypotheses of the literature review 

                                           

Methodological 
stage 

 

November  
2018 – 

October  

2019 

Write Chapter 3 – Methodology                                            

Create questionnaire for Sample 1 and 

questionnaire for Sample 2 

                                           

Pretest and improve questionnaires                                            

Select esports sponsorship experts to 

participate in the research 

                                           

Select subreddits and Discord servers where 
esports fans will be asked to participate 

                                           

Empirical  

stage 

 
June  

2019 – 

May 
2021 

Empirical data collection                                            

Analysis of empirical data                                            

Write Chapter 4 – Results                                            

Write Chapter 5 – Discussion                                            

Write Conclusions; Managerial implications; 

Limitations; and Future research 

                                           

Write the Introduction; Glossary; List of 
abbreviations, acronyms, initialisms, and 

symbols; List of figures; List of tables; 

and Acknowledgements 

                                           

Write Abstract and Keywords                                            

Reread the thesis                                            

Improve multiple parts of the thesis                                            

Deliver the thesis                                            
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3.14.1. Activities in detail 

 

10 November 2017 – 30 November 2017 Days: 21 

 Collection and organization of scientific articles, books, and other documents for the literature 

review. 

 Development of the research’s general aim and sub-objectives. 

 

1 December 2017 – 31 July 2018 Days: 243 

 Collection and organization of scientific articles, books, and other documents for the literature 

review. 

 Participation in two orientation seminars with supervisors Dr. Ruth and Dr. Pedro. 

 Raw writing of Chapter 1 – Literature review. 

 Pretest to analyse the feasibility of the research: Preliminary analysis of how many esports 

sponsorship experts (i.e. cases) and esports fans were available to answer the study’s 

questionnaires. 

 Writing of the paper “As estratégias e os efeitos do patrocínio de eSports” (“The strategies and 

effects of eSports sponsoring”) for the IX Postgraduate Conference ESGHT
212

 ISCAL
213

 2018 

at the Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e Turismo of the Universidade do Algarve in 

Algarve (Portugal)
214

. 

 Writing of the paper “A indústria dos eSports, as ameaças para os patrocinadores e as 

estratégias a implementar: Uma revisão da literatura” (“The eSports industry, the threats to 

sponsors and the strategies to implement: A literature review”) for the 2
nd

 TOCRIA
215

 

Conference at the Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e Humanas of the Universidade Nova de 

Lisboa in Lisbon (Portugal)
216

. 

 Writing of the paper “The opportunities of eSports for sponsors and the strategies to 

implement: A literature review” for the E-sports: The Missing Link conference at the Tilburg 

University in Tilburg (Netherlands)
217

. 

 27 June 2018: First annual assessment conducted via Skype with Dr. Ruth Contreras-Espinosa, 

Dr. Pedro Correia, and Dr. David Roman. 

 3 July 2018: Presentation of the paper “A indústria dos eSports, as ameaças para os 

patrocinadores e as estratégias a implementar: uma revisão da literatura” (“The eSports 

industry, the threats to sponsors and the strategies to implement: a literature review”) at the 2
nd

 

TOCRIA Conference at the Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e Humanas of the Universidade 

Nova de Lisboa in Lisbon (Portugal). 

 6 July 2018: Presentation of the paper “As estratégias e os efeitos do patrocínio de eSports” 

(“The strategies and effects of eSports sponsoring”) at the IX Postgraduate Conference ESGHT 

ISCAL 2018 at the Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e Turismo of the Universidade do 

Algarve in Algarve (Portugal). 

 6 July 2018: From the 39 international participating researchers (including Masters, PhD 

students, Doctorates, Post-doctorates, and University Professors), the researcher’s presentation 

of the paper “As estratégias e os efeitos do patrocínio de eSports” (“The strategies and effects 

of eSports sponsoring”) won the prize for second best presentation at the IX Postgraduate 

                                                           
212 ESGHT is an initialism for Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e Turismo. 
213 ISCAL is an initialism for Instituto Superior de Contabilidade e Administração de Lisboa. 
214 The paper was accepted. 
215 Tourism and Creative Industries Academic Association. 
216 The paper was accepted. 
217 The paper was not accepted due to only containing literature review data and no empirical data. 
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Conference ESGHT ISCAL 2018 at the Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e Turismo of the 

Universidade do Algarve in Algarve (Portugal). 

 6 July 2018: Publication of the paper “As estratégias e os efeitos do patrocínio de eSports” 

(“The strategies and effects of eSports sponsoring”) in the Book of Abstracts of the IX 

Postgraduate Conference ESGHT ISCAL 2018 at the Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e 

Turismo of the Universidade do Algarve in Algarve (Portugal). Available at 

http://www.esght.ualg.pt/pg2018/pt/BOA_PGConference2018.pdf 

 6 July 2018: Dr Nelson Matos from the Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e Turismo of the 

Universidade do Algarve invited the researcher to present a seminar at the aforementioned 

university sometime in the future. 

 Writing of an extended version of the paper “As estratégias e os efeitos do patrocínio de 

eSports” (“The strategies and effects of eSports sponsoring”) to be published in the Livro de 

Atas – IX Postgraduate Conference 2018 – ESGHT & ISCAL. 

 

1 August 2018 – 22 November 2018 Days: 114 

 Organization, summarization, and creation of a narrative in Chapter 1 – Literature review. 

 Writing of the paper “The benefits and risks of sponsoring eSports: A brief literature review” 

for the eSports Yearbook 2017/18
218

. 

 Writing of the paper “Benefits, risks, and strategies of eSports sponsorships” for the 3
rd

 

International GamiFIN Conference 2019
219

. 

 Writing of Chapter 2 – Conclusions and hypotheses of the literature review. 

 Creation of the theoretical model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring 

esports. 

 

23 November 2018 – 10 February 2019 Days: 80 

 Improvement of the research questions. 

 Improvement of the research objectives. 

 Participation in one orientation seminar with supervisor Dr. Pedro Correia. 

 20 December 2018: Participation in the Curso formación online Scopus completo (Complete 

online Scopus training course). 

 Raw writing of Chapter 3 – Methodology. 

 Writing the questionnaire for esports sponsorship experts. 

 Writing the questionnaire for esports fans. 

 

11 February 2019 – 28 June 2019 Days: 138 

 Organization, summarization, and creation of a narrative in Chapter 3 – Methodology. 

 Improvement of Chapter 2 – Conclusions and hypotheses of the literature review. 

 Improvement of Chapter 1 – Literature review. 

 Improvement of the theoretical model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring 

esports. 

 20 March 2019: Presentation of the seminar eSports marketing: sponsorship opportunities, 

threats and strategies at the Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e Turismo of the 

Universidade do Algarve. 

                                                           
218 The paper was accepted. 
219 The paper was accepted, but it was not possible to participate in the conference due to financial constraints of the 

researcher. 

http://www.esght.ualg.pt/pg2018/pt/BOA_PGConference2018.pdf
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 8 April 2019: Participation in the Curso formación online La bibliometría en Scopus 

(Complete online Scopus bibliometrics course). 

 14 April 2019 – 25 May 2019: Pretesting and improving the questionnaire for esports fans. 

 14 April 2019 – 21 May 2019: Pretesting and improving the questionnaire for esports 

sponsorship experts. 

 17 April 2019 – 11 June 2019: Writing the scientific article “How sponsors should bring 

relevant-added value to esports”
220

. 

 26 April 2019 – 30 July 2019: Writing the scientific article “A Model of the Threats that 

Disreputable Behavior Present to Esports Sponsors”
221

. 

 1 May 2019 – 29 August 2019: Writing the scientific article “A framework of how sponsoring 

esports benefits brand image”
222

. 

 5 May 2019: Orientation seminar with Dr. Pedro Correia. 

 24 May 2019: Publication of the paper “The Benefits and Risks of Sponsoring eSports: A Brief 

Literature Review” in the eSports Yearbook 2017/18. Available at 

https://esportsyearbook.com/eyb201718.pdf 

 13 June 2019: Second annual assessment conducted via Skype with Dr. Ruth Contreras-

Espinosa, Dr. Pedro Correia, and Dr. David Roman. 

 28 June 2019: Writing of the extended abstract “The Structure of the ESports Industry” for the 

2019 edition of the Creative Industries Global Conference (CIGC). 

 

29 June 2019 – 12 December 2019 Days: 167 

 29 June 2019 – 3 December 2019: Application of the online survey to 6,194 esports fans (N = 

5,638 after excluding incomplete or inappropriately-filled surveys). 

 15 August 2019 – 12 December 2019: Interviews to 22 esports sponsorship experts. 

 Writing of the paper “How Society’s Negative View of Videogames Can Discourage Brands 

from Sponsoring ESports” for the Videojogos 2019 conference. 

 24 October 2019: Presentation (via video) of the paper “The Structure of the ESports 

Industry” at the 2019 edition of the Creative Industries Global Conference (CIGC) at the 

Miguel Hernández University (Spain). 

 27 – 30 November: Participation in the 11th International Conference on Videogame Sciences 

and Arts, Videojogos 2019 at the University of Aveiro (Portugal). 

 28 November 2019: Presentation of the paper “How Society’s Negative View of Videogames 

Can Discourage Brands from Sponsoring ESports” at the 11th International Conference on 

Videogame Sciences and Arts, Videojogos 2019. 

 29 November 2019: Published the paper “The Structure of the ESports Industry” as a book 

chapter in the Creative Industries Global Conference 2019: Libro de Actas/Proceeding Book. 

                                                           
220 The article was submitted to scientific journals to be reviewed and considered for publication. It was published 

in the scientific journal Scientific Annals of Economics and Business. Available in Volume 67, Issue 3, or at 

http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0019. The full references of the researcher’s presentations and published works 

during the doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 905. 
221 The article was submitted to scientific journals to be reviewed and considered for publication. It was published 

in the scientific journal Contemporary Management Research. Available in Volume 17, Issue 1, or at 

https://doi.org/10.7903/cmr.20779. The full references of the researcher’s presentations and published works during the 

doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 905. 
222 The article was submitted to scientific journals to be reviewed and considered for publication. It was accepted 

for publication in the Advances in Business-Related Scientific Research Journal and is scheduled to be published in 

Volume 12, Issue 1, in June 2021. The full references of the researcher’s presentations and published works during the 

doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 905. 

https://esportsyearbook.com/eyb201718.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0019
https://doi.org/10.7903/cmr.20779
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 Improvement of the scientific article “How sponsors should bring relevant-added value to 

esports”. 

 Improvement of the scientific article “A model of the threats that disreputable behaviour 

present to esports sponsors”. 

 Improvement of the scientific article “A framework of how sponsoring esports benefits brand 

image”. 

 

13 December 2019 – 22 February 2020 Days: 72 

 17 – 23 December 2019: Writing of the abstract “The issues of toxic behaviours and sexism in 

esports and the role of sponsors” for the 8th European Communication Conference. 

 30 December 2019: Published the paper “How Society’s Negative View of Videogames Can 

Discourage Brands from Sponsoring eSports” as a book chapter in the Videogame Sciences and 

Arts: 11th International Conference, VJ 2019, Aveiro, Portugal, November 27–29, 2019, 

Proceedings. 

 20 January 2020: The paper that had been accepted for the 3
rd

 International GamiFIN 

Conference 2019 but had not been possible to present due to financial constraints of the 

researcher (i.e. “Benefits, risks, and strategies of eSports sponsorships”) was improvement, 

renamed into “Identifying the pros, cons and tactics of eSports sponsorships: An integrative 

literature review”, and submitted to the scientific journal Comunicação Pública. 

 Improvement of Chapter 3 – Methodology. 

 Transcription of Sample 1’s answers (i.e. esports sponsorship experts) from audio-recording to 

typewriting. 

 Analysing Sample 2’s data (i.e. esports fans) on SPSS 25 and NVivo 10. 

 Writing Chapter 4 – Results. 

 17 January 2020: Attendance of the online workshop Tome el control de su identidad de 

investigación en línea en Web of Science (Take control of your online research identity in Web 

of Science). 

 5 February 2020: Attendance of the online workshop Càpsules de Recerca: Bibliometria de 

supervivència: índexs d'impacte, citacions i mètriques alternatives (Research Capsules: 

Survival Bibliometrics: Impact Indices, Citations, and Alternative Metrics). 

 

23 February 2020 – 23 April 2020 Days: 61 

 Analysing Sample 1’s data (i.e. esports sponsorship experts) on NVivo 10 and SPSS 25. 

 Improvement of Chapter 3 – Methodology. 

 Continuing writing Chapter 4 – Results. 

 2 March 2020: Attendance of the online workshop Doctoral Training Week. Pensant en la 

teva carrera professional (Doctoral Training Week. Thinking about your professional career). 

 3 - 4 March 2020: Attendance of the online workshop Doctoral Training Week. Com elaborar 

un bon pla de recerca (Doctoral Training Week. How to make a good research plan). 

 5 March 2020: Attendance at online workshop Must know tips for publishing in premium 

journals. 

 25 March 2020: The abstract “The issues of toxic behaviours and sexism in esports and the 

role of sponsors” was accepted to be presented at the 8th European Communication 

Conference. However, due to COVID-19, the conference was postponed to 6-9 September 

2021. 

 2 April 2020: Attendance of the online workshop Learn how Lancet editors decide which 

papers to accept for publication. 
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 Writing the paper “The main challenges of developing an effective esports business model” for 

the Los deportes electrónicos como industria creativa: Contexto socioeconómico, practicas 

comunicativas y de consumo to be published as a book chapter by the Universidad Nacional 

Autónoma de México. 

 

24 April 2020 – 30 December 2020 Days: 251 

 Writing Chapter 5 – Discussion. 

 Improvement of Chapter 4 – Results. 

 6 May 2020: Attendance of the online workshop Càpsules de Recerca: A punt de defensar la 

teva tesi doctoral: dipòsit, publicació i arxiu (Research Capsules: About to defend your 

doctoral thesis: deposit, publication and archive). 

 15 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 1: 

The best target journal for your research. 

 16 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 2: 

What is the ‘sell’ of your research? 

 17 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 3: 

Things to think about before writing. 

 18 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 4: 

The structure of a research paper. 

 19 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 5: 

Structure: Title & Abstract. 

 22 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 6: 

Structure: Introduction & Methods. 

 23 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 7: 

Structure: Results & Discussion. 

 24 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 8: 

Structure: Acknowledgements. 

 25 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 9: 

Structure: Figures and Images. 

 26 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 10: 

Structure: Tables. 

 29 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 11: 

Structure: Data supplements. 

 30 June 2020: Attendance of the online course Writing Great Research Papers – Module 12: 

Why papers get rejected. 

 30 June 2020: The paper “Identifying the pros, cons and tactics of eSports sponsorships: An 

integrative literature review” was published on the scientific journal Comunicação Pública
223

. 

 Writing the paper “Esports Sponsorships: The Double-Edged Sword Effect of Having a Very 

Vocal Audience” for the Videojogos 2020 conference. 

 Writing of the empirical article “The threat of disreputable behaviour for esports sponsors” for 

submission in a scientific journal
224

. 

 Writing of the empirical article “Sponsoring esports to improve brand image” for submission in 

a scientific journal
225

. 

                                                           
223 Available in Volume 15, Issue 28, or at https://doi.org/10.4000/cp.7243. The full references of the researcher’s 

presentations and published works during the doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 905. 
224 The article was submitted to scientific journals to be reviewed and considered for publication. At the time of 

writing, it is being reviewed by the Journal of Marketing Management. 

https://doi.org/10.4000/cp.7243
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 Writing of the empirical article “The importance of incorporating relevant-added value into 

esports sponsorships” for submission in a scientific journal
226

. 

 30 September 2020: The scientific article “How sponsors should bring relevant-added value to 

esports” was published on the scientific journal Scientific Annals of Economics and Business
227

. 

 26 – 28 November 2020: Attendance of the Videojogos 2020 conference (via online) at the 

Instituto Politécnico de Bragança from the Escola Superior de Comunicação, Administração e 

Turismo in Mirandela (Portugal). 

 27 November 2020: Presentation of the paper “Esports Sponsorships: The Double-Edged 

Sword Effect of Having a Very Vocal Audience” at the Videojogos 2020 conference (via 

online) at the Instituto Politécnico de Bragança from the Escola Superior de Comunicação, 

Administração e Turismo in Mirandela (Portugal). 

 28 November 2020: The paper “Esports Sponsorships: The Double-Edged Sword Effect of 

Having a Very Vocal Audience” won an honourable mention at the Videojogos 2020 

conference at the Instituto Politécnico de Bragança from the Escola Superior de Comunicação, 

Administração e Turismo in Mirandela (Portugal). 

 10 December 2020: The scientific article “Sponsoring esports to improve brand image” was 

published on the scientific journal Scientific Annals of Economics and Business
228

. 

 Writing the paper “The Power of Videogame Publishers as a Threat to Esports Sponsors” for 

submission in the Esports Yearbook 2019/20
229

. 

 

31 December 2020 – 31 May 2021 Days: 152 

 Writing the Conclusions, Implications, Limitations, and Future Research. 

 Creation of the empirical model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring 

esports. 

 Writing the Introduction. 

 Writing the Glossary. 

 Writing the List of Acronyms and Abbreviations used. 

 Writing the List of Figures. 

 Writing the List of Tables. 

 Inserting the Annexes and Appendices. 

 Writing the Abstract and Keywords. 

 Writing the Acknowledgments. 

 5 March 2021: Presentation (via online) of the seminar Social research: How to prepare 

interviews to the students of Communication Research Methods at the Universitat de Vic - 

Universitat Central de Catalunya. 

 Reading of the entire thesis. 

 Improving various elements of the thesis. 

                                                                                                                                                                                
225 The article was submitted to scientific journals to be reviewed and considered for publication. It was published 

in the scientific journal Scientific Annals of Economics and Business. Available in Volume 67, Issue 4, or at 

http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0030. The full references of the researcher’s presentations and published works 

during the doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 905. 
226 The article was submitted to scientific journals to be reviewed and considered for publication. At the time of 

writing, it is being reviewed by the Journal of Contemporary Marketing Science. 
227 Available in Volume 67, Issue 3, or at http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0019. The full references of the 

researcher’s presentations and published works during the doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 

905. 
228 Available in Volume 67, Issue 4, or at http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0030. The full references of the 

researcher’s presentations and published works during the doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 

905. 
229 The paper was accepted. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0030
http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0019
http://dx.doi.org/10.47743/saeb-2020-0030
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 26 March 2021: The Scientific Annals of Economics and Business asked the researcher to be a 

reviewer of the journal and review a manuscript that was submitted to them. The researcher 

accepted. 

 31 March – 5 April 2021: Review of a manuscript submitted to the Scientific Annals of 

Economics and Business. 

 16 April 2021: Presentation (via online) of the seminar Social research: Coding and 

categorizing qualitative data to the students of Communication Research Methods at the 

Universitat de Vic - Universitat Central de Catalunya. 

 11 April 2021: The scientific article “A Model of the Threats that Disreputable Behavior 

Present to Esports Sponsors” was published on the scientific journal Contemporary 

Management Research 
230

. 

 14 May – 22 June 2021: Participation in the competition "La teva tesi en 4 minuts". A four 

minute video had to be made summarizing the entire thesis. 

 Completion of the thesis. 

 Delivery of the thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
230 Available in Volume 17, Issue 1, or at https://doi.org/10.7903/cmr.20779. The full references of the researcher’s 

presentations and published works during the doctoral programme can be consulted in the annexes in page 905. 

https://doi.org/10.7903/cmr.20779
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CHAPTER 4 – RESULTS 

 

The results section, also known as findings (Tavakoli, 2012), is a vital element of any research 

paper because it exposes the empirical data that was used to assess the validity of the hypotheses 

(Frey, 2018). Its purpose is to present a summary of the research’s empirical data (Frey, 2018; 

Patten & Newhart, 2018; Tavakoli, 2012) after it has passed by a number analysis. Here, all 

relevant data, regardless if they confirm or disconfirm specific hypotheses or inferences, must be 

presented (Frey, 2018). 

Since one of the main objectives of the results section is to provide readers with a basis of the 

empirical data so they can better understand the statements that will be presented in the discussion 

section, it is essential that the results be as objective, concise, clear, simple (Frey, 2018), organized 

(Patten & Newhart, 2018), and accurate as possible (Morling, 2018). To be more easily understood, 

it is common for data to be presented as figures or tables (Tavakoli, 2012). It is also advisable to 

report the findings in different subheadings according to their specific topic and in the order that 

each research question, purpose, or hypothesis was introduced (Frey, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 

2018). This is especially recommended to better organize long findings (Morling, 2018). This was 

done in this research. 

In this section, it is common to indicate what techniques were used to process the empirical 

data and how data summaries, tables, or figures were created (Patten & Newhart, 2018). For this 

research, the word clouds were created in NVivo 10 and the tables and figures were created in 

Microsoft Word 2010
231

 (but, in Appendices 4 and 6, in pages 840 and 861, respectively, it is 

possible to consult the SPSS tables that resulted from analysing the quantitative data on SPSS 25 

for Samples 1 and 2, respectively, and, in Appendices 3 and 7, in pages 618 and 878, respectively, 

it is possible to consult the coded data that resulted from analysing the qualitative data on NVivo 

10 for Samples 1 and 2, respectively). 

It is vital to note that this section focuses solely on presenting the processed empirical data and 

not on discussing the research’s findings (Tavakoli, 2012). The results section only describes and 

contextualizes the data. The analysis of the overall meaning and the generalization and explanation 

of the findings is conducted in the discussion section (Patten & Newhart, 2018). In other words, the 

results are a summarized report with no interpretations (Frey, 2018). 

As stated in the methodology, the results derive from interviews to 22 experts in esports 

sponsorships and from an online survey filled out by 5,638 esports fans. Regarding the 

aforementioned experts, for this research, endemic esports sponsors were referred to as “EES”, 

non-endemic esports sponsors as “NEES”, and marketing agencies as “MA”. 

It must also be noted that some questions of the interviews and online survey were answered 

by less than the aforementioned numbers. In the case of the interviews, a small number of 

respondents preferred to not answer some specific questions. Regarding the online survey, some 

questions acted as contingency questions, meaning that some items of the online survey were only 

answered by fans who provided a particular response to a filter question. Hence, some results may 

present a sample number that is lower than the aforementioned values. Ergo, and as suggested by 

Darian-Smith and McCarty (2017), N will refer to the total size of the sample and n will refer to a 

subgroup of the total sample (particularly, the number of individuals who answered to a particular 

question). In this sense, the N of Sample 1 will always be 22 and the N of Sample 2 will always be 

5,638. The n, however, may change depending on how many individuals provided data for a 

particular question. 

                                                           
231 Tables were reformatted from SPSS 25 because, as suggested by Morling (2018), tables from statistical 

programs should never be copied and pasted into the main body of the research papers. They must be reformatted to 

comply with APA style (or with another style that is being used). 
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In both the interviews with the esports sponsorship experts and the online survey with the 

esports fans, there were a small number of optional open-ended questions that invited participants 

to mention additional main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports that had not been 

covered in the questionnaire. Specifically, at the end of each part of the questionnaire for esports 

sponsorship experts (there was one part focused on the benefits, one on the risks, and one on the 

strategies), they were asked if there were any other main benefits
232

, risks
233

, or strategies
234

 that 

they would like to add and the last item of the questionnaire asked them if they would like to add 

anything else about the overall topic of the research
235

. Regarding the esports fans, the last item of 

the online survey asked them if they would like to add anything else about the study topic
236

. It 

must be noted that, to ensure the significance and relevancy of these new benefits, risks, and 

strategies, they were only included in the results (and discussion) section if they were mentioned by 

at least two esports sponsorship experts or by five esports fans. 

There were some esports fans who used the last open-ended question of the online survey to 

better express their feelings about some of the main benefits, risks, or strategies of esports 

sponsorships. Relevant fan quotes were included in the appropriate results subsections. In total, 

8.3% (i.e. n = 470/5,638) of esports fans filled out this last item. In Appendix 7 (page 878) it is 

possible to consult all the quotes from these 470 fans with NVivo 10’s coding stripes and 

highlights. The entire transcripts with NVivo 10’s coding stripes and highlights of the interviews 

with the esports sponsorship experts are available in Appendix 3 (page 618). It is also possible to 

consult the original SPSS tables that resulted from the closed-ended answers from the esports 

sponsorship experts in Appendix 4 (page 840) and from the esports fans in Appendix 6 (page 861). 

Each subsection of the results chapter will first present the findings of the interviews to the 

esports sponsorship experts and then reveal the findings of the online survey to the esports fans. In 

Appendix 1 (page 586) it is possible to consult the questionnaire that was used during the 

interviews with the endemic and non-endemic esports sponsors, in Appendix 2 (page 602) it is 

possible to consult the questionnaire that was used during the interviews with the marketing 

agencies, and in Appendix 5 (page 845) it is possible to consult the online survey that was applied 

to the esports fans. 

 

 

4.1. MAIN BENEFITS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

The first objective of the research was to identify what are the main benefits of sponsoring 

esports. As already mentioned, throughout the literature review, five main benefits were identified 

(i.e. low sponsorship costs, increased brand awareness, improved brand image, increased sales, and 

sustainable investment). The following subchapters will present the analysed empirical data related 

to these five main benefits and the last subchapter will present data related to other main benefits 

that were identified in the empirical data. 

 

                                                           
232 Interview question number 11, “(Optional) Besides the 5 mentioned main benefits, what other main benefits do 

you think that sponsoring esports brings to sponsors? Please justify your answers.” 
233 Interview question number 22, “(Optional) Besides the 5 mentioned main risks, what other main risks do you 

think that sponsoring esports may bring to sponsors? Please justify your answers.” 
234 Interview question number 35, “(Optional) Besides the 6 mentioned main strategies, what other main strategies 

do you think that esports sponsors should implement? Please justify your answers.” 
235 Interview question number 45, “Would you like to add anything else about the main benefits, risks, and 

strategies of esports sponsorships?” 
236 Online survey question number 37, “Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this 

survey? (Optional)”. 
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4.1.1. H1a – Low sponsorship costs (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 10 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Esports are cheaper to sponsor than regular sports” and asking 

them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options 

were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or 

“Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 18.2% (i.e. n = 4/22) of experts expressed 

disagreement and 81.8% (i.e. n = 18/22) expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 10 

Experts’ opinion on whether esports are cheaper to sponsor than regular sports 

 
 

Table 13 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Esports are cheaper to sponsor 

than regular sports”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 20 experts provided arguments in favour 

of the statement, 14 provided arguments against the statement, and 12 indicated that it depends. 

Afterwards, Table 14 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 13 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports are cheaper to sponsor than regular sports 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Agree 

“If we are talking about Real Madrid or Barcelona or something like that, then of 
course sports are way more expensive than esports because you won’t find 

anyone on that level, like someone who is 900 million dollars’ worth . . . In 

general, comparing the top sports with the top esports and the middle sports 
with the middle esports, etc., I would agree on that.” 

“Some sports are cheaper than esports . . . You can also find esports things that 
are way more expensive than sports. . . . If you want to do, like a partnership 

with one of the bigger esport organizations, Team Liquid, or something like 

that, then it will cost you a lot of money as well.” 

“Depends on what you would like to do 
. . . depends on what level you want 

to act on. . . . Depends on what kind 

of sports you would like to be a part 
of, as far as I’m aware of, and what 

kind of esports you would like to be 
a part of, because some things are 

cheaper than others. . . . Depends on 

what kind of scale you want to do 
something with and how much you 

want to go into it . . . depends on the 

kinds of things you want.” 

EES2 

Disagree 

 “That’s a pretty common misconception. I think a lot of people believe that 

that’s the case, but it’s not. . . . I’ve seen many proposals where the CPM 

[Cost Per Thousand/Cost Per Mile] rate that they’re asking for is 
astronomical [laughs]. So long story short, what I would say for that answer 

is that, I disagree that esports sponsorships are less, it should just be based on 

the average CPM rate, the same that we’re seeing in traditional sports.” 

 

EES3 

Strongly 

agree 

“Esports haven’t arrived to the level that regular sports have.” “There are some sports that probably have similar costs to esports sponsorships.” “Depending on the sport . . . And it also 

depends on the team of esports 

you’re thinking about. . . . 
Obviously there are some 

exceptions as you can imagine.” 

EES4 
Somewhat 

agree 

“It is cheaper yes.” “Esports started very cheap but then it started growing and people started to 
think it was worth much more than it actually is.” 

“It depends. For example, what sports 
are you comparing it to? Football is 

very expensive to sponsor. But 

snooker is cheap.” 

EES5 

Somewhat 

disagree 

 “I’ve sponsored football teams and esports teams, and the football team for the 

sponsorship that I got was actually cheaper than some of the esports teams 

I’ve been proposed. So, UK football VS EU Esports, especially at T1 (tier 1) 
level, the cost per year is slightly more expensive than what I actually spent 

on sponsoring a football club. So yeah…” 

 

EES6 
Somewhat 

disagree 

“Some of the games are cheaper than the regular sports.” “The World Series or some regional big [esports] tournaments, it’s very 

expensive.” 

“That depends on the games.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES7 

Agree 

“As of now, regular sports are just much more expensive in terms of operational 

costs. Salaries are much higher in traditional sports. . . . It is cheaper to operate 
in esports than in regular sports.” 

  

NEES1 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Compared to some sports yes.”   

NEES2 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Right now, since they’re still very recent, and they’re still growing, and they’re 

not as big as Formula 1, NFL, and things like that, they are relatively cheaper.” 

“If you look at it by reach or per other metrics, they’re not always the cheapest. . 

. . When you look at the cost per thousand fans or per million fans they can be 
seen as more expensive.” 

 

 

NEES3 
Somewhat 

disagree 

“If you compare it to professional football, it is probably cheaper.” “Overall it is not necessarily cheaper.” “It depends what you compare it to.” 

NEES4 
Somewhat 

agree 

“Definitely, the price ticket is not going to be at the level of the Premier League.” “If you and I are having this conversation even 9 months from now, or 12 
months from now, it might be to the point where I disagree.” 

“Depends who you sponsor.” 

NEES5 
Somewhat 

agree 

“From an out-of-pocket standpoint, it’s significantly less, relatively for various 
similar things, than I get with the NBA. The NBA costs significantly more. 

But there’s also more audience with the NBA. . . . It’s not a huge investment at 

the moment, not like what we spend on basketball or football. Not even close.” 

 “It all depends . . . it really depends on 
what esport you’re comparing 

against.” 

NEES6 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Esports is still the very wild west, so you have a lot of groups or firms kind of 

reaching for the limit, right? They’re asking a lot. Do they get that in the end? 

Not necessarily.” 

“We are seeing certain streamers that are in esports getting extremely large 

deals. But that’s also very rare at the moment.” 

“It depends on the situation.” 

NEES7 

Strongly 

agree 

“Today, in 2019, it is significantly cheaper because the community that watches it 

is really just esports fanatics that know where to find this content.” 

“Where sponsorship of esports gets really expensive is when you add the 

element of payed media.” 

 

NEES8 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Overall esports is cheaper to sponsor.”  “Depends on discipline.” 

MA1 

Agree 

“In general, esports organizations are more flexible. It’s true that they have lower 

rates than traditional sports teams for example, or leagues, or influencers. If 

you can compare, more or less, it’s really cheaper to go with esports 
organizations than with traditional sport.” 

 “It depends in every case for sure.” 



268 

 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA2 

Somewhat 
agree 

“In general, in terms of reaching one user in esports versus reaching one user in 

sports, of course the answer is very much yes because the price to reach is just 
lower. It has not caught up anywhere near similar sports like soccer, American 

football, basketball. So, from that perspective, it is maybe 10% or 20% the 

cost of reaching it through traditional sports.” 

“If I sponsor Team Liquid, my reach, whilst the dollar per person is much lower 

. . . if I only wanted to target North America and only 20% of Team Liquid’s 
audience is in North America that actually is 5 times more expensive than the 

price I’m paying and therefore actually is equal to sponsoring the Dallas 

Cowboys.” 

 

MA3 

Strongly 

agree 

“Things are naturally cheaper, for now. . . . We’re still much cheaper than sports 

and other traditional areas.” 

  

MA4 

Agree 

“In general, it’s still cheaper than traditional sports. If you compare comparable 

assets, like a top global esports team to a top global soccer team, the esports 

team would still be much cheaper than the top soccer team.” 

 “Depends on the size of the 

competition or teams you’re 

considering because today, for some 
of the big teams or big international 

tournaments, sponsorship fees can 

range from hundreds of thousands 
of dollars to a few millions, which 

can be more expensive than some 

football or rugby teams for instance, 
so it all depends.” 

MA5 

Agree 

“Even given the pound for pound comparison, esports is relatively cheap as of 

now.” 

“If I’m going to sponsor Curling or Spear Throw, of course that’s going to be a 

lot cheaper.” 

“It somewhat depends on the type of 

sports.” 

MA6 

Strongly 

agree 

“The deal sizes is much lower than with sports, and in part that of course has to 

do with some of these games having less large audiences than traditional 

sports industries have, but that is also in general . . . definitely right now the 
money going around in terms of sponsoring teams, events, or similar is lower 

than with traditional sports.” 

  

MA7 
Agree 

“It’s cheaper to sponsor the best esports team in the world rather than in other 
comparable sports.” 

“When you speak about middle or regional teams, the difference might not be 
that visible.” 

 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 14 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports are cheaper to sponsor than regular sports 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Cheaper to sponsor high-tier 

entities than in sports 

EES1 “If we are talking about Real Madrid or Barcelona or something like that, then of course sports are way more expensive than esports because you won’t find anyone on that 

level, like someone who is 900 million dollars’ worth.” 

NEES3 “If you compare it to professional football, it is probably cheaper.” 

NEES4 “Definitely, the price ticket is not going to be at the level of the Premier League.” 

MA7 “It’s cheaper to sponsor the best esports team in the world rather than in other comparable sports.” 

Cheaper to sponsor equivalent 

tier level entities than in 

sports 

EES1 “In general, comparing the top sports with the top esports and the middle sports with the middle esports, etc., I would agree on that.” 

NEES5 “From an out-of-pocket standpoint, it’s significantly less, relatively for various similar things.” 

MA1 “If you can compare, more or less, it’s really cheaper to go with esports organizations than with traditional sport.” 

MA4 “If you compare comparable assets, like a top global esports team to a top global soccer team, the esports team would still be much cheaper than the top soccer team.” 

MA5 “Even given the pound for pound comparison, esports is relatively cheap as of now.” 

Cheaper because esports have 
not reached the level of 

sports 

EES3 “Esports haven’t arrived to the level that regular sports have.” 

NEES2 “They’re not as big as Formula 1, NFL, and things like that, they are relatively cheaper.” 

NEES5 “The NBA costs significantly more. But there’s also more audience with the NBA.” 

MA6 “The deal sizes is much lower than with sports, and in part that of course has to do with some of these games having less large audiences than traditional sports industries have.” 

Cost per user in esports is 

cheaper 

MA2 In general, in terms of reaching one user in esports versus reaching one user in sports, of course the answer is very much yes because the price to reach is just lower. It has not 

caught up anywhere near similar sports like soccer, American football, basketball. So, from that perspective, it is maybe 10% or 20% the cost of reaching it through 

traditional sports.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Some esports sponsorships 

can be more expensive than 
in some sports 

EES1 “Some sports are cheaper than esports . . . You can also find esports things that are way more expensive than sports. . . . If you want to do, like a partnership with one of the 

bigger esport organizations, Team Liquid, or something like that, then it will cost you a lot of money as well.” 

EES5 “I’ve sponsored football teams and esports teams, and the football team for the sponsorship that I got was actually cheaper than some of the esports teams I’ve been proposed. 

So, UK football VS EU Esports, especially at T1 (tier 1) level, the cost per year is slightly more expensive than what I actually spent on sponsoring a football club.” 

EES6 “The World Series or some regional big [esports] tournaments, it’s very expensive.” 

MA5 “If I’m going to sponsor Curling or Spear Throw, of course that’s going to be a lot cheaper.” 

Some esports sponsorships 

can cost the same as in 
sports 

EES3 “There are some sports that probably have similar costs to esports sponsorships.” 

MA7 “When you speak about middle or regional teams, the difference might not be that visible.” 

Can cost the same if the brand 

targets just a specific 
geographical location 

MA2 “If I only wanted to target North America and only 20% of Team Liquid’s audience is in North America that actually is 5 times more expensive than the price I’m paying and 

therefore actually is equal to sponsoring the Dallas Cowboys.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Esports can sometimes be 
more expensive 

NEES2 “If you look at it by reach or per other metrics, they’re not always the cheapest. . . . When you look at the cost per thousand fans or per million fans they can be seen as more 
expensive.” 

Some esports entities tend to 

ask exaggeratedly high 
prices 

EES2 “I’ve seen many proposals where the CPM [Cost Per Thousand/Cost Per Mile] rate that they’re asking for is astronomical.” 

EES4 “Esports started very cheap but then it started growing and people started to think it was worth much more than it actually is.” 

It may not take long before it 

is more expensive 

NEES4 “If you and I are having this conversation even 9 months from now, or 12 months from now, it might be to the point where I disagree.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

Brand objectives EES1 “Depends on what you would like to do . . . depends on what level you want to act on. . . . Depends on what kind of scale you want to do something with and how much you 

want to go into it . . . depends on the kinds of things you want.” 

Type of sport, team, or level 
of professionalism 

EES1 “Depends on what kind of sports you would like to be a part of, as far as I’m aware of, and what kind of esports you would like to be a part of, because some things are cheaper 
than others.” 

EES3 “Depending on the sport . . . And it also depends on the team of esports you’re thinking about. . . . Obviously there are some exceptions as you can imagine.” 

EES4 “It depends. For example, what sports are you comparing it to? Football is very expensive to sponsor. But snooker is cheap.” 

EES6 “That depends on the games.” 

NEES3 “It depends what you compare it to.” 

NEES4 “Depends who you sponsor.” 

NEES5 “It really depends on what esport you’re comparing against.” 

NEES8 “Depends on discipline.” 

MA4 “Depends on the size of the competition or teams you’re considering because today, for some of the big teams or big international tournaments, sponsorship fees can range from 

hundreds of thousands of dollars to a few millions, which can be more expensive than some football or rugby teams for instance.” 

MA5 “It somewhat depends on the type of sports.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.1.2. H1a – Low sponsorship costs (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 11 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “What is your opinion on the number of esports sponsors?” The response options to 

this closed-ended question were: “Fewer brands should sponsor esports”, “The current number of 

esports sponsors is ideal”, and “More brands should sponsor esports”. 

 

Figure 11 

Fans’ opinion on the number of esports sponsors 

 
 

Figure 12 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Overall, what is your opinion on esports sponsors?” The response options to this 

closed-ended question were: “I do not like them”; “I do not like them, but I understand that they are 

necessary”; “I am indifferent to them”; “I am indifferent to them, but I understand that they are 

necessary”; “I like them”; and “I like them and I understand that they are necessary”. In general, 

the figure shows that 10.6% (i.e. n = 598/5,638) of fans indicated to dislike esports sponsors, 

47.8% (i.e. n = 2,700/5,638) stated to be indifferent to them, 41.5% (i.e. n = 2,340/5,638) reported 

to like them, and 82.6% (i.e. n = 4,662/5,638) revealed to understand that they are necessary. 

 

Figure 12 

Fans’ overall opinion on esports sponsors 
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B. I do not like them, but I understand that they 

are necessary (9.5%; 𝑛 = 536) 

C. I am indifferent to them (7.4%; 𝑛 = 420) 

D. I am indifferent to them, but I understand that 

they are necessary (40.4%; 𝑛 = 2,280) 

E. I like them (8.8%; 𝑛 = 494) 

F. I like them and I understand that they are 

necessary (32.7%; 𝑛 = 1,846) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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4.1.3. H1b – Increased brand awareness (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 13 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness” and 

asking them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer 

options were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, 

or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 100% (i.e. n = 22/22) of experts expressed 

agreement. 

 

Figure 13 

Experts’ opinion on whether sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness 

 
 

Table 15 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to 

increased brand awareness”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 20 experts provided arguments 

in favour of the statement, nine provided arguments against the statement, and seven indicated that 

it depends. Afterwards, Table 16 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 15 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

agree 

“We of course are doing this because . . . we want to still be the number one 
gaming lifestyle brand in the world. . . . Of course to get your brand seen, this 

is very important. This is the number one reason why you’re doing it. You 

want people to know about your products, that’s another big thing of course.” 

  

EES2 

Agree 

“There’s a lot of viewers . . . if you’re looking for awareness, if you have a 

global… if your goals are to reach a global audience, esports is great for you.” 

“If your goals are to just reach the US, you’re going to look at a lot of the 

viewership numbers and you’re going to be disappointed . . . All the numbers, 
they say like 250 million esports enthusiasts, that’s globally, you know? The 

United States is more like 30 to 40 million.” 

 

EES3 
Strongly 

agree 

“We definitely agree that sponsorship increases brand awareness . . . At the end of 
the day that is the most important thing, mainly because you are speaking to 

your target audience most of the time. . . . We sponsor FaZe Clan, which is 

basically the biggest esport team in the whole world, and obviously it 

increases brand awareness because their players use our products and that 

makes us reach more people than we normally do.” 

 “Depends on the type of brand that you 
are.” 

EES4 
Somewhat 

agree 

“It gives you brand awareness if you’re a bank brand that has the necessity to 
renew its public.” 

“For example, does Razer increase its brand awareness by sponsoring esports? 
No, because the esports public is a public that already knows Razer. So 

endemic brands are usually already known. . . . If you’re an endemic brand 

you’ll get more validation than brand awareness.” 

“It depends on the brand. It depends a 
lot on the brand.” 

EES5 

Agree 

“As long as you get the best package for you . . . and you pick a team that works, 

or an event that works well with your brand.” 

“You can just waste money, you can waste a lot of money on esports.” “It depends on who you sponsor and in 

what capacity. . . . There’s right 

ways to sponsor esports teams and 
wrong ways.” 

EES6 

Agree 

“It’s just like when a shoe brand sponsors like, the NBA or some sports games. 

When you’re playing the videogames, the camera will show the players 
playing in the keyboards and our brand is famous for their keyboards and mice 

and other peripherals, so it can increase the brand awareness.” 

  

EES7 
Agree 

“There’s a large audience that only use smartphones and PCs and make little use 
of TVs, etc., and so when you have these big companies that are investing into 

esports, it really helps their brand awareness. A lot of companies are getting 

into esports nowadays, like very big companies like GEICO, Coke, these very 
traditional big mainstream companies that are getting into esports are reaching 

an audience that otherwise would not be easily reached.” 

  

NEES1 
Agree 

“We noticed some increase, particularly in social media.”   
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES2 

Agree 

“It’s a pretty niche target audience so… tech-savvy male millennials. . . . But it 

does help increase brand awareness among that group.” 

“It [esports] hasn’t gone full mainstream yet.”  

NEES3 

Somewhat 

agree 

 “It is already a very busy and competitive field, with a lot of brands competing 

with each other for brand visibility.” 

“Depends on your underlying 

marketing strategy.” 

NEES4 

Strongly 

agree 

“In our experience, definitely.”  “I would strongly agree with that 

statement to the extent where 

whoever is entering this space, they 
know what they’re doing. They 

understand if they’re an endemic 

brand, they understand why they’re 
doing it.” 

NEES5 

Agree 

“Esports is helping me increase my brand awareness . . . amongst that younger 

audience that isn’t watching television in the same way the older generation 
did, that isn’t utilizing the media in the same way, that uses more ad-blockers 

than the older generations do . . . we’re reaching a different audience. . . . Is it 

a desirable audience? And the answer is yes . . . These kids or young adults, 
you’re not going to reach them through traditional sports . . . esports definitely 

provides us another opportunity in which to reach the unreachable.” 

  

NEES6 
Strongly 

agree 

“We have been in this space for just at 2 years with our [Anonymous 2] brand and 
we have seen our [Anonymous 2] brand skyrocket since we have started into 

this market.” 

  

NEES7 
Agree 

“Yeah, sure. . . . I think the brands that are benefiting the most from the 
awareness that esports can drive are the ones that are actually trying to sell 

products to esports players. Like, gaming peripherals, monitors, SSDs, PCs, 

things like that, energy drinks.” 

“Does, I don’t know, Kraft Cheese have a place in the esports world? Probably 
not, unless cheese gives you some benefit while playing games.” 

 

NEES8 

Strongly 

agree 

“Increasing brand awareness is one of the main goals of sponsoring esports.”   

MA1 

Somewhat 

agree 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA2 

Somewhat 
agree 

“It absolutely creates brand awareness because often you are targeting an 

audience that does not watch or read traditional media and therefore you could 
be a big brand and spend millions of dollars on traditional TV advertising, 

outdoor advertising, magazine advertising, but if you’re targeting a 16 to 24 

year-old demographic actually, they might still not have heard of you because 

they don’t use those mediums.” 

“Esports is not the way in which I would reach that audience. I would use 

YouTubers and Twitch influencers and neither of those are esports . . . you 
look at Dr. Disrespect, you look at Pewdiepie, and Syndicate, and all of these 

big names that you can use to reach a far bigger audience of that 14 to 24 

year-olds. It's probably cheaper than you can with esports. So sponsoring 

esports leads to increased brand awareness, yes, but it doesn’t mean it’s the 

best way of doing it.” 

 

MA3 
Strongly 

agree 

“For everything else that’s in a normal person’s life you can find your geography 
or demography within the gaming space because we deal with people 15 to 

age of 40 and plus, so if you market it out the right way you can find good 

awareness for each and every brand.” 

“Sometimes there’s brands that are just not compliant with the audience, etc. I 
mean, if you have a brand that advertises insurance to 60 year old plus 

individuals, of course esports might not be it.” 

“It really depends which brand it is.” 

MA4 

Strongly 

agree 

“Yes it does increase brand awareness among the target audience of esports fans.”   

MA5 

Strongly 

agree 

“Esports offers a strong reach due to the international nature of it and, as such, 

you can greatly increase your brand awareness.” 

“Technically, you can sponsor an event and do absolutely nothing with it and 

then nobody knows you.” 

“Depends on how you activate.” 

MA6 

Agree 

“We’ve seen as well in our research that brands involved with esports definitely 

increase their brand awareness with the people that watch esports, so we 

definitely see a big correlation there in terms of brand awareness in our 
research and brands that sponsor esports activities . . . the brands active in this 

space have a very high brand perception, brand awareness among fans.” 

  

MA7 
Agree 

“Esports is an industry that provides new eyeballs for the companies and that’s 
why more and more companies are coming into esports. It’s because they want 

to enter new territory.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 16 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Brand awareness is the main 

reason to sponsor esports 

EES1 “We of course are doing this because . . . we want to still be the number one gaming lifestyle brand in the world. . . . Of course to get your brand seen, this is very important. 

This is the number one reason why you’re doing it.” 

EES3 “We definitely agree that sponsorship increases brand awareness . . . At the end of the day that is the most important thing.” 

NEES8 “Increasing brand awareness is one of the main goals of sponsoring esports.” 

Esports allow to increase 
awareness through product 

placements 

EES3 “We sponsor FaZe Clan, which is basically the biggest esport team in the whole world, and obviously it increases brand awareness because their players use our products and 
that makes us reach more people than we normally do.” 

EES6 “It’s just like when a shoe brand sponsors like, the NBA or some sports games. When you’re playing the videogames, the camera will show the players playing in the keyboards 

and our brand is famous for their keyboards and mice and other peripherals, so it can increase the brand awareness.” 

Esports have a large audience EES2 “There’s a lot of viewers.” 

MA5 “Esports offers a strong reach due to the international nature of it and, as such, you can greatly increase your brand awareness.” 

Allows to reach an elusive 

demographic 

EES7 “There’s a large audience that only use smartphones and PCs and make little use of TVs, etc., and so when you have these big companies that are investing into esports, it really 

helps their brand awareness. A lot of companies are getting into esports nowadays, like very big companies like GEICO, Coke, these very traditional big mainstream 

companies that are getting into esports are reaching an audience that otherwise would not be easily reached.” 

NEES5 “Esports is helping me increase my brand awareness . . . amongst that younger audience that isn’t watching television in the same way the older generation did, that isn’t 
utilizing the media in the same way, that uses more ad-blockers than the older generations do . . . we’re reaching a different audience. . . . Is it a desirable audience? And the 

answer is yes . . . These kids or young adults, you’re not going to reach them through traditional sports . . . esports definitely provides us another opportunity in which to 

reach the unreachable.” 

MA2 “It absolutely creates brand awareness because often you are targeting an audience that does not watch or read traditional media and therefore you could be a big brand and 

spend millions of dollars on traditional TV advertising, outdoor advertising, magazine advertising, but if you’re targeting a 16 to 24 year-old demographic actually, they 

might still not have heard of you because they don’t use those mediums.” 

MA7 “Esports is an industry that provides new eyeballs for the companies and that’s why more and more companies are coming into esports. It’s because they want to enter new 

territory.” 

Attractive for brands with a 
global audience 

EES2 “If your goals are to reach a global audience, esports is great for you.” 

Endemic brands gain more 

awareness 

NEES7 “I think the brands that are benefiting the most from the awareness that esports can drive are the ones that are actually trying to sell products to esports players. Like, gaming 

peripherals, monitors, SSDs, PCs, things like that, energy drinks.” 

Non-endemic brands gain 

more awareness 

EES4 “It gives you brand awareness if you’re a bank brand that has the necessity to renew its public.” 

Awareness will increase as 

long as the sponsorship is 

correctly activated 

MA3 “For everything else that’s in a normal person’s life you can find your geography or demography within the gaming space because we deal with people 15 to age of 40 and plus, 

so if you market it out the right way you can find good awareness for each and every brand.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Brands may not gain as much 
awareness as they think 

EES2 “If your goals are to just reach the US, you’re going to look at a lot of the viewership numbers and you’re going to be disappointed . . . All the numbers, they say like 250 
million esports enthusiasts, that’s globally, you know? The United States is more like 30 to 40 million.” 

NEES2 “It [esports] hasn’t gone full mainstream yet.” 

NEES3 “It is already a very busy and competitive field, with a lot of brands competing with each other for brand visibility.” 

General gaming influencers 

will provide greater 

awareness at lower costs 

MA2 “Esports is not the way in which I would reach that audience. I would use YouTubers and Twitch influencers and neither of those are esports . . . you look at Dr. Disrespect, you 

look at Pewdiepie, and Syndicate, and all of these big names that you can use to reach a far bigger audience of that 14 to 24 year-olds. It's probably cheaper than you can with 

esports. So sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness, yes, but it doesn’t mean it’s the best way of doing it.” 

Poor sponsorships will not 

increase awareness 

MA5 “Technically, you can sponsor an event and do absolutely nothing with it and then nobody knows you.” 

Some endemic brands may not 
gain awareness 

EES4 “For example, does Razer increase its brand awareness by sponsoring esports? No, because the esports public is a public that already knows Razer. So endemic brands are 
usually already known. . . . If you’re an endemic brand you’ll get more validation than brand awareness.” 

Some non-endemic brands 

may not gain awareness 

NEES7 “Does, I don’t know, Kraft Cheese have a place in the esports world? Probably not, unless cheese gives you some benefit while playing games.” 

MA3 “Sometimes there’s brands that are just not compliant with the audience, etc. I mean, if you have a brand that advertises insurance to 60 year old plus individuals, of course 
esports might not be it.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

Type of brand EES3 “Depends on the type of brand that you are.” 

EES4 “It depends on the brand. It depends a lot on the brand.” 

MA3 “It really depends which brand it is.” 

How the sponsorship is 

conducted 

EES5 “It depends on who you sponsor and in what capacity. . . . There’s right ways to sponsor esports teams and wrong ways.” 

NEES3 “Depends on your underlying marketing strategy.” 

NEES4 “I would strongly agree with that statement to the extent where whoever is entering this space, they know what they’re doing. They understand if they’re an endemic brand, they 

understand why they’re doing it.” 

MA5 “Depends on how you activate.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.1.4. H1b – Increased brand awareness (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 14 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you remember the name of any sponsor you saw in esports?” The response 

options to this closed-ended question were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 14 

Fans’ awareness of brands that sponsor esports 

 
 

Table 17 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the open-

ended question “What sponsors do you remember seeing in esports? (Use commas to separate the 

brands and list only those that come to your mind right now)”
237

. This was a contingency question 

to the filter item “Do you remember the name of any sponsor you saw in esports?” and only those 

who answered “Yes” were able to fill it out. Due to page size restrictions (and to only present the 

most relevant data), only the 100 most remembered brands appear in the table. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
237 Fans were asked to separate the brand names with commas to facilitate the data analysis procedure. 

A 

B 

A. I remember at least one esports sponsor 

(85.9%; 𝑛 = 4,845) 

B. I do not remember any esports sponsor 

(14.1%; 𝑛 = 793) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Table 17 

Fans’ 100 most remembered esports sponsors 
1-50  51-100 

Rank Sponsor Type n %  Rank Sponsor Type n % 

1 Red Bull NE 1,609 33.2  51 Sennheiser E 81 1.7 

2 Intel E 1,136 23.4  52 Vodafone E 76 1.6 
3 Monster Energy NE 901 18.6  53 HTC NE 75 1.5 

4 Logitech E 852 17.6  54 OnePlus NE 71 1.5 

5 Razer E 796 16.4  55 Chipotle NE 70 1.4 
6 Coca-Cola NE 642 13.3  56 PayPal NE 70 1.4 

7 HyperX E 637 13.1  57 Secretlab E 68 1.4 

8 HP OMEN E 620 12.8  58 Team Liquid E 66 1.4 
9 Alienware E 592 12.2  59 Team SoloMid E 65 1.3 

10 G Fuel E 549 11.3  60 Cloud9 E 64 1.3 

11 CORSAIR E 540 11.1  61 Marvel NE 64 1.3 
12 State Farm NE 529 10.9  62 Paysafecard NE 63 1.3 

13 ASUS ROG E 452 9.3  63 OPPO NE 62 1.3 

14 T-Mobile E 423 8.7  64 Lenovo E 61 1.3 
15 Toyota NE 390 8  65 Puma NE 61 1.3 

16 Mountain Dew NE 386 8  66 Adidas NE 60 1.2 

17 Steelseries E 350 7.2  67 Microsoft NE 59 1.2 
18 NVIDIA E 304 6.3  68 ROCCAT E 58 1.2 

19 Mastercard NE 294 6.1  69 LOUIS VUITTON NE 57 1.2 

20 Twitch E 277 5.7  70 Rocket Mortgage NE 57 1.2 
21 Acer E 254 5.2  71 Echo Fox E 53 1.1 

22 AMD E 254 5.2  72 SK Telecom E 53 1.1 

23 Honda NE 238 4.9  73 MTN E 51 1.1 
24 MSI E 224 4.6  74 Doritos NE 49 1 

25 BenQ E 220 4.5  75 Brisk NE 48 1 

26 Samsung NE 189 3.9  76 Kingston E 41 .8 
27 Razor NE 183 3.8  77 Gillette NE 40 .8 

28 Betway NE 162 3.3  78 NZXT E 38 .8 

29 Jack In The Box NE 141 2.9  79 Tinder NE 38 .8 
30 Mercedes-Benz NE 141 2.9  80 Comcast E 36 .7 

31 Audi NE 140 2.9  81 Panda Global E 36 .7 

32 KIA NE 117 2.4  82 Xfinity E 36 .7 
33 Sour Patch Kids NE 117 2.4  83 Pepsi NE 35 .7 

34 Turtle Beach E 115 2.4  84 Snickers NE 35 .7 

35 Nike NE 110 2.3  85 Jack & Jones NE 34 .7 

36 DXRacer E 106 2.2  86 Pringles NE 33 .7 

37 Dr Pepper NE 104 2.1  87 Totino’s NE 33 .7 

38 Scuf Gaming E 104 2.1  88 Cup Noodles NE 32 .7 
39 GG.BET E 102 2.1  89 G2 E 32 .7 

40 Nissan NE 101 2.1  90 Jersey Mike’s NE 32 .7 
41 GEICO NE 97 2  91 Sony E 32 .7 

42 Axe NE 94 1.9  92 FaZe Clan E 29 .6 

43 ASTRO Gaming E 93 1.9  93 HEB NE 29 .6 
44 Dell E 91 1.9  94 McDonald’s NE 29 .6 

45 ZOWIE E 91 1.9  95 Paris Saint-Germain NE 29 .6 

46 Bud Light NE 89 1.8  96 NRG E 28 .6 
47 iBUYPOWER E 85 1.8  97 AOC E 26 .5 

48 BMW NE 84 1.7  98 Nighthawk E 26 .5 

49 G2A E 84 1.7  99 Nintendo E 26 .5 
50 DHL NE 83 1.7  100 Shell NE 26 .5 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 4,845; No answer = 793; E = Endemic; NE = Non-endemic. It must be noted that the classification of brands as 

endemic or non-endemic is a semi-arbitrary process. For this research, brands were classified as endemic if they advertised themselves 

as gaming-related or if the majority of their types of products were required for the practice of esports; all other brands were classified as 
non-endemic. 

 

The data from Table 17 was used to create a word cloud of the fans’ 100 most remembered 

esports sponsors. This word cloud was created in NVivo 10 and is presented in Figure 15. Since 

NVivo 10’s word cloud counts the frequencies of single words (thus fragmenting brand names with 

more than one word), it was necessary to eliminate all spaces between brand names with more than 

one word. Hence, for example, Red Bull was inserted into NVivo as RedBull and Jack In The Box 

was inserted as JackInTheBox. It should also be noted that NVivo 10’s word cloud presents all 

words in lowercase. Thus, for instance, RedBull appears as redbull and JackInTheBox appears as 

jackinthebox. 
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Figure 15 

Word cloud of fans’ 100 most remembered esports sponsors 

 
 

Through the open-ended question “What sponsors do you remember seeing in esports? (Use 

commas to separate the brands and list only those that come to your mind right now)” it was also 

possible to count how many esports sponsors each fan remembered. Figure 16 shows the number of 

sponsors that each participant recalled. 

 

Figure 16 

Number of esports sponsors fans recalled 
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4.1.5. H1c – Improved brand image (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 17 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image” and 

asking them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer 

options were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, 

or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 100% (i.e. n = 22/22) of experts expressed 

agreement. 

 

Figure 17 

Experts’ opinion on whether sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image 

 
 

Table 18 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to an 

improved brand image”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 18 experts provided arguments in 

favour of the statement, 10 provided arguments against the statement, and 10 indicated that it 

depends. Afterwards, Table 19 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 

 

SwA 

n = 9 

40.9% 

SwA 

2 

 

SwA 

4 

 

SwA 

3 

 

A 

n = 9 

40.9% 

A 

3 

 

A 

3 

 

A 

3 

 

StA 

n = 4 

18.2% 

StA 

2 

 

StA 

1 

 

StA 

1 

 

0 5 10 15 20 25

Total

MA

NEES

EES

No. of esports sponsorship experts 

S
p

o
n

so
ri

n
g

 e
sp

o
rt

s 
le

a
d

s 
to

 

a
n

 i
m

p
ro

v
ed

 b
ra

n
d

 i
m

a
g

e 

Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree

Note. N = 22; n = 22; No answer = 0. StD = Strongly disagree; D = Disagree; SwD = Somewhat disagree; SwA = 

Somewhat agree; A = Agree; StA = Strongly agree. 



282 

 

Table 18 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

agree 

“That is also why we are still a part of it and still want to focus so much on esports, 
because, if we fought that we would… like, decrease our brand image or get a 

weaker brand image to the public, then we would of course not be a part of 

esports and we would do fewer marketing and retail marketing, etc.” 

  

EES2 

Somewhat 
agree 

“If you do it the right way, that community will champion your brand and support 

your brand better than almost any other community out there.” 

“Many brands will be blacklisted and earn a decreased brand image by 

sponsoring esports if they do not improve the experiences of the gaming 
community as a result of their sponsorship. . . . There’s a lot of brands that 

can sponsor esports and it hurts their brand, because they didn’t do it right. . . 

. There’s a lot of brands that got into esports that wish they never got into it 
because they did it wrong.” 

“Is entirely dependent on how the 

sponsor activates in the space. Not 
solely by the act of sponsorship. . . . 

If you do it the right way I 

absolutely agree, if you do it the 
wrong way, I absolutely disagree.” 

EES3 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Most of the times sponsorships work.” “It’s not always improved . . . For example, OpTic Gaming . . . had an issue 

with one of their Counter-Strike players because he was caught cheating in 

one of the events and that type of thing affects obviously the sponsorship 

itself because at the end of the day you sponsor a team that you expect a 

good reputation from, and then this type of thing happens.” 

“This always depends on many things . 

. . depends on the brand that you are 

or the type of sponsoring that you’re 

making.” 

EES4 

Agree 

“Most of the time yes. . . . What it gives is validation. You know? You can say ‘Oh, I 

have a Razer mouse’.” 

“You have to be very careful with what you’re doing as it can even damage 

your brand. . . . There was a brand that sponsored an esports girl. The girl 

posted a picture on Twitter and a guy posted a comment teasing her. Then 
she replied to him by saying ‘This is why every man is trash’. . . . Some 

people from Brazil saw the girl’s post and sent it to her sponsor and said 

‘Here is the person you're sponsoring, isn’t your target-group male?’. The 
sponsor cancelled the girl’s sponsorship. But then other people came to the 

sponsor and said ‘A bunch of guys do stupid things and you don’t cancel 

their sponsorship, but you cancel a girl’s sponsorship?’. So now the brand is 
receiving backlash from both ends. . . . Sometimes you stand there not 

knowing what to do. It’s very complicated.” 

 

EES5 
Agree 

“If you want to target 18 to 35 year-old males in a tech-base, then yes, it’s really 
good.” 

“If you’re targeting women, moms for example… it’s not.” “Depends on your brand and who you 
want to target.” 

EES6 

Agree 

“We noticed that fans became more positive on social media when talking about our 

brand in the context of esports.” 

  

EES7 

Somewhat 

agree 

 “If you’re in a mainstream education industry and you sponsor esports, you 

know, some very traditional people might not view it positively.” 

“Depends on what the brand is trying to 

do for their image. . . . Depends on 

what industry you’re in or what 

company you are.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES1 

Somewhat 
agree 

“The esports player will perceive the brand better.” “There is also the risk of damaging the brand.”  

NEES2 

Agree 

“We partner because people are really passionate about sports and esports and so by 

connecting [NEES2] in a really relevant way, leveraging our technology and 
telling interesting stories, we feel that makes [NEES2] more relevant and helps 

our brand image among those different target audiences.” 

  

NEES3 
Somewhat 

agree 

  “Depends on the marketing strategy 
and how you bring the sponsorship 

to life.” 

NEES4 
Strongly 

agree 

“In principle, yeah it can lead to an improved brand image . . . could be the benefit of 
coolness. Either if you’re an outdated brand that has a lot to gain from esports or 

if you’re a brand that appeals to more senior ages and you want to go to younger 

ages . . . they’re a good way because they’re cool. . . . You could look good to the 
broader media and all that. You know, you’re looking cool, you’re in a very 

trendy industry and all that.” 

 “It all depends . . . [if] someone who’s 
approaching esports have done their 

homework, they know why they 

want to be in esports, they recognize 
internally, they have their story to 

tell, not just to the esports public but 

internally as well, they have their 
own narrative as to why they’re in 

esports, and they understand it, and 

it’s not just because it’s really cool 
to have our brand in front of 15 

thousand young adults and all that, 

or because CEO nephew plays 
Counter-Strike or something like 

that.” 

NEES5 

Agree 

“The goal is always, whether it’s baseball, basketball, or League of Legends, is that 

we want to align ourselves with a passion-point of the consumer or audience that 

we’re going after. And so, aligning ourselves with something that you’re 

passionate about hopefully has the rub-off effect of making our brand and our 
brand image look better.” 

  

NEES6 

Agree 

“If you’re going into esports in general, you are looking to put your image within 

that market. So, being there, it does improve your brand image and puts you in a 
different market.” 

  

NEES7 

Somewhat 
agree 

 “I think esports can really hurt your brand if your brand does not have a true 

purpose to be in this community.” 

 

NEES8 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Overall - yes, it should improve in the eyes of consumers interested in esports.”  “Depends on brand and its 

functionality.” 



284 

 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA1 

Strongly 
agree 

“You are here to connect, and to connect in a relevant way with your target.”   

MA2 

Somewhat 
agree 

“It can do when the sponsor is saying the right message that is very credible to its 

audience.” 

“You’re doing a half-time show at the Super Bowl, if your advert is not so good 

. . . somebody might do a couple of Twitter posts that says ‘What the hell 
was that?’, but it’s forgotten about, it’s done. In esports, because of Reddit, 

because the audience is so hyper-socially connected, they’ll never forget it, 

and they will look to flame you, and your brand, and your image into the 
ground, and actually they don’t give up that easily.” 

“When done correctly, it can improve. . 

. . You have a problem using esports 
for brand image that you don’t have 

with other traditional sponsorships 

purely because the audience will 
love you or hate you, whereas in 

traditional sports they either love 

you or they just ignore you.” 

MA3 

Agree 

“It reflects a rejuvenation or young lifestyle. So, no matter if you’re talking Coca-

Cola, or Microsoft, or Uber, or anything like that, . . . doing esports, no matter 

what brand you are, definitely gives you a younger touch because there’s still the 
combination of stigma and society that puts gaming more towards the younger 

ages than the older. . . . It always has this vibrant rejuvenating thing, that’s a 

100% given with brand image.” 

“Often brands that do not understand how marketing should be done or could be 

done in esports, I would say they also have certain brand damage . . . Lidl or 

Tesco, I don’t remember, one of those had a fun project, which was called 
something like Game Sniper, or Stream Sniper . . . you, as a parent, could 

hire someone that kills your kid online all the time until it gets so frustrating 

that they go away from their PC and go to lunch . . . everybody smashed that 
brand for doing this, because in essence it’s cyberbullying. So yes you get 

your kid to lunch, but he’s traumatized . . . that’s a big issue and your brand 

does not want to be associated with that. So it took like, 2 weeks of outrage 
over the media . . . And also, the internet never forgets . . . the damaging 

memes that are getting created . . . they live on for years. . . . Once you screw 

up with the internet it’s really though and expensive to get back on track.” 

“It depends.” 

MA4 

Somewhat 

agree 

  “It all depends on how the brands 

activate their sponsorships.” 

MA5 

Strongly 

agree 

“The engagement positions your brand as innovative, as younger, and as more 

digital. Just by entering into an esports sponsorship, you’re already doing 

something for your brand image. . . . Esports is mostly young people and they’re 
highly engaged, so you are supporting something that’s very close to their hearts.” 

  

MA6 

Agree 

“Doing the right type of activation that resonates with esports fans . . . leads to a very 

strong and improved brand image. We’ve seen brands that have gone into esports, 
done activations that resonated very well with fans, DHL did that, Mercedes, 

some other brands, and those have had a really big positive language and positive 

sentiment around them in online communities, on social media, etc. So the ones 
that have done it well, 100%.” 

“Doing just a sponsorship and doing it poorly can actually backfire . . . it can 

actually lead to decreased brand image. . . . That’s important to know.” 

 

MA7 

Agree 

“Sponsoring in esports allows, again, to improve the brand image and in front of a 

new audience. As for the old audience, it might also be useful because it provides 
an image of an innovative company that supports new trends.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 19 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Benefits of a passionate 

audience 

EES2 “If you do it the right way, that community will champion your brand and support your brand better than almost any other community out there.” 

NEES2 “We partner because people are really passionate about sports and esports.” 

MA5 “Esports is mostly young people and they’re highly engaged, so you are supporting something that’s very close to their hearts.” 

More positivism in the brand’s 

social networks 

EES6 “We noticed that fans became more positive on social media when talking about our brand in the context of esports.” 

Gives validation to the brand EES4 “What it gives is validation. You know? You can say ‘Oh, I have a Razer mouse’.” 

Makes the brand more 

relevant 

NEES2 “By connecting [NEES2] in a really relevant way, leveraging our technology and telling interesting stories, we feel that makes [NEES2] more relevant and helps our brand 

image among those different target audiences.” 

Gives the brand the benefit of 

coolness 

NEES4 “Could be the benefit of coolness. . . . [Esports are] a good way because they’re cool. . . . You could look good to the broader media and all that. You know, you’re looking cool, 

you’re in a very trendy industry and all that.” 

Rejuvenates outdated brands 

and attracts young 

consumers 

NEES4 “Either if you’re an outdated brand that has a lot to gain from esports or if you’re a brand that appeals to more senior ages and you want to go to younger ages . . . they’re a good 

way.” 

MA3 “It reflects a rejuvenation or young lifestyle. So, no matter if you’re talking Coca-Cola, or Microsoft, or Uber, or anything like that, . . . doing esports, no matter what brand you 

are, definitely gives you a younger touch because there’s still the combination of stigma and society that puts gaming more towards the younger ages than the older. . . . It 
always has this vibrant rejuvenating thing, that’s a 100% given with brand image.” 

MA5 “The engagement positions your brand as innovative, as younger, and as more digital. Just by entering into an esports sponsorship, you’re already doing something for your 

brand image.” 

MA7 “Sponsoring in esports allows, again, to improve the brand image and in front of a new audience. As for the old audience, it might also be useful because it provides an image of 

an innovative company that supports new trends.” 

Positive brand image transfer NEES5 “The goal is always, whether it’s baseball, basketball, or League of Legends, is that we want to align ourselves with a passion-point of the consumer or audience that we’re 

going after. And so, aligning ourselves with something that you’re passionate about hopefully has the rub-off effect of making our brand and our brand image look better.” 

Improves brand image most of 

the times 

EES3 “Most of the times sponsorships work.” 

EES4 “Most of the time yes.” 

NEES4 “In principle, yeah it can lead to an improved brand image.” 

NEES8 “Overall - yes, it should improve in the eyes of consumers interested in esports.” 

Correct activations will 
improve brand image 

MA2 “It can do when the sponsor is saying the right message that is very credible to its audience.” 

MA6 “Doing the right type of activation that resonates with esports fans . . . leads to a very strong and improved brand image. We’ve seen brands that have gone into esports, done 

activations that resonated very well with fans, DHL did that, Mercedes, some other brands, and those have had a really big positive language and positive sentiment around 

them in online communities, on social media, etc. So the ones that have done it well, 100%.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Lack of relevant-added value 
will worsen the brand 

image 

EES2 “Many brands will be blacklisted and earn a decreased brand image by sponsoring esports if they do not improve the experiences of the gaming community as a result of their 
sponsorship.” 

Incorrect activations will 
damage the brand’s image 

EES2 “There’s a lot of brands that can sponsor esports and it hurts their brand, because they didn’t do it right. . . . There’s a lot of brands that got into esports that wish they never got 
into it because they did it wrong.” 

NEES7 “I think esports can really hurt your brand if your brand does not have a true purpose to be in this community.” 

MA3 “Often brands that do not understand how marketing should be done or could be done in esports, I would say they also have certain brand damage . . . Lidl or Tesco, I don’t 
remember, one of those had a fun project, which was called something like Game Sniper, or Stream Sniper . . . you, as a parent, could hire someone that kills your kid online 

all the time until it gets so frustrating that they go away from their PC and go to lunch . . . everybody smashed that brand for doing this, because in essence it’s cyberbullying. 

So yes you get your kid to lunch, but he’s traumatized . . . that’s a big issue and your brand does not want to be associated with that. So it took like, 2 weeks of outrage over 
the media.” 

MA6 “Doing just a sponsorship and doing it poorly can actually backfire . . . it can actually lead to decreased brand image. . . . That’s important to know.” 

Angered esports fans may 
actively and persistently try 

to damage the sponsor 

MA2 “You’re doing a half-time show at the Super Bowl, if your advert is not so good . . . somebody might do a couple of Twitter posts that says ‘What the hell was that?’, but it’s 
forgotten about, it’s done. In esports, because of Reddit, because the audience is so hyper-socially connected, they’ll never forget it, and they will look to flame you, and your 

brand, and your image into the ground, and actually they don’t give up that easily.” 

MA3 “The internet never forgets . . . the damaging memes that are getting created . . . they live on for years. . . . Once you screw up with the internet it’s really though and expensive 
to get back on track.” 

Disreputable behaviour from 

the sponsored party can 
damage the brand’s image 

EES3 “It’s not always improved . . . For example, OpTic Gaming . . . had an issue with one of their Counter-Strike players because he was caught cheating in one of the events and 

that type of thing affects obviously the sponsorship itself because at the end of the day you sponsor a team that you expect a good reputation from, and then this type of thing 
happens.” 

EES4 “You have to be very careful with what you’re doing as it can even damage your brand. . . . There was a brand that sponsored an esports girl. The girl posted a picture on 

Twitter and a guy posted a comment teasing her. Then she replied to him by saying ‘This is why every man is trash’. . . . Some people from Brazil saw the girl’s post and 
sent it to her sponsor and said ‘Here is the person you're sponsoring, isn’t your target-group male?’. The sponsor cancelled the girl’s sponsorship. But then other people came 

to the sponsor and said ‘A bunch of guys do stupid things and you don’t cancel their sponsorship, but you cancel a girl’s sponsorship?’. So now the brand is receiving 

backlash from both ends. . . . Sometimes you stand there not knowing what to do. It’s very complicated.” 

Society’s negative view of 

videogames may damage 

the brand’s image 

EES7 “If you’re in a mainstream education industry and you sponsor esports, you know, some very traditional people might not view it positively.” 

Targeting the wrong audience 

will not improve brand 

image 

EES5 “If you’re targeting women, moms for example… it’s not.” 
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Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

How the sponsorship is 
conducted 

EES2 “Is entirely dependent on how the sponsor activates in the space. Not solely by the act of sponsorship. . . . If you do it the right way I absolutely agree, if you do it the wrong 
way, I absolutely disagree.” 

EES3 “Depends on . . . the type of sponsoring that you’re making.” 

EES7 “Depends on what the brand is trying to do for their image.” 

NEES3 “Depends on the marketing strategy and how you bring the sponsorship to life.” 

NEES4 “It all depends . . . [if] someone who’s approaching esports have done their homework, they know why they want to be in esports, they recognize internally, they have their 

story to tell, not just to the esports public but internally as well, they have their own narrative as to why they’re in esports, and they understand it, and it’s not just because it’s 
really cool to have our brand in front of 15 thousand young adults and all that, or because CEO nephew plays Counter-Strike or something like that.” 

MA2 “When done correctly, it can improve. . . . You have a problem using esports for brand image that you don’t have with other traditional sponsorships purely because the 

audience will love you or hate you, whereas in traditional sports they either love you or they just ignore you.” 

MA4 “It all depends on how the brands activate their sponsorships.” 

What type of brand you are EES3 “Depends on the brand that you are.” 

EES5 “Depends on your brand.” 

EES7 “Depends on what industry you’re in or what company you are.” 

NEES8 “Depends on brand and its functionality.” 

Target-audience EES5 “Depends on . . . who you want to target.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.1.6. H1c – Improved brand image (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 18 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Is there any brand that you started liking more because they sponsor esports?” The 

response options to this closed-ended question were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 18 

Changes to fans’ perceived image of brands due to sponsoring esports 

 
 

Table 20 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the open-

ended question “What brands did you start liking more because they sponsor esports? (Use commas 

to separate the brands and list only those that come to your mind right now)”
238

. This was a 

contingency question to the filter item “Is there any brand that you started liking more because they 

sponsor esports?” and only those who answered “Yes” were able to fill it out. Due to page size 

restrictions (and to only present the most relevant data), only the 100 most positively-perceived 

brands appear in the table. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
238 Fans were asked to separate the brand names with commas to facilitate the data analysis procedure. 

A 

B 

A. Sponsoring esports improved my perception of at 

least one brand (32.5%; 𝑛 = 1,834) 

B. Sponsoring esports did not improve my 

perception of brands (67.5%; 𝑛 = 3,804) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Table 20 

Fans’ 100 most positively-perceived esports sponsors 
1-50  51-100 

Rank Sponsor Type n %  Rank Sponsor Type n % 

1 Red Bull NE 316 17.2  51 PayPal NE 12 .7 

2 Logitech E 219 11.9  52 Champion NE 11 .6 
3 Intel E 146 8  53 HTC NE 11 .6 

4 HyperX E 145 7.9  54 KIA NE 11 .6 

5 Razer E 125 6.8  55 Nissan NE 11 .6 
6 CORSAIR E 101 5.5  56 Brisk NE 10 .5 

7 Monster Energy NE 95 5.2  57 Adidas NE 9 .5 

8 G Fuel E 90 4.9  58 Cup Noodles NE 9 .5 
9 Coca-Cola NE 81 4.4  59 Marvel NE 9 .5 

10 Steelseries E 68 3.7  60 Paris Saint-Germain NE 9 .5 

11 Alienware E 61 3.3  61 Rocket Mortgage NE 9 .5 
12 HP OMEN E 60 3.3  62 Vodafone E 9 .5 

13 ASUS ROG E 58 3.2  63 Axe NE 8 .4 

14 State Farm NE 56 3.1  64 Bose E 8 .4 
15 T-Mobile E 55 3  65 GEICO NE 8 .4 

16 Mountain Dew NE 52 2.8  66 Kennedy Space Center NE 8 .4 

17 BenQ E 49 2.7  67 Microsoft NE 8 .4 
18 Toyota NE 46 2.5  68 NZXT E 8 .4 

19 Honda NE 34 1.9  69 Renault NE 8 .4 

20 ZOWIE E 33 1.8  70 Strafe E 8 .4 
21 AMD E 30 1.6  71 Bud Light NE 7 .4 

22 MSI E 30 1.6  72 Jack & Jones NE 7 .4 

23 NVIDIA E 30 1.6  73 Nintendo E 7 .4 
24 Acer E 27 1.5  74 QANBA E 7 .4 

25 Mercedes-Benz NE 25 1.4  75 SAP NE 7 .4 

26 ASTRO gaming E 24 1.3  76 Snickers NE 7 .4 
27 Audi NE 24 1.3  77 Dell E 6 .3 

28 Mastercard NE 24 1.3  78 HEB NE 6 .3 

29 Twitch E 24 1.3  79 Lenovo E 6 .3 
30 OnePlus NE 23 1.3  80 Pepsi NE 6 .3 

31 Samsung NE 23 1.3  81 Schalke 04 NE 6 .3 

32 Dr Pepper NE 21 1.1  82 Sony E 6 .3 
33 Secretlab E 21 1.1  83 Arby’s NE 5 .3 

34 Razor NE 20 1.1  84 Cloud9 E 5 .3 

35 Sour Patch Kids NE 20 1.1  85 Doritos NE 5 .3 

36 iBUYPOWER E 19 1  86 Fanatec E 5 .3 

37 LOUIS VUITTON NE 19 1  87 FYM Hot Sauce NE 5 .3 

38 Nike NE 19 1  88 Grubhub NE 5 .3 
39 BMW NE 18 1  89 Hot6 Energy NE 5 .3 

40 Gillette NE 17 .9  90 McDonald’s NE 5 .3 
41 Scuf Gaming E 17 .9  91 ROCCAT E 5 .3 

42 Betway NE 16 .9  92 Team Liquid E 5 .3 

43 Sennheiser E 16 .9  93 Totino’s NE 5 .3 
44 Jack In The Box NE 15 .8  94 Afreeca E 4 .2 

45 Puma NE 14 .8  95 Hitbox E 4 .2 

46 Chipotle NE 13 .7  96 JIN AIR NE 4 .2 
47 DHL NE 13 .7  97 Marketplace.tf E 4 .2 

48 Turtle Beach E 13 .7  98 Old Spice NE 4 .2 

49 DXRacer E 12 .7  99 OPPO NE 4 .2 
50 Jersey Mike’s NE 12 .7  100 Panda Global E 4 .2 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 1,834; No answer = 3,804; E = Endemic; NE = Non-endemic. It must be noted that the classification of brands as 

endemic or non-endemic is a semi-arbitrary process. For this research, brands were classified as endemic if they advertised themselves 

as gaming-related or if the majority of their types of products were required for the practice of esports; all other brands were classified as 
non-endemic. 

 

The data from Table 20 was used to create a word cloud in NVivo 10 of the fan’s 100 most 

positively perceived esports sponsors
239

. This word cloud is presented in Figure 19. 

 

 

 

                                                           
239 As previously stated, since NVivo 10’s word cloud counts the frequencies of single words (thus fragmenting 

brand names with more than one word), it was necessary to eliminate all spaces between brand names with more than one 

word. For example, Red Bull was inserted into NVivo as RedBull and Jack In The Box was inserted as JackInTheBox. It 

should also be noted that NVivo 10’s word cloud presents all words in lowercase. Thus, for instance, RedBull appears as 

redbull and JackInTheBox appears as jackinthebox. 



290 

 

Figure 19 

Word cloud of the 100 most positively-perceived esports sponsors by fans 

 
 

Through the open-ended question “What brands did you start liking more because they sponsor 

esports? (Use commas to separate the brands and list only those that come to your mind right 

now)” it was also possible to count how many brands the average fan started perceiving more 

positively due to sponsoring esports. Hence, Figure 20 shows the number of sponsors that fans 

perceived more positively as a result of sponsoring esports. 

 

Figure 20 

Number of brands that the average fan perceives more positively due to sponsoring esports 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 
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identify 71 fans who provided answers connected to the main benefit of improved brand image. 

Table 21 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

Table 21 

Fan quotes supporting the main benefit of improved brand image 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Passionate audience  

“There are still a lot of tournaments run by the community, proving the passion of the esports community.”  33 

Audience accepts sponsorships  

“I don't think there are too many sponsors in esports right now.” 9 

“I’d want what’s best for players to have a stable income.” 11 

“Without any funding and little to no stability, it will keep those diamonds hidden.” 12 

“Theres never too many sponsors.” 29 

“There need to be sponsors for the lower tier scenes of esport titles to ensure and incentivize new/young players to focus on 
their esports career.” 

30 

“More advertisers supporting these events will take the strain off of the community, allowing the sport the chance to prosper 

instead of living on a season by season basis (for many games).” 

33 

“I don't care if it's one or many.” 41 

“I realize they might be neccesary for better profits or any profits at all.” 42 

“Sponsorships for events are nessisary to keep them free.” 62 

“Sponsors should include more products and services that aren't strictly related to computing/gaming. (soap, cars, vacations, 

clothes, etc.).” 

65 

“Sponsors are like a necessary cancer. Teams need them to function.” 73 

“Sponsors are a necessity for a competitive community. I think that with more sponsor and esport cooperation is necessary for 

the growth and wide spread acceptance of esports.” 

75 

“Some college teams should also be sponsored.” 82 

“Seeing brands that I like in esports would probably make me like the brand more.” 87 

“It’s a sort of necessary evil to have quality events and a lot of them.” 104 

“More sponsors are always a good thing. They generate money for tournaments creating recognition for the brand, esport and 

the team. All of these positive extrinsic motivational factors such as money, praise, fame ect. are large factors in growing 

the esports scene.” 

107 

“One minor thing I would like to be focused on from all parties in esports, especially when it comes to tournament 

organisation, is the importance of sponsorship and the scene's reliance on it to keep a steady growth . . . one would seldom 

understand how much money is needed to provide a sufficient product and keep the scene interesting.” 

109 

“NASCAR is a good model that e-sports can learn from.” 147 

“More sponsorship sounds good.” 160 

“More sponsors for melee players.” 161 

“More sponsors are needed.” 162 

“More advertisers will make price pools bigger, make the esport more known and generally make more people know of 

it/want to participate.” 

164 

“Many tourneys I have seen in madden still offer fairly small amounts in the Prize Pool. The more sponsors the merrier to get 

those numbers UP!” 

169 

“I think anyone could sponsor a team or tournament. Rocket league cambells soup tourny 100% down for, it doesn't matter. 
It's good!” 

177 

“It would be great to see players, casters and tournaments to be supported because the industry is growing however the support 

for those partaking is lacking.” 

183 

“I'm okayish with the amount of advertising . . . but I also know that without ads we wouldn't really be able to support 

tournaments and such at the levels we can now. Just like conventional sports.” 

191 

“I would prefer sponsors to sponsor teams, tournament winnings, production value for tournaments, including talent invited to 
cast games. not enough sponsors for tier 2 teams and below.” 

196 

“I would like more sponsorships for non-meta games.” 200 

“I understand sponsors are crucial to tournaments.” 207 
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Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

“I think ultimately more potential sponsors need to notice how much the esports scene has grown and that it's a good 

place/audience to advertise to.” 

209 

“I think the esports industry needs more money, and i have no problems watching ads.” 214 

“I think that esporta needa money, and without sponsors there is very little money.” 218 

“I think sponsorships can help esports to evolve.” 221 

“I think sponsors within the realm of esports not only promote and aid the acceptance of the field as a career path, but increase 

revenue to the plays who are entertaining millions of people.” 

222 

“I think sponsors should help smaller/b-tier tournaments more, since players in that scene are usually very young and usually 

can’t afford to go pro.” 

223 

“I think most people who watch esports understand that everyone needs to make money and that the sponsors make that 
happen.” 

226 

“I respect non-tech brands when they support esports by sponsoring them.” 229 

“More of just about anything as esport sponsors.” 230 

“The lack of sponsors and support from valve is horrendous.” 234 

“It feels like normal sports where its there but not too obtrusive.” 237 

“I understand without money there would be no industry.” 241 

“I like the inflow of money to esports and the idea of normalizing them, hope for more variety in sponsors.” 247 

“I just dont get why there arent more sponsors.” 250 

“I hope the growing acceptance of esports in society (and older generations still following esports) will make a broader range 
of sponsors available.” 

251 

“I hope that these results motivate sponsors that we, the esports fans, love to support the brands that support the games we 

love!” 

252 

“I have answered generally positivity about eSports sponsors, because I think they are necessary and can help promote the 

game and provide support for players etc.” 

255 

“I have a lot more trust in brands that sponsor esports.” 256 

“I know they are necessary.” 257 

“The amount of sponsors can definitely increase since it usually means a tournament has more money either for price pools or 

being able to set up facilities and catering for the players.” 

259 

“For certain industries and activities to be possible under a capitalist system, that it is necessary as a method of enticing 

corporations to sponsor people and events.” 

260 

“I feel the number of sponsors per team/player should be dictated by how many sponsors they need, not public opinion.” 263 

“I feel that there is a lack of non-endemic sponsors within the esports space.” 264 

“I feel some may answer ‘sponsorships are bad’ just because that's an easy thing to say. Sponsorships in esports are a thing, 

but no where near as bad as let's say an NFL game where every little thing has a sponsor. So, right now it's an acceptable 
level.” 

265 

“I understand they can make or break a pro's ability to play a game sustainably that he's invested his life into being skilled at, 

as tournament winnings usually are not present or stable enough to rely on, so my sympathy is always with pros' interests 
above all, and it is evident over these past few years as esports has been ramping up, that pros really need sponsors, savvy 

of Magic's intricacies or not, in order to stay in the game at almost any level (as in being able to play in top level 

tournaments or even just being a consistent streamer). So I just wanted to let the record reflect that my only positive feeling 
towards sponsors is that ‘nice, this sponsor is helping allow this pro I like continue doing his thing’.” 

273 

“I don’t really care what sponsors do, I know they are a necessary evil under capitalism.” 276 

“I do not have a problem with advertisements that pop up/rotate in the bottom corner.” 279 

“I care more about esports sponsors than traditional sports sponsors.” 284 

“I do however understand the need for them. I want my team to be successful and I know they need revenue to be successful. I 

want it to be profitable for them.” 

286 

“I believe sponsorship is vital for esports and with time the issues with sponsors and advertising will be resolved.” 288 

“I understand that sponsorships are important to the industry.” 312 

“Having other logos or sponsor names on graphics is never harmful for esports.” 313 

“Having a timer until a tournament returns instead of an advertisement is a huge missed opportunity in OWL and the 

OWWC.” 

314 

“General Technology companies are an interesting sponsor.” 385 
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Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

“From a viewer point of view, we really don't care that much about sponsors. They allow esport to grow, that's great.” 391 

“Esports still have untapped marketing potential. Commercial breaks between games for example are usual in Korea, but the 

rest of the esport world seems to lag behind them.” 

400 

“Esports sponsorship is necessary. Playing video games at a high level does not inherently make money, but people like to 
watch it. Either the viewing platforms go subscription based or they show ads. I prefer the latter, but giving people an 

option is ideal.” 

401 

“Champions of Salt deserves more advertiser love.” 435 

“Big sponsors like Audi, its nice that they support esport . . . its nice to see such a big brand supporting esport.” 441 

“I understand the importantance of sponsors so they do not bother me.” 450 

“Advertise good products.” 463 

“About the too many ads question: I dont think there are too many, or too few. I think the amount of ads is just right.” 464 

Note. . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

4.1.7. H1d – Increased sales (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 21 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to increased sales” and asking them 

to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options were: 

“Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly 

agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 27.3% (i.e. n = 6/22) of experts expressed disagreement and 

72.7% (i.e. n = 16/22) expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 21 

Experts’ opinion on whether sponsoring esports leads to increased sales 

 
 

Table 22 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to 

increased sales”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 17 experts provided arguments in favour of 

the statement, 11 provided arguments against the statement, and eight indicated that it depends. 

Afterwards, Table 23 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 22 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports leads to increased sales 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

agree 

“We had this team go into a mall . . . we did a meeting and greet activation with 
them . . . we also created a landing page on the retailer. So this meant that the 

ones that were buying our gear were buying it because of them being at this 

retail activation, they of course bought the gear through this landing page. . . . 
We have an affiliate programs with the different teams we are sponsoring, so 

then they give this affiliate link to the fans and then when the fans buy through 
this affiliate link, then we can also see that it has increased the sales and 

people are buying through these links.” 

  

EES2 
Disagree 

“Sales can result . . . I do think that it’s very likely that if you do it right it will 
lead to indirect sales.” 

“We really need to set expectations with sponsorships in the space. It’s going to 
be rare that your sponsorship will lead to immediate sales.” 

 

EES3 

Somewhat 

disagree 

“Maybe in the long-term those generate sales.” “Most of the time we spend more money than we receive in sales. . . . I can 

assure you that we don’t cover costs in terms of sales . . . in direct sales, most 

of the time it doesn’t increase.” 

 

EES4 

Agree 

“If you sponsor football, not everyone who watches football buys sport items. 

That includes me. That is very different in esports. Esports fans are much more 
attached. Normally they watch esports on a computer, smartphone or tablet, 

etc., so if you sell computers, smartphones, and tablets you are already directly 

communicating with a public that is your consumer.” 

 “If I give you 1 million to sponsor 

esports and you don’t know how to 
sponsor, you’re going to lose 1 

million and you won’t increase your 

sales. For example, there is a game 
here in Brazil that is very watched 

that is called Free Fire. It’s a mobile 

game. It’s a game that doesn’t 
require a strong smartphone, so it 

can be played on any smartphone. . . 

. Does it make sense for [EES4] to 
sponsor a Free Fire team? No, 

because the people who play Free 

Fire aren’t interested in a gaming 
chair.” 

EES5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“If you’re a peripheral brand sponsoring or working with a team, then yes, you 

probably will see an increase in sales if the pro-players are using your products 
and performing well.” 

“If you sponsor a team and they do really badly and they’re using your gear, then 

there’s an argument that your gear is making a team perform worse so you 
got to pick a team that’s winning for that to work.” 

 

EES6 

Disagree 

 “Last year and this year we sponsored the League of Legends World 

Championship, the Invictus Gaming team and we didn’t notice an increase in 

sales. This is referring to the China region.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES7 

Agree 

“It helps them increase sales because it’s an untapped audience that they’re able 

to kind of work into. For esports, they’re pretty much targeting millennials, 
they’re targeting fresh college students, they’re targeting the youth. So that 

might be an audience that they weren’t focusing before or they haven’t 

captured the market yet.” 

  

NEES1 

Somewhat 

agree 

“If you improve your brand image you will ultimately sell more cars. Even in the 

esports community, you will most probably sell more cars.” 

“If you damage your brand image in another part of your target-groups, then you 

will sell less cars there.” 

 

NEES2 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Since it increases brand awareness of a tech-savvy audience and we’re a tech 

brand we feel that it does increase sales.” 

 “It’s difficult to pinpoint if the sales 

increase really comes from these 

sponsorships.” 

NEES3 

Somewhat 

agree 

  “[Sponsoring esports is] just a tool that 

you then have to actively use in 

order to increase sales.” 

NEES4 

Agree 

“It could lead to increased sales, but only if sponsoring esports becomes one 

component to your strategy, and you can link your sponsoring with direct 

appeals to consumers.” 

 “It also depends on what kind of brand 

you are and where you specialize 

in.” 

NEES5 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Putting our brand in front of an audience that we don’t reach as well through 

other means should help increase sales.” 

 “It’s very hard for us to connect any of 

our specific sports sponsorship 

activities directly to sales.” 

NEES6 

Agree 

“We have seen, in our brewery, [Anonymous 1] is our mainstay beer, has been 

the biggest seller since our inception 20 something years ago, as of two 

months ago [Anonymous 2, which is the beer we are promoting in esports] has 
now outsold [Anonymous 1].” 

  

NEES7 

Somewhat 
agree 

“If you’re selling a mouse and Bugha wins the world cup using your mouse, 

100%. . . . I’ve done partnerships with a lot of gaming influencers, including 
Ninja, Bugha, MiHT, and I’ve directly seen the impact that these guys can 

have on certain products. You know? To the point where they’re selling out 

products just from posting about it. . . . [The sponsorship] has to be contextual 
and connected to what that community actually cares about.” 

“If you are promoting a new pick-up truck [laughs] and Bugha happens to be 

wearing a jersey that has your pick-up truck on it, I just don’t think a lot of 
the pick-up truck audiences will buy a new truck.” 

 

NEES8 

Disagree 

 “Sponsorships should mainly drive brand awareness.” “Depending on both product and type 

of sponsorship, sales may increase 
insignificantly.” 

MA1 

Disagree 

“Logitech or HP, etc., they are here to increase sales for sure.”   
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA2 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 “I’ve yet to see any data that shows that, and we’re a marketing company who 

gets paid to do marketing in esports to help drive sales. So no, I think that 
esports is there to drive brand awareness and consideration. I would say that it 

is not there to activate sales. It gets you in the game, but it doesn’t mean that 

it necessarily activates a sale. But then that is also true of most high level 

sponsorship in football, motor racing, etc.” 

 

MA3 

Somewhat 
agree 

“If you do it right, sponsoring in esports definitely leads to increased sales.” “I would say 80%, or more, of the sponsoring in both sports and esports is 

ineffective.” 

 

MA4 

Agree 

“I think on the long term, yes . . . It is quite logical to say that brands like HP, 

Lenovo, Acer, etc. wouldn’t be investing so much money in esports if it wasn’t 
increasing their sales for their gaming and computer product ranges.” 

  

MA5 

Agree 

“For keyboards and such, definitely. Similar to the way that football works for 

Adidas or Nike.” 

 “It really depends on how far off you 

are from the original product and 
how you activate.” 

MA6 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Mercedes has been sponsoring esports, a relatively expensive car brand, those I 

don’t expect to lead to a large increase in sales in the short-term. . . . For 
hardware brands, Intel or NVIDIA, that make parts for PCs, or headset brands 

that focus on gamers such as SteelSeries or Razer, those companies have a 

bigger direct relationship with sales. Another one is the telecommunication 
companies. There is also a bigger relationship there where there is an easier tie 

in into the products that the fans are currently already using or interested. For 

those brands, I would definitely agree.” 

“Those are very much about brand image, brand awareness, their branding and 

brand perception with fans. . . . Not so much in increasing direct sales.” 

“It depends on the type of sponsorship 

and activation.” 

MA7 

Somewhat 

agree 

 “It’s not yet proven that much.”  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 23 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports leads to increased sales 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Reaching an elusive 

demographic 

EES7 “It helps them increase sales because it’s an untapped audience that they’re able to kind of work into. For esports, they’re pretty much targeting millennials, they’re targeting 

fresh college students, they’re targeting the youth. So that might be an audience that they weren’t focusing before or they haven’t captured the market yet.” 

NEES5 “Putting our brand in front of an audience that we don’t reach as well through other means should help increase sales.” 

Pro-players can easily 

influence sales 

NEES7 “I’ve done partnerships with a lot of gaming influencers, including Ninja, Bugha, MiHT, and I’ve directly seen the impact that these guys can have on certain products. You 

know? To the point where they’re selling out products just from posting about it.” 

The sales of the promoted 

product may surpass those 

of the sponsor’s best seller 

NEES6 “We have seen, in our brewery, [Anonymous 1] is our mainstay beer, has been the biggest seller since our inception 20 something years ago, as of two months ago [Anonymous 

2, which is the beer we are promoting in esports] has now outsold [Anonymous 1].” 

The tracking of sales shows 

that sponsoring esports 

increases sales 

EES1 “We had this team go into a mall . . . we did a meeting and greet activation with them . . . we also created a landing page on the retailer. So this meant that the ones that were 

buying our gear were buying it because of them being at this retail activation, they of course bought the gear through this landing page. . . . We have an affiliate programs 

with the different teams we are sponsoring, so then they give this affiliate link to the fans and then when the fans buy through this affiliate link, then we can also see that it 
has increased the sales and people are buying through these links.” 

Esports fans are more prone to 

buy gaming-related items 
than sports fans buying 

sports-related items 

EES4 “If you sponsor football, not everyone who watches football buys sport items. That includes me. That is very different in esports. Esports fans are much more attached. 

Normally they watch esports on a computer, smartphone or tablet, etc., so if you sell computers, smartphones, and tablets you are already directly communicating with a 
public that is your consumer.” 

Endemics brands will benefit 
more from increased sales 

EES5 “If you’re a peripheral brand sponsoring or working with a team, then yes, you probably will see an increase in sales.” 

MA1 “Logitech or HP, etc., they are here to increase sales for sure.” 

MA4 “It is quite logical to say that brands like HP, Lenovo, Acer, etc. wouldn’t be investing so much money in esports if it wasn’t increasing their sales for their gaming and 

computer product ranges.” 

MA5 “For keyboards and such, definitely. Similar to the way that football works for Adidas or Nike.” 

MA6 “For hardware brands, Intel or NVIDIA, that make parts for PCs, or headset brands that focus on gamers such as SteelSeries or Razer, those companies have a bigger direct 

relationship with sales. Another one is the telecommunication companies. There is also a bigger relationship there where there is an easier tie in into the products that the fans 
are currently already using or interested. For those brands, I would definitely agree.” 

Generates sales in the long-

term 

EES3 “Maybe in the long-term those generate sales.” 

MA4 “I think on the long term, yes.” 

MA6 “Mercedes has been sponsoring esports, a relatively expensive car brand, those I don’t expect to lead to a large increase in sales in the short-term.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Correct activations will 
increase sales 

EES2 “Sales can result . . . I do think that it’s very likely that if you do it right it will lead to indirect sales.” 

NEES4 “It could lead to increased sales, but only if sponsoring esports becomes one component to your strategy, and you can link your sponsoring with direct appeals to consumers.” 

NEES7 “[The sponsorship] has to be contextual and connected to what that community actually cares about.” 

MA3 “If you do it right, sponsoring in esports definitely leads to increased sales.” 

An improved brand image will 

result in more sales 

NEES1 “If you improve your brand image you will ultimately sell more cars. Even in the esports community, you will most probably sell more cars.” 

Sales will increase when the 
sponsored pro-player wins 

EES5 “You probably will see an increase in sales if the pro-players are using your products and performing well.” 

NEES7 “If you’re selling a mouse and Bugha wins the world cup using your mouse, 100%.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Sales revenue does not cover 
sponsorship costs 

EES3 “Most of the time we spend more money than we receive in sales. . . . I can assure you that we don’t cover costs in terms of sales . . . in direct sales, most of the time it doesn’t 
increase.” 

Sales will decrease when the 

sponsored pro-player loses 

EES5 “If you sponsor a team and they do really badly and they’re using your gear, then there’s an argument that your gear is making a team perform worse so you got to pick a team 

that’s winning for that to work.” 

A damaged brand image will 

result in fewer sales 

NEES1 “If you damage your brand image in another part of your target-groups, then you will sell less cars there.” 

Sponsoring one of the most 
popular tournaments did 

not result in increased sales 

EES6 “Last year and this year we sponsored the League of Legends World Championship, the Invictus Gaming team and we didn’t notice an increase in sales. This is referring to the 
China region.” 

Some non-endemic brands 
will not benefit from 

increased sales 

NEES7 “If you are promoting a new pick-up truck [laughs] and Bugha happens to be wearing a jersey that has your pick-up truck on it, I just don’t think a lot of the pick-up truck 
audiences will buy a new truck.” 

Awareness will increase and 

image will improve but 

sales will not rise 

NEES8 “Sponsorships should mainly drive brand awareness.” 

MA2 “I’ve yet to see any data that shows that, and we’re a marketing company who gets paid to do marketing in esports to help drive sales. So no, I think that esports is there to drive 

brand awareness and consideration. I would say that it is not there to activate sales. It gets you in the game, but it doesn’t mean that it necessarily activates a sale. But then 

that is also true of most high level sponsorship in football, motor racing, etc.” 

MA6 “Those are very much about brand image, brand awareness, their branding and brand perception with fans. . . . Not so much in increasing direct sales.” 
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Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

How the sponsorship is 
activated 

EES4 “If I give you 1 million to sponsor esports and you don’t know how to sponsor, you’re going to lose 1 million and you won’t increase your sales. For example, there is a game 
here in Brazil that is very watched that is called Free Fire. It’s a mobile game. It’s a game that doesn’t require a strong smartphone, so it can be played on any smartphone. . . 

. Does it make sense for [EES4] to sponsor a Free Fire team? No, because the people who play Free Fire aren’t interested in a gaming chair.” 

NEES3 “[Sponsoring esports is] just a tool that you then have to actively use in order to increase sales.” 

NEES8 “Depending on . . . type of sponsorship, sales may increase insignificantly.” 

MA5 “It really depends on . . . how you activate.” 

MA6 “It depends on the type of sponsorship and activation.” 

Type of brand NEES4 “It also depends on what kind of brand you are and where you specialize in.” 

NEES8 “Depending on . . . product . . . sales may increase insignificantly.” 

MA5 “It really depends on how far off you are from the original product.” 

It is difficult to know if the 

esports sponsorship is 

driving sales 

NEES2 “It’s difficult to pinpoint if the sales increase really comes from these sponsorships.” 

NEES5 “It’s very hard for us to connect any of our specific sports sponsorship activities directly to sales.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.1.8. H1d – Increased sales (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 22 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Have you bought something from an esports sponsor? (This does not include 

regular buying items like food, beverage, etc.)” The response options to this closed-ended question 

were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 22 

Fan purchase of esports sponsor products 

 
 

Figure 23 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the open-

ended question “How many products have you bought from esports sponsors? (This does not 

include regular buying items like food, beverage, etc.)” This was a contingency question to the 

filter item “Have you bought something from an esports sponsor? (This does not include regular 

buying items like food, beverage, etc.)” and only those who answered “Yes” were able to fill it out. 

 

Figure 23 

Number of esports sponsor products that fans purchased 

 

A 

B 

A. Bought something from esports sponsors 

(39.6%; 𝑛 = 2,235) 

B. Did not buy something from esports 

sponsors (60.4%; 𝑛 = 3,403) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify six fans who provided answers connected to the main benefit of increased sales. Table 24 

presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

Table 24 

Fan quotes supporting the main benefit of increased sales 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

No subtheme  

“We don't need nannies, but we do like buying shirts and snacks.” 459 

Prefers buying from esports sponsors  

“There are times when given the option on an item I would buy, i.e. a soda or energy drink, I will consciously choose the 

esports sponsor of the team I like--Dr. Pepper over Coke or Red Bull over alternatives.” 

32 

Prefers buying from esports sponsors that bring relevant-added value  

“If you are advertising frozen pizzas and you show up with enough for everyone at my local weekly tournament (or rather set 

up a deal with our organizer) I'll buy your frozen pizza over any other brand and it will bring tears of joy to my eye to think 

about your kindness . . . I do love the support we receive and it could even influence a big purchase like a car for me. But 
I'm more likely to connect with the add on a small purchase if you offer a top quality product targeted at the community 

(not industry).” 

408 

“If they create something to contribute to the community instead of just selling a product, I’m far more likely to look at/buy 
their products.” 

440 

Positive brand image transfer  

“Tech brands' sponsorship probably affects my actual purchasing decisions much more. For example, I don't think I've ever 
bought a Coke because I saw Coke branding in a tournament. But when tech brands (e.g. HP) invest in esports, it creates 

the impression that these companies are getting some esports pro input into their products (whether it's true or not).” 

229 

Reverse product placement  

“I love Starcraft 2 and would love to see it on things I buy (like drinks). Any time I see the name of a game I love on 

something like that I buy it every chance I get even if I hate the drink or flavor itself.” 

243 

Note. . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

4.1.9. H1e – Sustainable investment (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 24 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment” and asking 

them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options 

were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or 

“Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 13.6% (i.e. n = 3/22) of experts expressed 

disagreement and 86.4% (i.e. n = 19/22) expressed agreement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



302 

 

Figure 24 

Experts’ opinion on whether sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment 

 
 

Table 25 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Sponsoring esports is a 

sustainable investment”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 18 experts provided arguments in 

favour of the statement, 11 provided arguments against the statement, and seven indicated that it 

depends. Afterwards, Table 26 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 25 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

agree 

“The non-endemic brands that we see who enter esports, this is also a very 
valuable thing that tells that this is actually very sustainable, because if it 

wasn’t sustainable, then they would not go into this scene as well. We see a lot 

of new brands that are entering esports right now because they want to be a 
part of this scene because there’s actually money in this.” 

“Now you have a lot of non-endemic brands that want to spend a lot of money 
but they have no clue if they will get anything out of it or not, so they just 

explode the prices. So the prices are just going up and up and up and the rest 

of us that actually know what we’re doing [laughs] and know what the 
budgets should be, we're getting smashed here because they have billions and 

billions to use and they don’t know if they are using it on anything terrible.” 

 

EES2 

Somewhat 

agree 

“The growing player-base and vibrance of the gaming community will make 

esports a positive long-term investment. . . . If you get a good evaluation on 

your investments and if you’re in it for the long term, then it’s a sustainable 
investment. . . . The fan-base is so big, and growing . . . after the corrections it 

will continue to go up.” 

“Currently, a lot of investments are overvalued, so, like, one big question is 

there’s teams that are valued at 300 million dollars, well the entire industry of 

esports is valued at about 1 billion. So, you can’t tell me that one team makes 
almost a third of the value of the entire industry, right? So, a lot of people are 

overvaluing things currently. . . . I think that a correction is coming in the 

market where I really do believe that people are going to say ‘Wait a minute, 
these are overvalued’, the value will be corrected, some people will get out 

and not have a good experience with their investment.” 

“Only if the investment is not 

overvalued. Many esports 

organizations are overvalued and 
receiving investments far above 

their true value.” 

EES3 
Agree 

“Everything is getting better each year that goes by. . . . Every year we see an 
increase in sales, we see an increase in importance of esports all around the 

world, and at the end of the day if this sector grows, everything grows with it. 

So I definitely agree it’s a sustainable investment.” 

“We, most of the times, don’t cover costs.”  

EES4 

Somewhat 

agree 

“In places where the scene is very developed, like the US where there’s TSM, 

Cloud9, etc. those teams give you a very high return. . . . The amount of 

influencers that Method has is absurd. So, in reality, it ends up being cheaper 
for us because we’re sponsoring a team that comes with influencers.” 

 “Depends a lot on your scene.” 

EES5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“If you pick an established thing and you build a reputation then I agree.” “If it’s a new game, there’s a massive risk that the esports doesn’t take off. If it’s 

a new team, there’s a massive… or even a current team, like they could drop 
like, look at OpTic Gaming. They’ve just been bought out, they’ve lost their 

entire roster, they had a really strong presence in COD (Call of Duty), now 

that doesn’t exist anymore. So, sustainability at the moment is all over the 
place.” 

“Depends on the sustainability of the 

game or team.” 

EES6 

Agree 

“Despite not noticing an increase in sales we benefit from the positive image, 

goodwill, and notoriety that our brand receives.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES7 

Disagree 

 “A lot of companies are trying to get into esports but come short. It might not be 

as expensive as traditional sports, but it definitely is getting up there. You 
know, salaries are pretty expensive, there’s a lot of operational costs with the 

equipment, you always have to have state of the art equipment for the players. 

There’s so much travel, housing, lodging, food, all these different travel 

expenses and the ROI on esports isn’t quite there yet. Sure you might have 

pretty big tournament prize pools, but it’s not really sustainable if your team 

is not a tier 1 organization, if your players are not constantly winning, or if 
you don’t have very very big sponsorship deals and, you know, in traditional 

sports we have mainstream media kind of being the main source of the 

income, you know, with television deals and news networks, things like that. 
Esports just isn’t quite there yet.” 

 

NEES1 

Agree 

“The esports industry will continuously grow and will exist for a very long time 

so your investments will be sustainable.” 

  

NEES2 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Esports right now has some good expected growth numbers.”  “They really need to back up their 

numbers of their expected growth. 

So, it remains to be seen.” 

NEES3 

Agree 

“I agree that esports is growing.”   

NEES4 
Agree 

“If you don’t agree with that then why are you in this business?”   

NEES5 

Agree 

“When I look at all the other sports activities out there, all of them are aging 

upwards . . . baseball and football have average ages of the viewers somewhere 
in the 55 to 60 range, you have basketball which tends to be more in the 40 to 

45 range, and then esports being in the 20 to 30 range, no matter what 

videogame it is. And so, yeah I think this is a sustainable investment as long as 
the audience is there and keeps to a certain extent hopefully building or not 

losing too much.” 

  

NEES6 
Agree 

“We are seeing the growth and we don’t see it going down anytime soon because 
of gaming, livestreaming, internet content, etc.” 

“Right now it’s still a risk. It’s still a slight gamble.”  

NEES7 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Some of the smaller businesses can really thrive in this market . . . we’re just 

scratching the surface of this whole thing becoming relevant. I think the big 
audiences are not there yet. I think they will be. In 5 or 10 years I think this 

will be the next NBA.” 

“Big brands I think are not going to see it move the needle as much. . . . Today, 

it’s not very attractive for big brands because the distribution is still pretty 
limited and it is still a pretty niche community.” 

“If you were having a talk with a 

Logitech person, you’d get a very 
different response.” 

NEES8 
Disagree 

 “Esports is a young but fast-paced market. The picture may change very fast and 

a once promising investment may easily become unprofitable.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA1 

Somewhat 
agree 

“The ecosystem is more sustainable than one year ago and for sure will be even 

more sustainable in the next year.” 

“The issue here is that esports is very dynamic but it’s not so stable as you want 

so, in some cases, you can have a bad surprise if you are investing in them.” 

 

MA2 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 “There is a lot of change in terms of key brands that come into the space . . . a lot 

of what they’re doing is wrong and possibly not working. The franchise 
model for games such as Overwatch is causing the price to increase in a huge 

fashion to the point where arguably it’s very difficult to demonstrate return on 

investment and therefore whilst there’s some companies that are crazy enough 
to pay it, I know a lot of brands who are now figuring out that they were crazy 

and now they’re not wanting to pay it. . . . Logitech or HyperX, they’re facing 

increase requests for cost for all the teams that they’ll not be able to meet. It 
doesn’t make sense for them so they’re not seeing it as sustainable.” 

 

MA3 

Strongly 
agree 

“If you do a smart campaign you can get good parts of it, you can analyse, and 

you will see there is a return on investment but you got to be smart, you got to 
be engaging.” 

  

MA4 

Agree 

“PC components and all that type of brands … they wouldn’t be still investing if 

it was not sustainable for them. . . . It’s sustainable and esports is rapidly 
growing . . . the ROI might be better than in traditional sports because it’s still 

cheaper and the market is growing so I’d say on the long term it’s a sustainable 

investment. . . . Seeing the trends we’re seeing today, I’d say it’s pretty 
sustainable so far.” 

 “There are nuances. It all depends on 

the brand’s objectives and what type 
of brand we’re all talking about. . . . 

It all depends on the way the market 

grows.” 

MA5 

Strongly 
agree 

“People sort of disagree whether it’s growing by 25% or by 20%, but that’s pretty 

much stronger than any other department, so yes, it’s sustainable as there’s 
more and more people coming in.” 

  

MA6 

Agree 

“In general, we see pretty good returns on sponsoring in esports, especially when 

done well. Also it’s a growing industry, so it’s still very young but it’s still on 
a path up, in general. There is increasing interest from fans for more content, 

for different types of games, so definitely a sustainable investment also in the 

long-term.” 

  

MA7 

Agree 

 “Not every esports sponsorship is a good investment.” “Decision makers should think… they 

should not run just because it’s 

hyped, they also need to consider a 
bit more the project itself and the 

benefits that the project gives.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 26 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Esports is constantly attracting 

increasingly more sponsors 

EES1 “The non-endemic brands that we see who enter esports, this is also a very valuable thing that tells that this is actually very sustainable, because if it wasn’t sustainable, then 

they would not go into this scene as well. We see a lot of new brands that are entering esports right now because they want to be a part of this scene because there’s actually 

money in this.” 

Number of esports fans is 

steadily increasing 

EES2 “The growing player-base and vibrance of the gaming community will make esports a positive long-term investment . . . The fan-base is so big, and growing . . . after the 

corrections it will continue to go up.” 

NEES7 “I think the big audiences are not there yet. I think they will be. In 5 or 10 years I think this will be the next NBA.” 

MA5 “It’s sustainable as there’s more and more people coming in.” 

Correct sponsorship 
activations are sustainable 

EES2 “If you get a good evaluation on your investments . . . it’s a sustainable investment.” 

EES5 “If you pick an established thing and you build a reputation then I agree.” 

MA3 “If you do a smart campaign you can get good parts of it, you can analyse, and you will see there is a return on investment but you got to be smart, you got to be engaging.” 

MA6 “In general, we see pretty good returns on sponsoring in esports, especially when done well.” 

The esports market is 

experiencing a positive 

annual growth 

EES3 “Everything is getting better each year that goes by. . . . Every year . . . we see an increase in importance of esports all around the world, and at the end of the day if this sector 

grows, everything grows with it. So I definitely agree it’s a sustainable investment.” 

NEES1 “The esports industry will continuously grow and will exist for a very long time so your investments will be sustainable.” 

NEES2 “Esports right now has some good expected growth numbers.” 

NEES3 “I agree that esports is growing.” 

NEES6 “We are seeing the growth and we don’t see it going down anytime soon because of gaming, livestreaming, internet content, etc.” 

NEES7 “We’re just scratching the surface of this whole thing becoming relevant.” 

MA1 “The ecosystem is more sustainable than one year ago and for sure will be even more sustainable in the next year.” 

MA4 “It’s sustainable and esports is rapidly growing.” 

MA5 “People sort of disagree whether it’s growing by 25% or by 20%, but that’s pretty much stronger than any other department.” 

MA6 “It’s a growing industry, so it’s still very young but it’s still on a path up, in general. There is increasing interest from fans for more content, for different types of games, so 

definitely a sustainable investment.” 

Long-term sponsorships are 

sustainable 

 

 

 

EES2 “If you’re in it for the long term, then it’s a sustainable investment.” 

MA4 “On the long term it’s a sustainable investment.” 

MA6 “Definitely a sustainable investment also in the long-term.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

ROIs from sponsorships are 
positive 

EES4 “In places where the scene is very developed, like the US where there’s TSM, Cloud9, etc. those teams give you a very high return. . . . The amount of influencers that Method 
has is absurd. So, in reality, it ends up being cheaper for us because we’re sponsoring a team that comes with influencers.” 

EES6 “Despite not noticing an increase in sales we benefit from the positive image, goodwill, and notoriety that our brand receives.” 

NEES7 “Some of the smaller businesses can really thrive in this market.” 

MA4 “PC components and all that type of brands … they wouldn’t be still investing if it was not sustainable for them . . . the ROI might be better than in traditional sports because 

it’s still cheaper.” 

MA6 “In general, we see pretty good returns on sponsoring in esports.” 

ROIs from sponsorships are 

constantly increasing 

EES3 “Everything is getting better each year that goes by. . . . Every year we see an increase in sales.” 

 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Some entities are drastically 

inflating esports 

sponsorship costs 

EES1 “Now you have a lot of non-endemic brands that want to spend a lot of money but they have no clue if they will get anything out of it or not, so they just explode the prices. So 

the prices are just going up and up and up and the rest of us that actually know what we’re doing [laughs] and know what the budgets should be, we're getting smashed here 

because they have billions and billions to use and they don’t know if they are using it on anything terrible.” 

EES2 “Currently, a lot of investments are overvalued, so, like, one big question is there’s teams that are valued at 300 million dollars, well the entire industry of esports is valued at 

about 1 billion. So, you can’t tell me that one team makes almost a third of the value of the entire industry, right? So, a lot of people are overvaluing things currently. . . . I 

think that a correction is coming in the market where I really do believe that people are going to say ‘Wait a minute, these are overvalued’.” 

MA2 “A lot of what they’re [the brands are] doing is wrong and possibly not working. The franchise model for games such as Overwatch is causing the price to increase in a huge 

fashion to the point where arguably it’s very difficult to demonstrate return on investment and therefore whilst there’s some companies that are crazy enough to pay it, I 

know a lot of brands who are now figuring out that they were crazy and now they’re not wanting to pay it. . . . Logitech or HyperX, they’re facing increase requests for cost 
for all the teams that they’ll not be able to meet. It doesn’t make sense for them so they’re not seeing it as sustainable.” 

Some sponsors do not have 

positive ROIs 

EES2 “Some people will get out and not have a good experience with their investment.” 

EES3 “We, most of the times, don’t cover costs.” 

MA7 “Not every esports sponsorship is a good investment.” 

Esports’ volatile environment 

puts the sustainability of 
investments at risk 

EES5 “If it’s a new game, there’s a massive risk that the esports doesn’t take off. If it’s a new team, there’s a massive… or even a current team, like they could drop like, look at 

OpTic Gaming. They’ve just been bought out, they’ve lost their entire roster, they had a really strong presence in COD (Call of Duty), now that doesn’t exist anymore. So, 
sustainability at the moment is all over the place.” 

NEES6 “Right now it’s still a risk. It’s still a slight gamble.” 

NEES8 “Esports is a young but fast-paced market. The picture may change very fast and a once promising investment may easily become unprofitable.” 

MA1 “The issue here is that esports is very dynamic but it’s not so stable as you want so, in some cases, you can have a bad surprise if you are investing in them.” 

MA2 “There is a lot of change in terms of key brands that come into the space.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

ROIs do not cover the 
sponsorship expenses 

EES7 “A lot of companies are trying to get into esports but come short. It might not be as expensive as traditional sports, but it definitely is getting up there. You know, salaries are 
pretty expensive, there’s a lot of operational costs with the equipment, you always have to have state of the art equipment for the players. There’s so much travel, housing, 

lodging, food, all these different travel expenses and the ROI on esports isn’t quite there yet. Sure you might have pretty big tournament prize pools, but it’s not really 

sustainable if your team is not a tier 1 organization, if your players are not constantly winning, or if you don’t have very very big sponsorship deals and, you know, in 
traditional sports we have mainstream media kind of being the main source of the income, you know, with television deals and news networks, things like that. Esports just 

isn’t quite there yet.” 

Large companies will not be 
satisfied with esports’ 

small ROIs 

NEES7 “Big brands I think are not going to see it move the needle as much. . . . Today, it’s not very attractive for big brands because the distribution is still pretty limited and it is still a 
pretty niche community.” 

 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

Value of the investment EES2 “Only if the investment is not overvalued. Many esports organizations are overvalued and receiving investments far above their true value.” 

Type of brand NEES7 “If you were having a talk with a Logitech person, you’d get a very different response.” 

MA4 “There are nuances. It all depends on the brand’s objectives and what type of brand we’re all talking about.” 

Sponsored-entity EES5 “Depends on the sustainability of the . . . team.” 

How the esports market grows NEES2 “They really need to back up their numbers of their expected growth. So, it remains to be seen.” 

MA4 “It all depends on the way the market grows.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.1.10. H1e – Sustainable investment (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 25 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Over time, has your interest in esports been decreasing, the same, or increasing?” 

The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Decreasing”, “The same”, and 

“Increasing”. 

 

Figure 25 

Evolution of fans’ interest in esports 

 
 

 

4.1.11. Additional main benefits 

 

It was possible to identify quotes alluding to four additional main benefits. These were: (1) 

Product improvement based on fan and player feedback, (2) Attractive grassroots, (3) Employer 

branding, and (4) Investee branding. Their data will be exposed in the following sub-chapters. 

 

 

4.1.11.1. Product improvement based on fan and player feedback 

 

Table 27 presents two quotes from two esports sponsorship experts alluding to the benefit of 

how sponsoring esports allows brands to improve their products according to the feedback from 

both the fans and the professional players. The quotes are divided into appropriate subthemes. 

 

Table 27 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the benefit of product improvement based on fan and player 

feedback 

Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Product improvement based on professional player feedback   

“We can use the feedback of the esports pro-gamers to improve our product design and function. We can hear their voice.”  EES6 

Product improvement based on esports industry feedback   

“The last one, it’s something that we did, is using esports for product integration. So, creating a cross-link between a 

certain industry and try to learn something in order to improve your product.” 

 NEES3 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor. 

 

A 

B 

C 

A. Interest has been decreasing 

(11.6%; 𝑛 = 653) 

B. Interest has been the same 

(29.7%; 𝑛 = 1,674) 

C. Interest has been increasing 

(58.7%; 𝑛 = 3,311) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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4.1.11.2. Attractive grassroots 

 

Table 28 presents five quotes from five esports sponsorship experts alluding to the benefit of 

how esports grassroots (i.e. low tier professional players and tournaments) are an attractive and 

cost-effective area for brands to sponsor. The quotes are divided into appropriate subthemes. 

 

Table 28 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the benefit of esports’ attractive grassroots 

Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Grassroots’ better cost-effectiveness   

“If you’re trying to get into League of Legends right now, it’s expensive as hell. If you’re trying to get into the Overwatch 
League it’s super expensive. But if you look at Apex, there is a chance that Apex becomes something great, so if you 

get in on the ground floor of a team or a tournament then there’s a chance that that can be a really good investment, but 
it’s about timings I guess . . . You can work with a team that has a potential future star player and that gets you a load of 

engagement for relatively low costs.” 

 EES5 

“You can find national events which are closer to your… and sometimes even more useful… Instead of going 
international, going into a national event which could get you more penetration in the market and at lower costs.” 

 NEES4 

“Because there are different avenues in which how to get into the sport and then different ways in which you can utilize 

esports, whether it’s through content creation, or advertising creation, or other sponsorship of on-site activations, or 
things like that, I think smaller players can do big things at a lower cost that are relative to what they’re doing, but could 

also make a big splash.” 

 NEES5 

“The connection between traditional sports and grassroots of traditional sports is a big gap. You see a lot of money whether 
it be Domino’s Pizza, or banks, or insurance companies, that go and sponsor big teams, big tournaments, and stadiums, 

etc. But they do very little, if not anything, at grassroots level. So anything outside the professional leagues. Even 

within professional leagues, as soon as you start going into the minor leagues, very quickly it’s very regional sponsored 
teams. Their local team might be sponsored by a local restaurant chain or a local car garage, etc., so very quickly brands 

don’t get to ever consider paying to the grassroots, whilst actually with an esports that can be a better return on 

investment than sponsoring big teams. So with grassroots you have this pyramid of the audience with esports being 
right at the top of the pyramid, that’s the pinnacle. But think about how wide the bottom of that pyramid is, how many 

people that you can go and reach with that. Now, by doing tie ups with an ESL, Riot Games, FACEIT… FACEIT is a 

great example of that, you can go and create a very credible bond with a huge player-base which is exactly the target 
audience without necessarily having to sponsor the David Beckham or Ronaldo of Counter-Strike or League of 

Legends. You can do it by just showing that you are part of the community of grassroots. So I feel that’s a real key 

difference within esports and that’s a great way of brands being able to get that return on investment, that value by 
covering maybe the lower half of the pyramid of players and actually completely ignoring the pro-teams because after 

all grassroots is still esports, it’s still sports, it’s still something brands can be associated with. However, in traditional 

sports you’ll never get big brands sponsoring minor teams because they don’t want to be seen doing that and there is no 
‘Kiddy’ league, children’s league, because that’s what it is defined as, it almost undermines brands whereas it’s even 

more credible in esports.” 

 MA2 

Preference for grassroots   

“Normally, there are no [NEES1]-sponsored esport teams in place. If so, then it’s smaller local engagements.”  NEES1 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = 

interviewee break. 

 

 

4.1.11.3. Employer branding 

 

Table 29 presents two quotes from two esports sponsorship experts alluding to the benefit of 

how sponsoring esports may allow for employer branding. 

 

Table 29 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the benefit of employer branding 

Quote  Expert 

“Another benefit can be employer branding. I know that big software companies, for instance, are engaged in this space in 
order to attract or to engage with the technically very savvy audience, which is very likely to be interested in that kind of 

brand and to hire them. So employer branding is certainly an interesting benefit to look at.” 

 NEES3 

“It helps you with HR (Human Resources) because a lot of brands get cooler. This rejuvenation factor, which I told you 
earlier about, that’s also very interesting for HR, for recruiting, for scouting, for education crossover.” 

 MA3 

Note. NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency. 
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4.1.11.4. Investee branding 

 

Table 30 presents two quotes from two esports sponsorship experts alluding to the benefit of 

how sponsoring esports may allow for investee branding. 

 

Table 30 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the benefit of investee branding 

Quote  Expert 

“The element of coolness also has to do with stakeholders, a lot. This is more like B2B. But it definitely… you could look 
good to investors, you could look good to the broader media and all that. You know, you’re looking cool, you’re in a very 

trendy industry and all that. But that would be a secondary benefit. Unless you’re really targeting something very 

particular, like investors, etc.” 

 NEES4 

“It also helps with investments. You know, just like a lot of people put passwords on their desks in order to be more attractive 

for investors. It can be AI, machine-learning, block-chain, that kind of stuff… Esports also function as that right now, so 

sponsoring esports marks you as an innovative going-with-the-time company. Hence, your stocks might go up and it may 
also help with further investments. So I would also say it helps with that.” 

 MA3 

Note. NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; … = interviewee break. 

 

 

4.2. MAIN RISKS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

The second objective of the research was to identify what are the main risks of sponsoring 

esports. As already mentioned, throughout the literature review, five main risks were identified (i.e. 

negative public view on videogames, disreputable behaviour and corruption, infancy of the 

industry, videogames’ short lifespan, and poor performance). The following subchapters will 

present the analysed empirical data related to the five main risks and the last subchapter will 

present data related to other main risks that were identified in the empirical data. 

 

 

4.2.1. H2a – Negative public view on videogames (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 26 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “The negative public view on videogames (which may come 

from the virtual violence or from gaming or gambling addiction) is a risk to esports sponsors” and 

asking them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer 

options were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, 

or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 50% (i.e. n = 11/22) of experts expressed 

disagreement and 50% (i.e. n = 11/22) expressed agreement. 
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Figure 26 

Experts’ opinion on whether the negative public view on videogames is a risk to esports sponsors 

 
 

Table 31 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “The negative public view on 

videogames (which may come from the virtual violence or from gaming or gambling addiction) is a 

risk to esports sponsors”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 17 experts provided arguments in 

favour of the statement, 17 provided arguments against the statement, and six indicated that it 

depends. Afterwards, Table 32 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 31 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether the negative public view on videogames is a risk to esports sponsors 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Somewhat 

agree 

“Something that it affects of course are the FPS shooter games. Of course it 
affects that, you also saw Donald Trump the other day going out and saying 

that he wants to limit the use of videogames, he wants to make sure that no 

one… that at least there should be some kind of limitation in the US. And that 
is of course something that threatens everyone, especially sponsors as well 

because we have to look at it as well.” 

 “Depends on what kind of games it is.” 

EES2 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Any risk to a brand by sponsoring FPS games comes from outside of the esports 

industry by those who hypothesize that shooting games lead to real-world 

violence. . . . So I think people who do not understand esports . . . if a brand… 
let’s say a brand is sponsoring Call of Duty and a shooting happens and they 

continue to sponsor Call of Duty, I could see people from outside the industry 

having a negative view of that brand.” 

“The gaming community will appreciate that they [the sponsors] stuck by the 

community because they know the actual motivations for playing that game, 

and there’s many many mass shooters who were around before videogames 
were even around, right?” 

 

EES3 

Disagree 

 “The people that buy our products are people that are already in the ecosystem 

and understand that this is nonsense basically. So, it doesn’t affect at all to be 

honest. I know that someone that doesn’t understand this sector or is coming 
new is not going to buy a headset for 70€ probably. They’re going to buy 

nothing basically because they don’t understand the ecosystem, they don’t 

understand this type of investment, so they don’t affect at all.” 

 

EES4 

Disagree 

 “In my generation, which is when it [gaming] started and where a lot of people 

were gamers, a good chunk of them had a very strong contact with 

videogames. My generation is on their 38 or 45 years-old. So these people, 
they don’t have the same vision of gaming as the people that are controlling 

today’s brands and institutions which are over 50 year-old, normally. But in 

10 years that will end. In 10 years, if you had 40 you’ll be 50, so the future of 
esports is very calm regarding that.” 

 

EES5 

Strongly 
disagree 

“The negative videogame implications, they’re a thing and they’re an issue and 

that’s one that, as an esports society, we kind of have to overcome to become 
bigger.” 

“If you’re sponsoring esports, you’re sponsoring it for the audience that esports 

already has, not for the ones who aren’t watching it. Like I’m not sponsoring 
an esports team because the moms who would disagree with gaming are 

watching it, I’m doing it because the kids are watching it. . . . If you’re 

sponsoring in esports, you’re sponsoring it for what’s already there, not for 
the ones who aren’t watching it.” 

 

EES6 

Disagree 

 “That’s actually not a big deal in China.”  
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES7 

Agree 

“There is still a very big chunk of population that still agrees that violence stems 

from videogames and… it just doesn’t really help that there are so many new 
games that come out that are just increasingly violent or increasingly gory or 

bloody. . . . When we’re sponsoring and working with programs in schools, 

like we always get the random comment here or there regarding the violence 

from videogames and then when you have such a big game like CS:GO, you 

know one of the most popular shooters right now, and it has such a big 

association with the gambling scene in regards to skins or all these sites, you 
can even count loot boxes in games and things like that as gambling. I do think 

it is still a little bit of a risk to sponsors.” 

  

NEES1 
Agree 

“We prefer to be associated with videogames related to sports and motorsports 
(e.g. Rocket League). . . . There is a part of society that hates esports or that 

dislikes some sort of esports games and that is why we consider that esports 

are not viable for us and I am pretty sure that this is seen the same way in other 
companies. I know that some competitors of ours are involved in esports, but I 

think that 80% of the German companies are not interested in esports because 

of the risks. . . . There is still the sentiment in society that esports is not a sport, 
which is also a risk for the esports industry. But it is probably a reducing risk 

or at least not a growing risk. But still it is a risk.” 

“The risks of esports will not prevent the esports industry from growing.” “It’s a relative question.” 

NEES2 
Somewhat 

agree 

“If we were looking at specific videogames we’d have to factor that in, we 
couldn’t show a [NEES2] ad with people getting their heads blown off or 

anything like that.” 

“A lot of games and even violent games have really gone mainstream recently, 
so I think it’s pretty well accepted.” 

 

NEES3 
Agree 

“We have to actively communicate to people more in order to explain what 
esports is and why it’s a very professional sport.” 

“This will reduce in the long-term as esports will get more and more established 
as a mainstream professional sport. . . . The perception will improve or get 

more positive over time.” 

 

NEES4 

Disagree 

“Germany, yeah ok. There is a big debate there. I mean, it’s more some 

politicians who are pushing. . . . If down the line . . . there’s a scandal for 

whatever reason, yeah.” 

“I wouldn’t say that there’s a negative public view on videogames . . . I don’t 

necessarily see a negativity, so far, from the general public approach and 

perception.” 

“It depends. . . . Depends very much 

where you are, which country.” 

NEES5 
Agree 

“It is that virtual violence and as we’re seeing here in the United States a lot of 
people are blaming these mass-shootings which seem to happen every other 

week or so on violence from videogames. . . . Games that have those red blood 

splatter screens like Call of Duty or CS:GO or some of the other ones, it 
certainly does glorify violence a bit. . . . There is definitely an issue because 

public sentiment can swell and everybody likes to find an escape goat.” 

 “Esports, when you put it all together 
into one category, everybody then 

goes down with the ship. But, if you 

think about esports and every game 
within esports as its own sport, like 

baseball, football, basketball, 

hockey, soccer, etc., you really start 
thinking about the ones which offer 

much better benefits and safer from 

a brand standpoint, than some of the 
other games out there.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES6 

Disagree 

“The esports industry is tackling virtual violence and gambling addiction and how 

that is going to evolve over the next X amount of years, twenty years, you 
know, like, see where electronics and gaming go. But there does seem to be a 

voice within the industry already looking at how to combat that and deal with 

it.” 

“Videogames in general are just increasing in their popularity.”  

NEES7 

Disagree 

“I think you’ve got a couple of very traditional mind-set people that always want 

to point the negative about something . . . maybe there is a slight connection 

between violence in games and violence in the world . . . my parents would 
always tell me like ‘Stop playing so many videogames’ . . . we always got told 

‘You’re rotting your brain’. . . . The media glorifies these individual scenarios 

[of shootings caused by exposure to videogames].” 

“I think there’s so many other factors that contribute to that. . . . I still really like 

videogames and I don’t mind violent games because I’m not an idiot, I’m not 

going to pick up a gun.” 

 

NEES8 

Disagree 

 “Esports has a very closed and dedicated community of videogame fans. All 

negative views on videogames should not threaten brand reputation while the 

brand works with the main esports audience targeting their communication on 
it.” 

 

MA1 

Agree 

“80% of the clients are a little afraid… sometimes they don’t want to go to the 

esports ecosystem in fear of raising some red flags, like the violence or 
gambling, etc.” 

  

MA2 

Agree 

“It is a risk but it’s one that is easily solved with education, but that’s easier said 

than done because there’s no one really spearheading that education . . . I think 
that it will slow down with some big brands because there will be that fight 

internally, ‘is it wrong?’, and what this will do is to make brands go after 

games like League of Legends and Rocket League and games that have less… 
I think Counter-Strike has a real problem because essentially it is 10 guys 

running around shooting each other and it’s terrorists and so on, so I think for 

many brands the play there is more about the value versus the reach.” 

“[This risk] is easily solved with education . . . I think that brands will not move 

away from esports or ignore esports because of those reasons.” 

 

MA3 

Disagree 

“After the mass shootings in the US… in the US there’s still people who think it’s 

videogames instead of the fact that there's 300 million Americans and 400 

million guns right? So they don’t really do the simple math, and they blame 
something that is just easy to accuse, which in that case is videogames. . . . A 

lot of sponsors go with this or they find ways around, or sometimes they make 

politically correct statements where they say like ‘Yeah we’re reviewing it and 
we don’t take Counter-Strike as a game but we take Hearthstone’ . . . the 

American president says videogames are bad and then you as a sponsor you 

have to drop out because one of your major stakeholders is a Republican and 
he has to bend up to the will of the president.” 

“The public view on videogames right now is not a risk to sponsors anymore as 

of 2019. I can’t imagine a brand that would take heavy damage . . . Every 

year we move forward. It will have less and less of an effect. And even 
politicians get a lot of fire now. Just as a side comment right? Every time a 

politician comes out and blames videogames you can literally see they lost 

the next election.” 

“Depends how many people in 

America shoot up other people for 

example.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA4 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“Brands are reluctant to go because of violence . . . it’s complicated to associate 

their brands with a game that’s apparently violent . . . when you hear about 
mass shootings in the US, videogames are always pointed out, so if a brand is 

sponsoring Counter-Strike competitions or another shooter competition in the 

US, they might be pointed out by the general public saying ‘oh you associate 

yourselves to these violent games that lead to mass shootings’ . . . the attacks 

in France we had a few years back, it’s still in our minds, and when people see 

Counter-Strike and the game’s terrorists planting bombs, especially in France 
they still have this in mind and if something like that happened again they 

wouldn’t like to be associated by any means to any sort of violence or a 

videogame showcasing terrorists . . . depending on outside events it could be a 
risk to the image of the brand by association for the general public.” 

“There’s a different perception. . . . It’s not a risk to sponsors because if they 

want to sponsor esports they will want to target this public of esports 
enthusiasts and this public of esports enthusiasts, when they watch Counter-

Strike for instance, they don’t see violence, they see team strategies.” 

 

MA5 

Disagree 

 “There’s fairly little negativity in China or the Asian markets. Also, when there 

was a Counter-Strike tournament in Denmark, their prime minister gave the 
opening speech. Even in a market like Germany, when we started out, we did 

this huge FAQ on what brands can say if there’s backlash, but that thing is on 

some shelf somewhere catching dust.” 

“Depends on the nationality.” 

MA6 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Definitely for the more violent games, games with a lot of blood or gore have 

more public scrutiny so shooter games such as Call of Duty or Counter-Strike, 

Mortal Kombat and Tekken which are fairly violent games and these still of 
course have in the general public eye they meet some negativity around them 

and you do see that sponsors are also hesitant because of that to sponsor these 

types of titles, so we often see sponsors are more willing to go with games that 
have a more friendly art style or not as much blood, so things like Overwatch, 

League of Legends, StarCraft, etc. are a bit easier for them to sponsor, also it's 

because of this that there is less of a negative view on those games.” 

  

MA7 

Somewhat 

agree 

“This is still an issue and… well you see, in some countries people blame 

videogames for shootings . . . Definitely these things decrease possibilities to 

sponsor esports. . . . Games like Counter-Strike, PUBG, etc. which are super 
popular and have great viewership numbers but yeah I mean… they have some 

connection to… which might make them potentially be regarded as a bit 

aggressive and this might scare some sponsors. And I know there’s a lot of 
sponsors and some football clubs are not going to sponsor games like Counter-

Strike because it will be against their values.” 

“The studies I have seen prove that it’s not true and actually the more people 

play videogames the less violent they are because they put the violence in the 

game.” 

 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 32 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether the negative public view on videogames is a risk to esports sponsors 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Some believe that videogames 

promote real-world acts of 

violence 

EES2 “Any risk to a brand by sponsoring FPS games comes from outside of the esports industry by those who hypothesize that shooting games lead to real-world violence.” 

EES7 “There is still a very big chunk of population that still agrees that violence stems from videogames and… it just doesn’t really help that there are so many new games that 

come out that are just increasingly violent or increasingly gory or bloody. . . . When we’re sponsoring and working with programs in schools, like we always get the 

random comment here or there regarding the violence from videogames.” 

NEES1 “We prefer to be associated with videogames related to sports and motorsports (e.g. Rocket League). . . . There is a part of society that hates esports or that dislikes some 
sort of esports games and that is why we consider that esports are not viable for us and I am pretty sure that this is seen the same way in other companies. I know that 

some competitors of ours are involved in esports, but I think that 80% of the German companies are not interested in esports because of the risks.” 

NEES2 “If we were looking at specific videogames we’d have to factor that in, we couldn’t show a [NEES2] ad with people getting their heads blown off or anything like that.” 

NEES5 “It is that virtual violence and as we’re seeing here in the United States a lot of people are blaming these mass-shootings which seem to happen every other week or so on 

violence from videogames. . . . Games that have those red blood splatter screens like Call of Duty or CS:GO or some of the other ones, it certainly does glorify 

violence a bit. . . . There is definitely an issue because public sentiment can swell and everybody likes to find an escape goat.” 

NEES7 “I think you’ve got a couple of very traditional mind-set people that always want to point the negative about something . . . maybe there is a slight connection between 

violence in games and violence in the world.” 

MA1 “80% of the clients are a little afraid… sometimes they don’t want to go to the esports ecosystem in fear of raising some red flags, like the violence.” 

MA2 “I think that it will slow down with some big brands because there will be that fight internally, ‘is it wrong?’, and what this will do is to make brands go after games like 

League of Legends and Rocket League and games that have less… I think Counter-Strike has a real problem because essentially it is 10 guys running around shooting 

each other and it’s terrorists and so on, so I think for many brands the play there is more about the value versus the reach.” 

MA3 “In the US there’s still people who think it’s videogames instead of the fact that there's 300 million Americans and 400 million guns right? So they don’t really do the 

simple math, and they blame something that is just easy to accuse, which in that case is videogames. . . . A lot of sponsors go with this or they find ways around, or 

sometimes they make politically correct statements where they say like ‘Yeah we’re reviewing it and we don’t take Counter-Strike as a game but we take 
Hearthstone’.” 

MA4 “Brands are reluctant to go because of violence . . . it’s complicated to associate their brands with a game that’s apparently violent . . . when you hear about mass 

shootings in the US, videogames are always pointed out, so if a brand is sponsoring Counter-Strike competitions or another shooter competition in the US, they might 
be pointed out by the general public saying ‘oh you associate yourselves to these violent games that lead to mass shootings’.” 

MA6 “Definitely for the more violent games, games with a lot of blood or gore have more public scrutiny so shooter games such as Call of Duty or Counter-Strike, Mortal 

Kombat and Tekken which are fairly violent games and these still of course have in the general public eye they meet some negativity around them and you do see that 
sponsors are also hesitant because of that to sponsor these types of titles, so we often see sponsors are more willing to go with games that have a more friendly art style 

or not as much blood, so things like Overwatch, League of Legends, StarCraft, etc. are a bit easier for them to sponsor, also it's because of this that there is less of a 

negative view on those games.” 

MA7 “This is still an issue and… well you see, in some countries people blame videogames for shootings . . . Definitely these things decrease possibilities to sponsor esports. . . 

. Games like Counter-Strike, PUBG, etc. which are super popular and have great viewership numbers but yeah I mean… they have some connection to… which might 

make them potentially be regarded as a bit aggressive and this might scare some sponsors. And I know there’s a lot of sponsors and some football clubs are not going 
to sponsor games like Counter-Strike because it will be against their values.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Real-world shootings and other acts 
of violence put esports sponsors’ 

image at risk 

EES2 “Let’s say a brand is sponsoring Call of Duty and a shooting happens and they continue to sponsor Call of Duty, I could see people from outside the industry having a 
negative view of that brand.” 

NEES4 “If down the line . . . there’s a scandal for whatever reason, yeah.” 

MA4 “The attacks in France we had a few years back, it’s still in our minds, and when people see Counter-Strike and the game’s terrorists planting bombs, especially in France 
they still have this in mind and if something like that happened again they wouldn’t like to be associated by any means to any sort of violence or a videogame 

showcasing terrorists . . . depending on outside events it could be a risk to the image of the brand by association for the general public.” 

Politicians are promoting the 
negative public view on 

videogames 

EES1 “You also saw Donald Trump the other day going out and saying that he wants to limit the use of videogames, he wants to make sure that no one… that at least there 
should be some kind of limitation in the US. And that is of course something that threatens everyone, especially sponsors as well because we have to look at it as well.” 

NEES4 “Germany, yeah ok. There is a big debate there. I mean, it’s more some politicians who are pushing.” 

MA3 “The American president says videogames are bad and then you as a sponsor you have to drop out because one of your major stakeholders is a Republican and he has to 
bend up to the will of the president.” 

The media is promoting the negative 

public view on videogames 

NEES7 “The media glorifies these individual scenarios [of shootings caused by exposure to videogames].” 

Society believes videogames are 

addictive, unhealthy, and 

unproductive activities 

NEES7 “My parents would always tell me like ‘Stop playing so many videogames’ . . . we always got told ‘You’re rotting your brain’.” 

Society believes videogames 

promote gambling addiction 

EES7 “When you have such a big game like CS:GO, you know one of the most popular shooters right now, and it has such a big association with the gambling scene in regards 

to skins or all these sites, you can even count loot boxes in games and things like that as gambling. I do think it is still a little bit of a risk to sponsors.” 

MA1 “80% of the clients are a little afraid… sometimes they don’t want to go to the esports ecosystem in fear of raising some red flags, like . . . gambling.” 

Society must be educated on how 

videogames and esports are not a 

negative influence 

NEES3 “We have to actively communicate to people more in order to explain what esports is and why it’s a very professional sport.” 

NEES6 “The esports industry is tackling virtual violence and gambling addiction and how that is going to evolve over the next X amount of years, twenty years, you know, like, 

see where electronics and gaming go. But there does seem to be a voice within the industry already looking at how to combat that and deal with it.” 

MA2 “It is a risk but it’s one that is easily solved with education, but that’s easier said than done because there’s no one really spearheading that education.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Negative public view on videogames 
is not a big enough risk 

MA2 “I think that brands will not move away from esports or ignore esports because of those reasons.” 

MA3 “I can’t imagine a brand that would take heavy damage.” 

Sponsors will be benefited for not 
believing that videogames are bad 

EES2 “The gaming community will appreciate that they [the sponsors] stuck by the community because they know the actual motivations for playing that game.” 

The negative public view on 

videogames does not affect 
brands because the sponsorship is 

targeted at esports fans 

EES3 “The people that buy our products are people that are already in the ecosystem and understand that this is nonsense basically. So, it doesn’t affect at all to be honest. I 

know that someone that doesn’t understand this sector or is coming new is not going to buy a headset for 70€ probably. They’re going to buy nothing basically because 
they don’t understand the ecosystem, they don’t understand this type of investment, so they don’t affect at all.” 

EES5 “If you’re sponsoring esports, you’re sponsoring it for the audience that esports already has, not for the ones who aren’t watching it. Like I’m not sponsoring an esports 

team because the moms who would disagree with gaming are watching it, I’m doing it because the kids are watching it. . . . If you’re sponsoring in esports, you’re 
sponsoring it for what’s already there, not for the ones who aren’t watching it.” 

NEES8 “Esports has a very closed and dedicated community of videogame fans. All negative views on videogames should not threaten brand reputation while the brand works 

with the main esports audience targeting their communication on it.” 

MA4 “There’s a different perception. . . . It’s not a risk to sponsors because if they want to sponsor esports they will want to target this public of esports enthusiasts and this 

public of esports enthusiasts, when they watch Counter-Strike for instance, they don’t see violence, they see team strategies.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Videogames and esports are 
becoming mainstream 

EES4 “In my generation, which is when it [gaming] started and where a lot of people were gamers, a good chunk of them had a very strong contact with videogames. My 
generation is on their 38 or 45 years-old. So these people, they don’t have the same vision of gaming as the people that are controlling today’s brands and institutions 

which are over 50 year-old, normally. But in 10 years that will end. In 10 years, if you had 40 you’ll be 50, so the future of esports is very calm regarding that.” 

EES6 “That’s actually not a big deal in China.” 

NEES2 “A lot of games and even violent games have really gone mainstream recently, so I think it’s pretty well accepted.” 

NEES3 “This will reduce in the long-term as esports will get more and more established as a mainstream professional sport. . . . The perception will improve or get more positive 

over time.” 

NEES6 “Videogames in general are just increasing in their popularity.” 

MA3 “I think the public view on videogames right now is not a risk to sponsors anymore as of 2019. . . . Every year we move forward. It will have less and less of an effect.” 

MA5 “There’s fairly little negativity in China or the Asian markets. Also, when there was a Counter-Strike tournament in Denmark, their prime minister gave the opening 
speech. Even in a market like Germany, when we started out, we did this huge FAQ on what brands can say if there’s backlash, but that thing is on some shelf 

somewhere catching dust.” 

People with negative views of 
videogames are now seen as 

ignorant 

MA3 “Even politicians get a lot of fire now. Just as a side comment right? Every time a politician comes out and blames videogames you can literally see they lost the next 
election.” 

NEES7 “I still really like videogames and I don’t mind violent games because I’m not an idiot, I’m not going to pick up a gun.” 

Studies show that videogames do not 

incite real-world acts of violence 

MA7 “The studies I have seen prove that it’s not true and actually the more people play videogames the less violent they are because they put the violence in the game.” 

Shooting and other acts of violence 

happened long before 
videogames were invented 

EES2 “There’s many many mass shooters who were around before videogames were even around.” 

 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

The videogame EES1 “Depends on what kind of games it is.” 

NEES5 “Esports, when you put it all together into one category, everybody then goes down with the ship. But, if you think about esports and every game within esports as its own 

sport, like baseball, football, basketball, hockey, soccer, etc., you really start thinking about the ones which offer much better benefits and safer from a brand 

standpoint, than some of the other games out there.” 

The country NEES4 “Depends very much where you are, which country.” 

MA5 “Depends on the nationality.” 

Amount of real-word acts of 

violence 

MA3 “Depends how many people in America shoot up other people for example.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.2.2. H2a – Negative public view on videogames (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 27 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you think society still has a negative perception of videogames?” The response 

options to this closed-ended question were: “Yes, most people have negative views on 

videogames”, “Yes, some people have negative views on videogames”, and “No”. In general, the 

figure shows that 95.7% (i.e. n = 5,394/5,638) of esports fans believe that, to some extent, people 

have negative views of videogames and that 4.3% (i.e. n = 244/5,638) think people do not have 

these unfavourable views. 

 

Figure 27 

Fans’ opinion on whether society still has a negative perception of videogames 

 
 

Figure 28 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Has society’s negative view on videogames ever led you to hide your interest for 

esports?” The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Yes, always”, “Yes, 

sometimes”, and “No”. This was a contingency question to the filter item “Do you think society 

still has a negative perception of videogames?” and only those who answered “Yes, most people 

have negative views on videogames” or “Yes, some people have negative views on videogames” 

were able to fill it out. In general, the figure shows that 56.2% (i.e. n = 3,031/5,394) of esports fans 

have had to hide, to some extent, their interest for esports and that 43.8% (i.e. n = 2,363/5,394) 

have never felt the need to hide this interest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

B 

C 

A. Yes, most people have negative views on 

videogames (28.7%; 𝑛 = 1,615) 

B. Yes, some people have negative views on 

videogames (67%; 𝑛 = 3,779) 

C. No, people do not have negative views on 

videogames (4.3%; 𝑛 = 244) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Figure 28 

Society’s pressure on fans to hide interest for esports 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 24 fans who provided answers connected to the main risk of the negative public view on 

videogames. Table 33 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

B 

C 

A. Yes, society’s negative view on videogames has 

always led me to hide my interest for esports (8.1%; 

𝑛 = 438) 

B. Yes, society’s negative view on videogames has 

sometimes led me to hide my interest for esports 

(48.1%; 𝑛 = 2,593) 

C. No, society’s negative view on videogames has 

never led me to hide my interest for esports (43.8%; 

𝑛 = 2,363) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,394; No answer = 244 
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Table 33 

Fan quotes supporting the main risk of the negative public view on videogames 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Virtual violence  

“Studies have shown that video games do not equal aggressiveness and irritablenes on a large enough scale to be concerning 

and a lot of schools are scared to add games like that for fear of being sued I feel like.” 

294 

“In the US/society it’s ‘video games make school shooters’ garbage. I think that if brands took more initiative to do stories on 

players and the games themselves it would make them more relatable and people would see it’s not all the stereotypes of 

‘skinny white male with no friends school shooter’ or ‘fat neckbeard dude in his 30s living in their moms basement’.” 

312 

Gaming addiction  

“We also need to make sure that people are educated on how to use gaming and e-sports effectively, to better their lives, rather 

than let them destroy themselves with addiction and the like.” 

14 

“I really think videogames and especially E-sports have a bad influence on youth, with the dazzling prize money and huge 

sponsoring, it gives children the illusion that with enough practice you could be a pro, and a lot of kids fall into that trap 

and waste their time, forgetting it's only a game after all.” 

113 

Lack of acceptance of videogames and the need to better inform people  

“Video games are the future of entertainemtn and a huge money maker for sponsors and needs to be accepted asap.” 16 

“The biggest thing that esports should be striving towards is gaming and esports acceptance. It's still a huge problem for 
gaming that we just don't have the image that is beneficial. If we could show people that everyone can be a gamer then 

esports will blossom into something beautiful.” 

44 

“Sponsors should be able to not only support a team, tournament, or organization, but also help increase viewership by 

marketing awareness of the game or team they sponsor outside of esports events, so that it(esports) loses the general stigma 

it has in the public’s eye.” 

68 

“Also possible avenue to better mainstream understanding/ acceptance.” 69 

“Sponsor and esport cooperation is necessary for the growth and wide spread acceptance of esports.” 75 

“People should accept esports and video games more.” 102 

“One problem that the e-sports community faces is the lack of acceptance of video games. People who aren't interested in 

video games often look down ‘gamers’, and believe in the stereotype of unintelligent, angry, sweaty, unsocial, ultra nerdy, 

lazy, overweight, and misogynistic. If the public is shown how video games aren't these evil things, and a majority of 
‘gamers’ don't match the stereotype, and acceptance of them is promoted it will entice more sponsors and help bring in 

more fans, even if they don't play, like how a majority of sports fans don't actually play the sport.” 

108 

“Once people are more accepting of esports, they will try it.” 173 

“I think it’s sad that despite the tremendous amount of work this industry can demand, and despite how exclusive it can be for 

people who aren’t skillful players, people who participate in it don’t always get a fair shake as would anyone with any other 

9-5 job.” 

186 

“Sponsors should not be the main way to get acceptance from society.” 190 

“I would like more sponsorships for non-meta games(like fifa mobile) and acceptance of e-gamer as a profession.” 200 

“Especially creating a positive view from society to esports.” 203 

“As is, it's going to be extremely hard to get the average person to accept esports as a valid career choice.” 208 

“I think that once esports is widely accepted like other sports more sponsors will buy into esports.” 216 

“I love esports but I get mocked for doing what I love.” 244 

“I generally would like to see more acceptance in the public eye for especially from the older generation.” 259 

“If the sponsors are there only for the money, it doesnt really help esports that much in terms of popularity and acceptance.” 292 

“Also promoting video games as a sport and hobby from these sponsors would be important. Change the views of the public 
when it comes to video games.” 

293 

“Esports is never going to catch on with older generations.” 407 

“ESports and video games not being considered a real sport or a joke and being laughed about is one of the main problems I 
often face/see. They aren’t treated in the same way as physical sports.” 

410 

 

 

4.2.3. H2b – Disreputable behaviour and corruption (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 29 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Disreputable behaviour and corruption (for example: toxic 
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behaviour, sexism, illegal and unregulated gambling, match-fixing, cheating, cyberattacks, and 

doping) are a risk to esports sponsors” and asking them to indicate their level of disagreement or 

agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, 

“Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals 

that 40.9% (i.e. n = 9/22) of experts expressed disagreement and 59.1% (i.e. n = 13/22) expressed 

agreement. 

 

Figure 29 

Experts’ opinion on whether disreputable behaviour and corruption are a risk to esports 

sponsors 

 
 

Table 34 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Disreputable behaviour and 

corruption (for example: toxic behaviour, sexism, illegal and unregulated gambling, match-fixing, 

cheating, cyberattacks, and doping) are a risk to esports sponsors”. It was possible to verify that, in 

total, 20 experts provided arguments in favour of the statement, 13 provided arguments against the 

statement, and two indicated that it depends. Afterwards, Table 35 thematically categorizes the 

most important of these quotes. 
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Table 34 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether disreputable behaviour and corruption are a risk to esports sponsors 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Agree 

“That is a problem we have with all kinds of sports. . . . Of course if you have match-fixing, you have 
cheating, or you have gambling inside a team and stuff like that, then of course it is a risk to the 

sponsors. . . . If some of our teams are actually being spotted and doing these things of course we 

will also make a statement and say ‘Ok, this isn’t something we want to be a part of’. . . . If it’s 
someone who says ‘You’re a retard’ online, maybe he can get a warning or the team can kick him 

out of the team. . . . If they of course accept this behaviour and keep him in the team after we have 
been saying to them several times that we don’t tolerate this, then of course we will probably maybe 

go out of it.” 

 “Depends on 
what kind 

of 

partnership 
it is.” 

EES2 
Somewhat 

disagree 

“Brands concerned with their image will see these actions and decline sponsorship because they do not 
want to be associated with negative behaviour. A brand who sponsors a league/team/tournament 

that participates in such behaviour and is unapologetic, while continuing the sponsorship could be 

damaged . . . nowadays when you go on Twitter like, if you say one thing wrong everybody’s 
boycotting your brand . . . that’s going to keep sponsors from sponsoring.” 

“I think this is more of a risk to the esports industry than esports sponsors. . . . It’s 
really difficult to imagine in this current climate where everybody is so sensitive 

that a brand would stand by obvious negative behaviour which would hurt their 

brand. I just have a hard time seeing that.” 

 

EES3 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“Obviously it affects the Counter-Strike which is the one that is most affected by cheating.” “It doesn’t affect the esports sponsors at all because at the end of the day, when you 

sponsor an esports team you expect professionalism from the team, you expect 
certain standards of professionalism from their players too. So, at the end of the 

day, when we sponsor someone we don’t expect anything of this and if we see 

something that, for example, as I’ve said, with OpTic Gaming cheating, we 
basically close the deal with them because it doesn’t make sense to continue with 

them.” 

 

EES4 
Somewhat 

agree 

“That exists in all sports since the world is world and I don’t believe that will ever cease to exist. Just 
because it’s esports it doesn’t mean it will stop existing. There was a very large case of corruption 

here in Brazil in relation to football, but football is still the number 1 sport here. Then does that 

mean that esports will have no future? Impossible. Of course it will have a future and it will also 
have that problem.” 

  

EES5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“It’s no more than in traditional sports. . . . Yes, if that happens, sponsorship will disappear and that’s a 

risk that everyone takes. . . . Guys that are in it to make a quick buck will take your money and then 
not deliver on something. The amount of people I’ve seen get screwed over because a team has 

claimed they’re going to do something or a tournament has claimed they’re going to do something 

and it doesn’t. Yeah, those are the biggest risks at the moment . . . due to the state of the industry, 
there’s a lot of people just trying to get money wherever they can.” 

“It’s a balanced risk and I think the good outweighs the 1% of cheaters and toxic 

and… there’s 99% good, 1% negative. So, the reward outweighs the risk.” 

 

EES6 

Disagree 

 “That has not been a big deal in China.”  
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES7 

Agree 

“Most people that are in esports, the esports players, the professionals, the bulk of them are young 

adults, you know? This is like, essentially their first job, they’re kind of thrown into the industry, 
they are not mature, they haven’t really developed, they don’t really know how to work in a 

professional environment and so, you know, being very toxic online, being very sexist, just kind of 

these negative behaviours, they haven’t really learned how to behave professionally and so that is 

pretty common.” 

“In terms of match-fixing, I would say that’s kind of been pretty much solved. It’s 

like, the scenes have tried very hard to be so regulated and a lot of the scene has 
learned from Korea and their mistakes in regards to match-fixing and so there’s so 

many implementations in place in regards to referees, rulesets, and things like that 

to really prevent that.” 

 

NEES1 

Somewhat 
agree 

“This applies to anything you sponsor.”   

NEES2 

Strongly 
agree 

“You see some pretty bad toxic behaviour and sexism . . . you see like that lawsuit between Tfue and 

FaZe Clan and it’s just like, you don’t see that very often in traditional sports. Seems like some of 
these esports organizations are definitely immature and so there’s been some rough issues that come 

out of it. And then I’d also add in there like, player treatment because we would not want to get out 

like [NEES2] sponsors, let’s say, G2 and then G2 gets caught cheating their players or not taking 
care of their players in the right way, or not paying their players. That would be a huge immediate 

red flag.” 

  

NEES3 
Strongly 

agree 

“For a brand it’s most important to work with professional and reliable partners, established 
institutions, and who are able to manage and navigate these risks. But in the fan community there is 

still a lot of these problems and, especially when it’s about sexism, and so on. So, it is something 

that is, from a brand perspective, it’s hard to control and you have to be prepared at least for those 
things in order to react appropriately. This is something that we have considered right from the 

beginning.” 

“It has never affected us, gladly.”  

NEES4 
Disagree 

“I think it was in League of Legends where you had some players who were caught doping or 
something like that . . . there was a case, I think it was a few weeks ago when somebody got banned 

for colluding with another team, something like that.” 

“I don’t think these are too common problems to be a risk.”  

NEES5 
Agree 

“This is as bad in esports as it can be in regular sports. . . . Whether it’s Lance Armstrong doping to 
win the Tour de France or people swatting people here in the United States and sending the police 

there because they didn’t like how a game ended up, or any type of cheating, or match-fixing, or 

slowing down people internet speeds or lag, whatever it is. Yeah I think that’s just bad across the 
board. But it’s the same. Anything that people bet on or do where can be problems, there usually 

are problems, and you don’t want those problems to overcome the benefits of this sport.” 

  

NEES6 
Strongly 

agree 

“Every time one of those articles comes out it’s a tick against esports and the market in general. As 
that increases, which it has, we start to see a public outcry of ‘Why the hell is that happening?’.” 

  

NEES7 
Strongly 

disagree 

“There’s always going to be a couple of outliers and it’s really easy to focus on the outliers, like FaZe 

Clan does some pretty shady things.” 

“There are very legitimate teams and legitimate leagues that I think are not only 

doing it responsibly, but are also trying to be a positive role-model to the 

community in terms of how they talk, what they promote, the brands they 

associate themselves with . . . I think this question really focuses on a few outliers 
that will always exist in any sport that you’re getting into.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES8 

Strongly 
agree 

“It doesn't matter whether it's esports or any other market, disreputable behaviour and corruption is a 

risk to sponsors.” 

  

MA1 

Disagree 

 “[Sponsors] are not concerned about that. . . . It’s only an excuse, it’s not relevant. 

Compared to sports, esports do not even compare in regards to disreputable 
behaviour or corruption.” 

 

MA2 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“[Sponsors] haven’t even realized the level of toxic behaviour and sexism and the problems within 

gambling, or match-fixing or even doping. They don’t even see it . . . When I spoke with one of our 
sponsors about doping in esports they just laughed. They said ‘That’s just crazy, what are you 

talking about? How could that even happen?’, so there’s no understanding really . . . That just 

aligns with every sport on the planet.” 

“At the moment, no it doesn’t affect yet.”  

MA3 

Agree 

“When it is about behaviour by the direct partner, so let’s say I am the founder of ESL and you’re 

Intel, if I say ‘You stupid fucking whore nigger’ then you have an issue, right? Because you have 

someone in a big position taking all these words and you cannot just say like ‘Ok, we’ve fired that 
guy’, because the guy is the founder you know? You can’t get rid of him. . . . It’s bad for 

sponsorship if you cannot detach yourself and turn the story into your favour.” 

“When it comes to match-fixing, cheating, doping, so everything that’s very 

individual-based, the sponsor can distance itself very quickly, very easily . . . if it 

is for example a player within a tournament in fact I would say it even increases 
your sponsorship outcome . . . because let’s say you have a tournament everything 

goes well, but there’s one player who’s caught cheating. It’s mostly negative PR 

for the guy and his organization, you as a sponsor in cooperation with your 
partners you exclude them, you give a press release, and all that gives you extra 

media hype. You probably get triple or 10 times the coverage in Reddit and 

everything, on LinkedIn, etc. and you’re going to be celebrated as someone with 
high integrity, striking down on criminals not paying guys, doping guys, whatever 

it is, right? . . . if you can detach yourself and put yourself on a higher pedestal of 

integrity, you’ll probably benefit from a drama kind of thing because as I said, our 
news narrative is driven by drama.” 

“Depending 

on the 

position of 
the 

company 

and positon 
of the 

individual 

that is the 
perpetrator 

of any of 

this.” 

MA4 

Disagree 

“If you associate yourself with an athlete that’s doing doping, the risk might be the same if you 

associate yourself with an esports team and one of the players is using foul language to opponents 

in competitions . . . there are no more risks than in traditional sports.” 

“Sponsors associate themselves with competitions, organizers, game publishers, or 

professional teams and these actors are strongly acting against those kinds of 

behaviours. . . . All professional organizations in esports are fighting against that.” 

 

MA5 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“The very few women in esports is still a bit of a weird one, so it would really help if there were 

more.” 

“Tournament organizers and leagues etc. have started regulating against these types 

of behaviours and people get banned a lot longer than they do in regular sports. 
There has been a lot of professionalization so these factors are not as much of a 

risk as they were.” 

 

MA6 
Strongly 

agree 

“Any type of unethical behaviour, or cheating, or similar is of course a big risk to sponsors because if 
you sponsor a team, or a player, or a league that gets into a situation where it is found that a player 

is cheating or there is toxic behaviours, or similar types of issues, that also of course then reflects on 

the brands, so this is I think a very big risk for the sponsors and something they’re very worried of.” 

  

MA7 

Somewhat 

agree 

“These things are 100% applicable to any other sport. And I will say that the only difference between 

the level of the influence of such factors on the sport is actually on the viewership numbers of the 

sports and the money around the sports.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 



327 

 

Table 35 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether disreputable behaviour and corruption are a risk to esports sponsors 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Toxic behaviour EES7 “[Pro-players can be] very toxic online . . . very sexist.” 

NEES2 “You see some pretty bad toxic behaviour.” 

MA2 “[Sponsors] haven’t even realized the level of toxic behaviour.” 

MA6 “If you sponsor a team, or a player, or a league that gets into a situation where it is found that . . . there is toxic behaviours, or similar types of issues, that also of course then 

reflects on the brands, so this is I think a very big risk for the sponsors and something they’re very worried of.” 

Sexism and lack of female 
pro-players 

NEES2 You see some pretty bad . . . sexism.” 

NEES3 “In the fan community there is still a lot of these problems and, especially when it’s about sexism.” 

MA2 “[Sponsors] haven’t even realized the level of . . . sexism.” 

MA5 “The very few women in esports is still a bit of a weird one, so it would really help if there were more.” 

Illegal and unregulated 
gambling 

NEES5 “Anything that people bet on or do where can be problems, there usually are problems.” 

MA2 “[Sponsors] haven’t even realized . . . the problems within gambling.” 

Match-fixing NEES4 “There was a case, I think it was a few weeks ago when somebody got banned for colluding with another team, something like that.” 

NEES5 “Or match-fixing . . . that’s just bad across the board.” 

MA2 “[Sponsors] haven’t even realized . . . the problems within . . . match-fixing.” 

Cheating and cyberattacks NEES5 “Any type of cheating . . . or slowing down people internet speeds or lag.” 

MA6 “If you sponsor a team, or a player, or a league that gets into a situation where it is found that a player is cheating . . . that also of course then reflects on the brands, so this is I 
think a very big risk for the sponsors and something they’re very worried of.” 

Doping NEES4 “I think it was in League of Legends where you had some players who were caught doping or something like that.” 

MA2 “[Sponsors] haven’t even realized . . . the problems within . . . doping.” 

Swatting NEES5 “People swatting people here in the United States and sending the police there because they didn’t like how a game ended up.” 

Some entities are not 

honouring their promises 

EES5 “Guys that are in it to make a quick buck will take your money and then not deliver on something. The amount of people I’ve seen get screwed over because a team has claimed 

they’re going to do something or a tournament has claimed they’re going to do something and it doesn’t. Yeah, those are the biggest risks at the moment . . . due to the state 

of the industry, there’s a lot of people just trying to get money wherever they can.” 

NEES2 “I’d also add in there like, player treatment because we would not want to get out like [NEES2] sponsors, let’s say, G2 and then G2 gets caught cheating their players or not 
taking care of their players in the right way, or not paying their players. That would be a huge immediate red flag.” 

Several brands are not aware 

of esports’ problems with 

disreputable behaviour 

MA2 “[Sponsors] haven’t even realized the level of toxic behaviour and sexism and the problems within gambling, or match-fixing or even doping. They don’t even see it . . . When I 

spoke with one of our sponsors about doping in esports they just laughed. They said ‘That’s just crazy, what are you talking about? How could that even happen?’, so there’s 

no understanding really.” 

Protective brands will not 

want to sponsor esports 

 

EES2 “Brands concerned with their image will see these actions and decline sponsorship because they do not want to be associated with negative behaviour.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

The disreputable behaviours 
stem from the immaturity 

of esports entities 

EES7 “Most people that are in esports, the esports players, the professionals, the bulk of them are young adults, you know? This is like, essentially their first job, they’re kind of 
thrown into the industry, they are not mature, they haven’t really developed, they don’t really know how to work in a professional environment and so, you know, being very 

toxic online, being very sexist, just kind of these negative behaviours, they haven’t really learned how to behave professionally and so that is pretty common.” 

NEES2 “Seems like some of these esports organizations are definitely immature and so there’s been some rough issues that come out of it.” 

Hard to prevent the sponsored 

party from engaging in 

disreputable behaviours 

NEES3 “From a brand perspective, it’s hard to control and you have to be prepared at least for those things in order to react appropriately.” 

Disreputable behaviour is a 

risk both in esports and in 

general sports 

EES1 “That is a problem we have with all kinds of sports.” 

EES4 “That exists in all sports since the world is world.” 

EES5 “It’s no more than in traditional sports.” 

NEES1 “This applies to anything you sponsor.” 

NEES5 “This is as bad in esports as it can be in regular sports. . . . Whether it’s Lance Armstrong doping to win the Tour de France or people swatting people here in the United States 

and sending the police there because they didn’t like how a game ended up, or any type of cheating, or match-fixing, or slowing down people internet speeds or lag, whatever 

it is. Yeah I think that’s just bad across the board. But it’s the same. Anything that people bet on or do where can be problems, there usually are problems, and you don’t 
want those problems to overcome the benefits of this sport.” 

NEES8 “It doesn't matter whether it's esports or any other market, disreputable behaviour and corruption is a risk to sponsors.” 

MA2 “That just aligns with every sport on the planet.” 

MA4 “If you associate yourself with an athlete that’s doing doping, the risk might be the same if you associate yourself with an esports team and one of the players is using foul 

language to opponents in competitions . . . there are no more risks than in traditional sports.” 

MA7 “These things are 100% applicable to any other sport. And I will say that the only difference between the level of the influence of such factors on the sport is actually on the 

viewership numbers of the sports and the money around the sports.” 

Disreputable behaviour has 
not destroyed sports and 

will not destroy esports 

EES4 “I don’t believe that will ever cease to exist. Just because it’s esports it doesn’t mean it will stop existing. There was a very large case of corruption here in Brazil in relation to 
football, but football is still the number 1 sport here. Then does that mean that esports will have no future? Impossible. Of course it will have a future and it will also have 

that problem.” 

Disreputable behaviour in 

esports is increasing 

NEES6 “Every time one of those articles comes out it’s a tick against esports and the market in general. As that increases, which it has, we start to see a public outcry of ‘Why the hell is 

that happening?’.” 

Esports fans are very sensitive 
to disreputable behaviour 

EES2 “Nowadays when you go on Twitter like, if you say one thing wrong everybody’s boycotting your brand.” 

Sponsor image will be 

damaged if they do not 

punish disreputable 
behaviour  

EES2 “A brand who sponsors a league/team/tournament that participates in such behaviour and is unapologetic, while continuing the sponsorship could be damaged.” 

 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

More of a risk to the esports 
industry than to sponsors 

EES2 “I think this is more of a risk to the esports industry than esports sponsors.” 

Heavier regulation has been 

implemented 

MA5 “Tournament organizers and leagues etc. have started regulating against these types of behaviours and people get banned a lot longer than they do in regular sports.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Some esports entities are 
trying to be positive role-

models to help reduce this 

risk 

NEES7 “There are very legitimate teams and legitimate leagues that I think are not only doing it responsibly, but are also trying to be a positive role-model to the community in terms of 
how they talk, what they promote, the brands they associate themselves with.” 

MA4 “Sponsors associate themselves with competitions, organizers, game publishers, or professional teams and these actors are strongly acting against those kinds of behaviours. . . . 

All professional organizations in esports are fighting against that.” 

Disreputable behaviour is 

decreasing 

EES7 “In terms of match-fixing, I would say that’s kind of been pretty much solved. It’s like, the scenes have tried very hard to be so regulated and a lot of the scene has learned from 

Korea and their mistakes in regards to match-fixing and so there’s so many implementations in place in regards to referees, rulesets, and things like that to really prevent 

that.” 

MA5 “There has been a lot of professionalization so these factors are not as much of a risk as they were.” 

Disreputable behaviour is now 

uncommon in esports 

EES5 “The good outweighs the 1% of cheaters and toxic and… there’s 99% good, 1% negative.” 

EES6 “That has not been a big deal in China.” 

NEES3 “It has never affected us, gladly.” 

NEES4 “I don’t think these are too common problems to be a risk.” 

NEES7 “I think this question really focuses on a few outliers that will always exist in any sport that you’re getting into.” 

MA1 “[Sponsors] are not concerned about that. . . . It’s only an excuse, it’s not relevant. Compared to sports, esports do not even compare in regards to disreputable behaviour or 

corruption.” 

MA2 “At the moment, no it doesn’t affect yet.” 

The benefits outweigh the risk EES5 “It’s a balanced risk and I think the good outweighs the 1% of cheaters and toxic and… there’s 99% good, 1% negative. So, the reward outweighs the risk.” 

Not a risk because sponsors 

only partner with 
professional entities 

EES3 “It doesn’t affect the esports sponsors at all because at the end of the day, when you sponsor an esports team you expect professionalism from the team, you expect certain 

standards of professionalism from their players too. So, at the end of the day, when we sponsor someone we don’t expect anything of this.” 

Sponsors cancel sponsorships 

of entities connected to 

disreputable behaviour 

EES2 “It’s really difficult to imagine in this current climate where everybody is so sensitive that a brand would stand by obvious negative behaviour which would hurt their brand. I 

just have a hard time seeing that.” 

EES3 “If we see something that, for example, as I’ve said, with OpTic Gaming cheating, we basically close the deal with them because it doesn’t make sense to continue with them.” 

MA3 “When it comes to match-fixing, cheating, doping, so everything that’s very individual-based, the sponsor can distance itself very quickly, very easily.” 

Disreputable behaviour can 

benefit sponsors that take 
quick action 

MA3 “If it is for example a player within a tournament in fact I would say it even increases your sponsorship outcome . . . because let’s say you have a tournament everything goes 

well, but there’s one player who’s caught cheating. It’s mostly negative PR for the guy and his organization, you as a sponsor in cooperation with your partners you exclude 
them, you give a press release, and all that gives you extra media hype. You probably get triple or 10 times the coverage in Reddit and everything, on LinkedIn, etc. and 

you’re going to be celebrated as someone with high integrity, striking down on criminals not paying guys, doping guys, whatever it is, right? . . . if you can detach yourself 

and put yourself on a higher pedestal of integrity, you’ll probably benefit from a drama kind of thing because as I said, our news narrative is driven by drama.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

Type of sponsorship EES1 “Depends on what kind of partnership it is.” 

Position of the sponsor and 
sponsored party 

MA3 “Depending on the position of the company and positon of the individual that is the perpetrator of any of this.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.2.4. H2b – Disreputable behaviour and corruption (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 30 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Has any sort of disreputable behaviour ever made you dislike an esports sponsor?” 

The response options to this closed-ended question were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 30 

Influence of disreputable behaviour on fans’ perception of esports sponsors 

 
 

Figure 31 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “What type of disreputable behaviour made you dislike that sponsor? (Select all 

that apply)” The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Corruption (for example: 

exploitation; not honoring payments; etc.)”, “Toxic behaviour”, “Sexism or lack of female pro-

players”, “Illegal and unregulated gambling (for example: promoting underage gambling; etc.)”, 

“Match-fixing”, “Cheating or cyberattacks”, “Doping (for instance: pro-players engaging in 

doping; sponsor promoting drugs; etc.)”, and “Other”. This was a contingency question to the filter 

item “Has any sort of disreputable behaviour ever made you dislike an esports sponsor?” and only 

those who answered “Yes” were able to fill it out. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

B 

A. Disreputable behaviour has made me dislike an 

esports sponsor (32.4%; 𝑛 = 1,827) 

B. Disreputable behaviour has not made me dislike 

an esports sponsor (67.6%; 𝑛 = 3,811) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Figure 31 

Types of disreputable behaviours that make fans dislike esports sponsors the most 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 23 fans who provided answers connected to the main risk of disreputable behaviour and 

corruption. Table 36 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

Table 36 

Fan quotes supporting the main risk of disreputable behaviour and corruption 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

General negative sponsored party behaviour  

“It wouldn't be good when sponsors get so involved that a players behavior should not risk sponsors being lost, unless it's a 

really outrageous and damaging claim. Like really outrageous. What comes to mind is the guy that almost got his prize 

money taken away and banned from china just for saying liberate Hong Kong.” 

182 

“In general the sponsors are quick cut ties and distance themselves with the guilty party. I wish there was a better system in 

place to keep the knee jerk reactions from taking place due.” 

195 

Illegal and unregulated gambling  

“Sport betting companies are bad. I have never participated in these activities (illegal in my area).” 61 

Doping  

“Regulation is pointless without enforcement. Money is needed to enforce drug testing for true competition. It shouldn't be a 

battle of who can tolerate the most amphetamines, but rather who performs the best.” 

89 

Sexism and lack of female pro-players  

“Sponsors may also potentially help with the gender disparity in esports.” 69 

“Sometimes it feels sad that you rarely ever see females in esports :(.” 76 

“Role of Esports sponsors in recognizing sociocultural impacts of a male dominated field, and how Esports sponsors might 

better integrate anymore accepting place for non male players.” 

88 

“Most advertising is very male focused, esports in general lacks female representation.” 159 

“Including more female players to bring in more female watchers would also be swell.” 
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Note. N = 5,638; n = 1,827; No answer = 3,811. This was a multiple response question. 
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Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

General negative sponsor behaviour  

“Wanted to make sure regarding damaging a reputation : in my opinion it is very very rare for a sponsored player/team /event 

to tarnish the reputation of a sponsor. Almost all of the negative views I have on a few of the sponsors are because of 

themselves and their actions.” 

15 

“I wouldn't like for sponsors to push agendas.” 78 

“People should be wary of the possible predatory aspect of eSport sponsorships.” 101 

“It's important for esports scenes to develop naturally. OWL is an example of what happens when you force it too hard. Don't 
try to demand or force legitimacy.” 

181 

“Any time brands sink their teeth too deep into something they end up calling the shots for monetary purposes. The NFL is an 

example of an organization with every major sponsor imaginable and the announcers still get uptight over silly little 
celebrations and things. The biggest appeal of esports to me is the loose and fun feel of the commentating/community while 

the gameplay itself is still so intense that it captures my attention. This is why I answered that I'd prefer multiple sponsors 

over a couple large ones, because putting the players and the organizationz under the thumb of one company makes it much 
easier for said company to sway their decision making.” 

211 

“I think that Blizzard's recent behavior is reprehensible.” 219 

“Certain events (the overwatch world cup 2019) seem to have gone ahead despite lacking the necessary facilities etc largely 
due to Coca Cola (this is my understanding of the matter, though I am an outsider so I obviously am missing a great deal of 

key information. Additionally it's hard to guess whether the blame (for the lack of facilities and poorer production) should 

be placed on the sponsor for pushing for the event without supporting it, or on blizzard for not offering more support, or on 
the teams/countries for not offering enough support. So to clarify my answers to the questions, I think that's sponsors are 

fine in theory but are sometimes harmful in practice.” 

255 

“There are definitely cases where it is incredibly problematic (Blast CSGO series) which I believe is related to the one sponsor 
having too much say.” 

267 

“I don't see any other options for pro players other than accepting sponsorships. So sponsors possess a lot of power over pro 

players and teams, so we need to hope they do right by the players themselves.” 

270 

“Human Right Violations is a big one.” 301 

Negative sponsor behaviour & Not paying the sponsored entity  

“I think there is a problem with big sponsors thinking they can just do whatever they want. I signed a contract in June to be 
paid around $1500 for playing in a world first event, and still haven't been paid. Everytime we ask where the money is we 

just get excuses, its ridiculous. We dont really have any options besides just waiting for them to pay us, if we go to social 

media we might be blacklisted so we just have to keep waiting I guess.” 

210 

“I think that, as time goes on, we are seeing more and more how ethics are important for companies, brands, teams, 

individuals, etc. It's very important that esports sponsors 'do the right thing' by the people and scenes they are trying to 

support -- for example, some orgs have (in the past) done a poor job of paying out to the players. In some situations like 
that, it might make sense to *not* pay out a full amount to the org to deal with, or to pay out directly to players. It's very 

frustrating to see some sponsors basically sign on to teams that make big events, without really ever supporting any one 

team long-term. Anyways, it could be good to think about -- not only what action will bring you the most apparent benefit 
now, but also what impact your brand can have on the scene in the long term. Anywho. Never let a team you sponsor be in 

a position where their players feel forced to match-fix.” 

215 

“Even large Esports sponsors have a problem with paying their talent. Specifically in a timely manor. this not only is directed 
towards sponsors but the company that is hosting the tournament its self. ie. MLG,UMG,HCS.” 

398 

Negative sponsor behaviour & Illegal and unregulated gambling  

“I only dislike shady sponsors like fake gambling companies.” 177 

 

 

4.2.5. H2c – Infancy of the industry (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 32 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “The problems associated with the infancy of the esports 

industry (for example: lack of main governing body, regulation and standardization; volatile 

market; dependence on sponsors; and lack of knowledge about the market) are a risk to esports 

sponsors” and asking them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-

ended answer options were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat 

agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 36.4% (i.e. n = 8/22) of 

experts expressed disagreement and 63.6% (i.e. n = 14/22) expressed agreement. 
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Figure 32 

Experts’ opinion on whether the problems associated with the infancy of the esports industry are 

a risk to esports sponsors 

 
 

Table 37 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “The problems associated with 

the infancy of the esports industry (for example: lack of main governing body, regulation and 

standardization; volatile market; dependence on sponsors; and lack of knowledge about the market) 

are a risk to esports sponsors”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 19 experts provided 

arguments in favour of the statement, 14 provided arguments against the statement, and one 

indicated that it depends. Afterwards, Table 38 thematically categorizes the most important of these 

quotes. 
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Somewhat agree; A = Agree; StA = Strongly agree. 



334 

 

Table 37 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether the problems associated with the infancy of the esports industry are a risk to esports sponsors 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

disagree 

 “I actually don’t think that this is something that is happening in the esports industry. . . . 
Now I think we have more standardized tournaments than we ever had before, with 

ESL going out and having a lot of different tournaments, regular tournaments as well, 

we have formats like Majors and Minors now, in the segments, where you have to 
apply to get the points, you need to have a certain amount of rules, you need to have a 

certain amount of money like price pools to be a part of this Minor and Major. . . . 
There are different rules you need to follow for you to actually be a part of this circuit 

and in the different games. So, I actually think it’s very mature at the moment. At least 

for the bigger tournaments. And also just in general, when we talk about our sponsoring 
teams and all this stuff, it’s very much a more professional now than it was years ago 

when we first started. The players are more professional now as well. The organizations 

are more professional now as well. And also because they have to, because there are a 
lot more sponsors now, there is a lot more money in the scene now. So, the times of 

course have to follow the professionalism as well when the money does it.” 

 

EES2 
Somewhat 

agree 

“Sponsorship value may not be maximized . . . by unexperienced partners, which can decrease the 
ROI of the sponsorship. . . . You have a lot of people . . . who don’t have professional experience 

outside of gaming, right? So you don’t have somebody who’s activated brand partnerships for the 

NFL for 20 years, right? That person knows how to do that more effectively than somebody who 
wasn’t, right?” 

  

EES3 

Somewhat 
agree 

“We know it’s a volatile market so that’s why we don’t invest too much or we don’t invest too little. 

All of our contracts have a maximum of 1 year because we don’t know what is going to happen 
next year. . . . It is a risk and it’s a fear for non-endemic companies such as big companies like car 

companies. All of those companies obviously it is a risk because they don’t know what is 

happening here or they don’t understand what could happen in the near future, so sometimes they 

don’t invest because of that.” 

“Endemic companies such as our company [EES3], we completely know everything that is 

inside this market . . . For endemics it is not a risk at all.” 

 

EES4 

Disagree 

“Fortnite is gigantic, but in esports it’s still not that strong and teams come in and out all the time. 

This won’t happen in sports. You won’t be sponsoring Paris Saint-Germain and all of a sudden 
Paris Saint-Germain doesn’t have a football team anymore. That doesn’t happen.” 

“No, that is actually a benefit. . . . For the esports institutions that are more reasonable and 

you know a little about how much they’re really worth, you can have a very good 
return by sponsoring esports.” 

 

EES5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“There’s a risk factor involved with all of that.” “It’s worth the risk in my opinion if you are smart enough to do your research and do it 

properly.” 

 

EES6 

Agree 

“Several companies and teams suddenly disappear and it can be a problem to the brands that already 

created partnerships with them.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES7 

Agree 

“The scene is just so new and it hasn’t been established to the point in which I think it should be. . . . 

As of now I would say there is still a risk in terms of, I would say, smaller tournaments or newer 
games that come out.” 

“A lot of the big mainstream publishers are getting it very right though. I would say Riot, 

when they’re working with their franchise league for LCS, they’re acting as the main 
governing body, they have a ruleset in place, they fine teams when they kind of are 

trying to poach different players, things like that. And so, they’re really really working 

very heavily on the regulation and standardization of the scene. You have other 

publishers like Blizzard that are, you know, working with Overwatch League, Call of 

Duty, and they’re all really really working heavily to work on the regulation and 

standardization. But I think it’s definitely improving and I think it’s going to get there 
very very soon.” 

 

NEES1 

Somewhat 
agree 

“I’m pretty sure that the industry will learn . . . Even with this risk, it will still grow.”   

NEES2 

Agree 

“That is definitely scary. For esports, sponsoring when everything is so volatile, you see leagues 

popping up and disbanding, you see teams popping up and disbanding. . . . If you do like an 
advertising campaign around a specific, like let’s say the Cloud9 League of Legends team . . . if 

you partner with them and you do an ad about the five starters and then they slit and there’s only 

one remaining, that’s a weird thing because you were showcasing your athletes you’d have to pull 
down the ads and things like that. So that can be seen as a risk if there’s not much stability.” 

  

NEES3 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 “The benefit is bigger than the risk here. There’s still a lot of development which is more 

interesting than it’s a risk. It will be very interesting to see how certain things will 
develop. But it’s also kind of like a fresh field and not too overregulated. There’s also 

more room for creativity. So that’s definitely positive.” 

 

NEES4 
Disagree 

 “I wouldn’t call it a risk, I would call it a challenge.”  

NEES5 

Agree 

“On the esports side of the world it’s been less than 2 years since Fortnite has been introduced and 

now it’s the biggest game in the world, but I’ll tell you, right before Fortnite came out people were 
all clamouring about PUBG and how great it was, and now there’s very little talk about PUBG. 

And so, it’s more about the volatility and the fickleness of the esports marketplace and the gamers 

themselves wanting to move on to the new, fun, hot thing. And so that has some problems in that 
it’s hard to want to make a long-term bet. It’s very easy for me to make a long-term bet on the NFL 

or College basketball because I know it’s going to be there, it’s not going away. . . . It’s really 

about what has the staying power and that becomes an issue around long-term investment in the 
space. We all know it’s going to be here, it’s just where are the consumers going to be? And what 

game are they going to be playing?” 

  

NEES6 
Agree 

“Without a governing body or kind of an overarching ideal of how this works… again it is the wild 
west . . . Can the market hold its own self? . . . Risks in the esports community is esports itself. 

Being so new, how does it grow in a manner that is safe and makes money and keeps it healthy for 

the players?” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES7 

Disagree 

“There is a lack of true understanding of, not just the problems with esports, but with esports as a 

whole. That’s the biggest challenge I face working in a major company. Every single executive I 
talk to about gaming in general, it’s like I’m talking to a 5 year-old. I have to teach them 

everything about this. So I think there’s just so much unfamiliarity with it, other than maybe a 

Netflix video they watched at some point. And anything that you don’t understand you’re hesitant 

to participate in.” 

“This is just making it slower for sponsors to get involved . . . This is less about the 

problems and more about educating brands about the benefits here and the long-term 
benefits here.” 

 

NEES8 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Esports may become a 'black hole' for a budget of a company if it doesn't know what it is doing when 

investing into esports. A lot of brands sign large contracts with esports organization just because 
it's a new and popular trend without a good and comprehensive marketing strategy around it.” 

  

MA1 

Somewhat 
agree 

“It’s the lack of knowledge and the other is not being concerned but they are always in the table when 

you’re talking about that.” 

“It’s not relevant.”  

MA2 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Volatile, yeah, it probably is . . . it’s more the lack of understanding.” “I think standardization we have plenty, that’s relatively fine. . . . Dependence on 

sponsors, actually I would say we’ve now left the top area of dependency on sponsors, 
now it’s just venture capital money . . . Riot has fantastic governing body, it’s Riot, 

fantastic regulation and standardization, there is no volatility in it and no teams are 

truly dependent on sponsors so actually with that one, no it’s perfectly fine.” 

 

MA3 

Strongly 

disagree 

“Non-regulation also means a higher rate of issues. You know? Criminal people trying to not perform, 

run away with money, etc. . . . There’s a higher risk attached compared to a fully governed 

industry. . . . With the infancy there’s also a lack of education, sometimes the bad black sheep are 
not sorted out yet. So there’s also a certain risk level which is higher than in an industry that is 20 

years old, fully governed, and everybody knows each other, right? You know that guys are not 

messing around with your money.” 

“In terms of governing bodies, rules and regulations, it goes into the same direction 

because you as a brand, you’re not very much dependent on if a sport or esports is 

actually regulated you don’t really care. In fact, not having franchise league, certain 
rules or business rules applied to a whole IP . . . Let’s say Counter-Strike would be 

governed and they would say like ‘Hey, a sponsorships package has to be about 

50,000$’, then a lot of brands would stop investing into Counter-Strike because a lot of 
them just sponsor here a guy for 1,000$, there for 5,000$, a tournament for 20,000$, 

etc. So, the non-regulation is always good for sponsors in terms of budget . . . It’s 

beneficial to sponsor . . . I think the infancy aspect of esports is not an issue, it’s 

actually an advantage.” 

 

MA4 

Strongly 
disagree 

“You can have volatile trends like Apex Legends or Fortnite who’s still popular but no one knows if 

it’s still going to last in the next 2 years.” 

“The market has really structured in the past 2 years with game publishers regaining 

control over competitions and their games . . . I wouldn’t say these are all volatile 
companies . . . we see a real structuration around the top 15 or 20 global top teams that 

are raising millions of dollars back-to-back, they are very serious venture capitalists 

and private investors who are hiring professional marketers and finance people etc. . . . 
If we take a global look at the market I’d say volatility is less a thing than it was 2 or 3 

years ago.” 

 

MA5 
Somewhat 

disagree 

“A lack of knowledge about the market is the biggest risk because there’s a lot to know about the 
market and the community. For example, one potential client approached us with an event they 

wanted to sponsor and wasn’t aware that it was a Counter-Strike event. Knowing them from their 

traditional communications, where they’re positioned as a PG 12 brand, a PG 16 game would have 
been a problem for them. But they just didn’t know what it was. To them, esports was one large, 

amorphous mass of games and they had no idea what they were buying.” 

“Lack of a main governing body also means that, as a sponsor, I’m much freer in what I 
want to do. The dependence on sponsors is also, in fact, a good aspect from a sponsor’s 

perspective because that means you get more say.” 

“A lot of 
these 

have 

two 
sides.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA6 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Governing oversight indeed makes the market more volatile, it makes it more prone to still having 

match-fixing or other types of cheating, or toxicity, player scandals that happen, so I definitely 
think that this increases the risk for those things to happen. . . . It would definitely help to have 

more governing and I think that would also make it less of a risk to sponsors.” 

“There are organizations that look into this, I think that’s a big plus that there is big 

organizers and companies involved with things like the Esports Integrity Coalition and 
other types of bodies that do try to work on countering and regulating things. I also 

think that big game publishers, for example Riot Games, they do everything mainly in-

house, so they do a lot of the events themselves so they’re very actively involved with 

regulating, standardizing, their mainly almost a governing body of their industry. . . . It 

gives some market stability in large parts which I think those environments are very 

welcoming to sponsors, there’s not a lot of risks or concerns there.” 

 

MA7 

Agree 

“[Publisher] behaviour can really influence how the industry works. For example, in a Fortnite event 

at the very last moment they changed advertisements and the teams had to hide their sponsors 

which they had already made partnerships with. Valve has not this strict policy on whether pro-
players can stream a CS:GO major or not. But this is an issue of standardization and regulation I 

would say. And yeah I think that in the future some governing body will appear that will be able to 

manage all this.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 38 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether the problems associated with the infancy of the esports industry are a risk to esports 

sponsors 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Lack of a main governing 

body, regulation, or 

standardization 

NEES6 “Without a governing body or kind of an overarching ideal of how this works… again it is the wild west . . . Can the market hold its own self?” 

MA3 “Non-regulation also means a higher rate of issues. You know? Criminal people trying to not perform, run away with money, etc. . . . There’s a higher risk attached compared to 

a fully governed industry.” 

MA6 “Governing oversight indeed makes the market more volatile, it makes it more prone to still having match-fixing or other types of cheating, or toxicity, player scandals that 

happen, so I definitely think that this increases the risk for those things to happen. . . . It would definitely help to have more governing and I think that would also make it less 

of a risk to sponsors.” 

MA7 “This is an issue of standardization and regulation I would say. And yeah I think that in the future some governing body will appear that will be able to manage all this.” 

Volatility of esports EES3 “We know it’s a volatile market so that’s why we don’t invest too much or we don’t invest too little. All of our contracts have a maximum of 1 year because we don’t know 

what is going to happen next year.” 

EES4 “Fortnite is gigantic, but in esports it’s still not that strong and teams come in and out all the time. This won’t happen in sports. You won’t be sponsoring Paris Saint-Germain 

and all of a sudden Paris Saint-Germain doesn’t have a football team anymore. That doesn’t happen.” 

EES6 “Several companies and teams suddenly disappear and it can be a problem to the brands that already created partnerships with them.” 

NEES2 “That is definitely scary. For esports, sponsoring when everything is so volatile, you see leagues popping up and disbanding, you see teams popping up and disbanding. . . . If 

you do like an advertising campaign around a specific, like let’s say the Cloud9 League of Legends team . . . if you partner with them and you do an ad about the five starters 

and then they slit and there’s only one remaining, that’s a weird thing because you were showcasing your athletes you’d have to pull down the ads and things like that. So 
that can be seen as a risk if there’s not much stability.” 

NEES5 “On the esports side of the world it’s been less than 2 years since Fortnite has been introduced and now it’s the biggest game in the world, but I’ll tell you, right before Fortnite 

came out people were all clamouring about PUBG and how great it was, and now there’s very little talk about PUBG. And so, it’s more about the volatility and the fickleness 
of the esports marketplace and the gamers themselves wanting to move on to the new, fun, hot thing. And so that has some problems in that it’s hard to want to make a long-

term bet. It’s very easy for me to make a long-term bet on the NFL or College basketball because I know it’s going to be there, it’s not going away. . . . It’s really about what 

has the staying power and that becomes an issue around long-term investment in the space. We all know it’s going to be here, it’s just where are the consumers going to be? 
And what game are they going to be playing?” 

MA2 “Volatile, yeah, it probably is.” 

MA4 “You can have volatile trends like Apex Legends or Fortnite who’s still popular but no one knows if it’s still going to last in the next 2 years.” 

MA6 “Governing oversight indeed makes the market more volatile.” 

MA7 “[Publisher] behaviour can really influence how the industry works. For example, in a Fortnite event at the very last moment they changed advertisements and the teams had to 

hide their sponsors which they had already made partnerships with.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Esports are a very unknown 
market 

EES3 “It is a risk and it’s a fear for non-endemic companies such as big companies like car companies. All of those companies obviously it is a risk because they don’t know what is 
happening here or they don’t understand what could happen in the near future, so sometimes they don’t invest because of that.” 

NEES7 “There is a lack of true understanding of, not just the problems with esports, but with esports as a whole. That’s the biggest challenge I face working in a major company. Every 

single executive I talk to about gaming in general, it’s like I’m talking to a 5 year-old. I have to teach them everything about this. So I think there’s just so much unfamiliarity 
with it, other than maybe a Netflix video they watched at some point. And anything that you don’t understand you’re hesitant to participate in.” 

NEES8 “Esports may become a 'black hole' for a budget of a company if it doesn't know what it is doing when investing into esports. A lot of brands sign large contracts with esports 

organization just because it's a new and popular trend without a good and comprehensive marketing strategy around it.” 

MA1 “It’s the lack of knowledge and the other is not being concerned but they are always in the table when you’re talking about that.” 

MA2 “It’s more the lack of understanding.” 

MA5 “A lack of knowledge about the market is the biggest risk because there’s a lot to know about the market and the community. For example, one potential client approached us 
with an event they wanted to sponsor and wasn’t aware that it was a Counter-Strike event. Knowing them from their traditional communications, where they’re positioned as 

a PG 12 brand, a PG 16 game would have been a problem for them. But they just didn’t know what it was. To them, esports was one large, amorphous mass of games and 

they had no idea what they were buying.” 

Esports entities are 

commercially 

inexperienced 

EES2 “Sponsorship value may not be maximized . . . by unexperienced partners, which can decrease the ROI of the sponsorship. . . . You have a lot of people . . . who don’t have 

professional experience outside of gaming, right? So you don’t have somebody who’s activated brand partnerships for the NFL for 20 years, right? That person knows how 

to do that more effectively than somebody who wasn’t, right?” 

Esports are underdeveloped EES7 “The scene is just so new and it hasn’t been established to the point in which I think it should be.” 

NEES1 “I’m pretty sure that the industry will learn . . . Even with this risk, it will still grow.” 

NEES6 “Risks in the esports community is esports itself. Being so new, how does it grow in a manner that is safe and makes money and keeps it healthy for the players?” 

MA3 “With the infancy there’s also a lack of education, sometimes the bad black sheep are not sorted out yet. So there’s also a certain risk level which is higher than in an industry 

that is 20 years old, fully governed, and everybody knows each other, right? You know that guys are not messing around with your money.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Esports are now more 

regulated and standardized 

EES1 “Now I think we have more standardized tournaments than we ever had before, with ESL going out and having a lot of different tournaments, regular tournaments as well, we 

have formats like Majors and Minors now, in the segments, where you have to apply to get the points, you need to have a certain amount of rules, you need to have a certain 

amount of money like price pools to be a part of this Minor and Major. . . . There are different rules you need to follow for you to actually be a part of this circuit and in the 
different games.” 

EES7 “A lot of the big mainstream publishers are getting it very right though. I would say Riot, when they’re working with their franchise league for LCS, they’re acting as the main 
governing body, they have a ruleset in place, they fine teams when they kind of are trying to poach different players, things like that. And so, they’re really really working 

very heavily on the regulation and standardization of the scene. You have other publishers like Blizzard that are, you know, working with Overwatch League, Call of Duty, 

and they’re all really really working heavily to work on the regulation and standardization. But I think it’s definitely improving and I think it’s going to get there very very 
soon.” 

MA2 “I think standardization we have plenty, that’s relatively fine. . . . Riot [has] fantastic regulation and standardization.” 

MA6 “There are organizations that look into this, I think that’s a big plus that there is big organizers and companies involved with things like the Esports Integrity Coalition and other 
types of bodies that do try to work on countering and regulating things. I also think that big game publishers, for example Riot Games, they do everything mainly in-house, 

so they do a lot of the events themselves so they’re very actively involved with regulating, standardizing, their mainly almost a governing body of their industry.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Lack of main governing body, 
regulation, and 

standardization is good 

NEES3 “It’s also kind of like a fresh field and not too overregulated. There’s also more room for creativity. So that’s definitely positive.” 

MA3 “In terms of governing bodies, rules and regulations, it goes into the same direction because you as a brand, you’re not very much dependent on if a sport or esports is actually 

regulated you don’t really care. In fact, not having franchise league, certain rules or business rules applied to a whole IP . . . Let’s say Counter-Strike would be governed and 

they would say like ‘Hey, a sponsorships package has to be about 50,000$’, then a lot of brands would stop investing into Counter-Strike because a lot of them just sponsor 
here a guy for 1,000$, there for 5,000$, a tournament for 20,000$, etc. So, the non-regulation is always good for sponsors in terms of budget.” 

MA5 “Lack of a main governing body also means that, as a sponsor, I’m much freer in what I want to do.” 

Some parts of esports are not 
volatile 

MA2 “Riot . . . [has] no volatility in it.” 

MA4 “The market has really structured in the past 2 years with game publishers regaining control over competitions and their games . . . I wouldn’t say these are all volatile 

companies . . . we see a real structuration around the top 15 or 20 global top teams that are raising millions of dollars back-to-back, they are very serious venture capitalists 

and private investors who are hiring professional marketers and finance people etc. . . . If we take a global look at the market I’d say volatility is less a thing than it was 2 or 3 
years ago.” 

MA6 “[Some esports organizations give] some market stability in large parts which I think those environments are very welcoming to sponsors, there’s not a lot of risks or concerns 

there.” 

Esports are not as dependent 

on sponsors as they were 

MA2 “Dependence on sponsors, actually I would say we’ve now left the top area of dependency on sponsors, now it’s just venture capital money . . . [With] Riot . . . no teams are 

truly dependent on sponsors so actually with that one, no it’s perfectly fine.” 

Dependence on sponsors is 
good 

MA5 “The dependence on sponsors is also, in fact, a good aspect from a sponsor’s perspective because that means you get more say.” 

Not a risk for endemic 

companies because they 
know the esports market 

EES3 “Endemic companies such as our company [EES3], we completely know everything that is inside this market . . . For endemics it is not a risk at all.” 

Some esports entities are 

commercially experienced 

EES4 “No, that is actually a benefit. . . . For the esports institutions that are more reasonable and you know a little about how much they’re really worth, you can have a very good 

return by sponsoring esports.” 

Esports is now more 

developed 

EES1 “It’s very mature at the moment. At least for the bigger tournaments. And also just in general, when we talk about our sponsoring teams and all this stuff, it’s very much a more 

professional now than it was years ago when we first started. The players are more professional now as well. The organizations are more professional now as well. And also 

because they have to, because there are a lot more sponsors now, there is a lot more money in the scene now. So, the times of course have to follow the professionalism as 
well when the money does it.” 

Not a risk if the sponsor has 

esports expertise 

EES4 “No, that is actually a benefit. . . . [If] you know a little about how much they’re really worth, you can have a very good return by sponsoring esports.” 

EES5 “It’s worth the risk in my opinion if you are smart enough to do your research and do it properly.” 

NEES7 “This is less about the problems and more about educating brands about the benefits here and the long-term benefits here.” 

The benefits outweigh the 

risks 

EES5 “It’s worth the risk in my opinion.” 

NEES3 “The benefit is bigger than the risk here. There’s still a lot of development which is more interesting than it’s a risk.” 

The infancy of the esports 

industry is a benefit 

EES4 “No, that is actually a benefit.” 

MA3 “It’s beneficial to sponsor . . . I think the infancy aspect of esports is not an issue, it’s actually an advantage.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.2.6. H2c – Infancy of the industry (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 33 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you think that esports have problems related to their infancy to solve?” The 

response options to this closed-ended question were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 33 

Fans opinion on whether the esports industry has infancy-related problems to solve 

 
 

Figure 34 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “What are the main infancy-related problems of the esports industry? (Select all 

that apply)” The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Lack of a main governing 

body (for example, FIFA largely governs football; FIBA largely controls Basketball; but no 

organization is governing esports)”, “Lack of regulation”, “Lack of standardization (for example: 

different tournaments have different rules for the same videogames; etc.)”, “Volatility 

(tournaments, pro-players, teams, etc. disappear as quickly as they appeared)”, “Dependence on 

sponsors”, “Lack of knowledge about the esports industry (sponsors still do not have enough 

knowledge about esports)”, and “Other”. This was a contingency question to the filter item “Do 

you think that esports have problems related to their infancy to solve?” and only those who 

answered “Yes” were able to fill it out. 
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A. Esports have infancy-related problems to 

solve (96.5%; 𝑛 = 5,438) 

B. Esports do not have infancy-related 

problems to solve (3.5%; 𝑛 = 200) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Figure 34 

Fans opinion on what are the main infancy-related problems of the esports industry 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 11 fans who provided answers connected to the main risk of the infancy of the esports 

industry. Table 39 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

Table 39 

Fan quotes supporting the main risk of the infancy of the esports industry 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Lack of main governing body, regulation, and standardization  

“Lack of authority and uniformed rules.” 45 

“I feel very strongly about having a regulating body for esports/streamers there need to be more rules in place so that players 

do not get screwed over so often.” 

262 

“Governing bodies should be put in place solely for disciplinary purposes, i.e. the recent ban by blizzard should have been 

filtered through a higher power other than the chinese-influenced (bought) board members of a money centered 

corporation.” 

325 

“One of the core issues is that the video game publisher typically also owns the primary tournament scene for that game. The 

result is business practices are pushed down into the tournament and they may vary from game to game or business to 

business.” 

38 

Volatile market  

“The esports industry is inconsistent and changes shape with every game.” 38 

“Unionize esports staff and players. Give stability.” 20 

“Old/burnt-out players, that are retiring at an almost alarmingly high rate in some titles.” 30 

“There needs to be an established pro-gaming circuit that has great consistency.” 147 

“Sponsors giving up on sponsoring of teams because of roster stability.” 196 

“I truly think the main problem of esports currently is that it's very volatile and uncertain whether an aspiring professional can 

live off of playing the game, even if they are topping leaderboards. There needs to be more stability financially and higher 

wages in the t2-t3 scene.” 

208 

“Lots of games die from lack of money for participating. It needs to be economically viable to aim for a career doing this 

before it'll become truly mainstream.” 

220 

“From my point of view, volatility is the biggest problem that esports face.” 390 
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Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,438; No answer = 200. This was a multiple response question. 
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4.2.7. H2d – Videogames’ short lifespan (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 35 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “The fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to 

esports sponsors” and asking them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The 

closed-ended answer options were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, 

“Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 54.5% (i.e. n = 

12/22) of experts expressed disagreement and 45.5% (i.e. n = 10/22) expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 35 

Experts’ opinion on whether the fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to 

esports sponsors 

 
 

Table 40 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “The fast drop in popularity of 

each videogame title is a risk to esports sponsors”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 19 experts 

provided arguments in favour of the statement, 16 provided arguments against the statement, and 

five indicated that it depends. Afterwards, Table 41 thematically categorizes the most important of 

these quotes. 
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Note. N = 22; n = 22; No answer = 0. StD = Strongly disagree; D = Disagree; SwD = Somewhat disagree; SwA = 

Somewhat agree; A = Agree; StA = Strongly agree. 
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Table 40 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether the fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to esports sponsors 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

disagree 

“It’s a risk to esports sponsors if they don’t have a clue about what they’re doing. . . . Apex 
Legends for example, this is a fairly new game that came out 3 or 4 months ago . . . Let’s 

say this game, it has a lot of success in the beginning . . . let’s say that this was a fiasco 

after 3 months, no one played it, it was not a good game anymore, and there was not 
really an esports scene in this game. Then of course if you as a sponsor didn’t have any 

clue and you went into it, yeah then of course it is a risk. . . . If you don’t have a clue, 
when you just think ‘Oh, it looks good this game and many are playing it’ and so on and 

then you are sponsoring a team that just hired 5 players that are 13 years old and only 

play 1 hour per day and do not really have a social media presence, anything like that. 
Then of course it’s a risk. But then you also do not know what you’re doing as a 

sponsor.” 

“When it comes to these games and if they lose popularity over a few months then I 
wouldn’t really characterize it as a professional esports game. . . . It’s also important to 

be a part of a lot of different games, where our target groups are. So I actually don’t 

think it’s a risk to esports sponsors because they all have different kinds of ideas. . . . If 
you have a clue and if you know what you’re doing and if you’re talking to the game 

developers at the same time then I would completely strongly disagree on this 
statement, because then you could do something around it.” 

“It really depends 
on what kind of 

game it is. . . . 

But, if you have 
a clue I think it 

really depends 
on where you 

are as a sponsor 

and what you 
would like to 

focus on.” 

EES2 
Disagree 

“This could be more of a risk maybe in the near future, like for example, you look at Apex, 
right? So, Apex Legends came out and then they start having tournaments right away, so 

in that case that could be a risk . . . It’s a little different if somebody is just like ‘I want to 

be on the new hot game. I want to be the first brand to sponsor the new hot game’, that’s 
absolutely a concern.” 

“Very few esports titles are new games. Most have been along for many years and built a 
large, stable fan-base, which is why they garner so many participants and viewers. . . . 

League of Legends, Dota… you know Call of Duty has a new version coming out every 

year, but it’s a pretty old game, right? So, I don’t think Call of Duty World League . . . 
that’s not going anywhere any time soon. So I think if a brand is investing in 

sponsorship with a stable solidified esports title that’s been around for a while, that’s 

not something they really have to worry about. . . . Focus on the titles that have been 
around for 5 plus years. Those are pretty solid, that’s why they have such a following, 

such a fan-base, established leagues, and stuff.” 

 

EES3 
Disagree 

“If it is a risk, you are doing things wrong. You need to see the big picture. For example, 
one of the issues that we had in Spain is that Clash Royale was a huge huge game for 6 

months and many people invested in it, but then it basically disappeared. So for an 

esports sponsor you need to see the bigger picture, you need to invest in games as you 

said, League of Legends, Counter-Strike, which are games that have been around for 

more than 5 or 6 years and you know that things aren’t going to change in the near future. 

But yeah, I think it is a risk obviously. But it shouldn’t be a risk because you need to look 
at the bigger picture and focus on the games that are really useful for the sponsorship.” 

“We don’t sponsor games or teams that are part of a game that is basically booming for 3 
months and then disappear. So I think it’s not a risk.” 

 

EES4 

Agree 

“If you sponsored an influencer he will simply change videogame when the game losses 

popularity. An esports player cannot change videogame that easily. So, esports are a 
different thing.” 

  

EES5 

Agree 

“Outside of the established games, there’s a massive risk of losing money on events and 

sponsorships, like it’s a thing.” 

“If you get in on those trends . . . and you sponsor for the first year and you ride that first 

wave and then it dies off, you’ve still benefited from it. . . . If you sponsored Apex 
when it launched, 71 million concurrent players, all of this, if you’ve managed to find a 

way to sponsor something within that, like for a first year, you’re doing really well. 

And as long as you keep up-to-date with your facts and your figures and you get out in 
time.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES6 

Agree 

“The popularity of most videogames just lasts about 3 months so they definitely lose 

popularity very quickly.” 

  

EES7 

Disagree 

“When I was working at NRG we, as a pro-team, we constantly sponsored players in these 

new and upcoming games. A very good example of this would be Realm Royale, which 

is a game that kind of came out, I would say right before Fortnite got pretty big, but it 
was after H1Z1, and before Apex Legends, it was the battle royale games. It was super 

big. We ended up signing the most popular, most famous, the best player at the time and 

we signed him to this very lucrative contract and then all of a sudden the developers just 
stopped updating the game. They didn’t care about the game anymore and the game went 

from a crazy player-base to literally dead within 2 months. . . . Games can lose popularity 

very quickly.” 

“The esports sponsors just really have to do their research on this. They have to kind of 

know what game they’re getting into. . . . For most people that are trying to sponsor 

esports, most of them have done their due diligence in terms of research and they 
probably would only go into a very trusted market, like CS:GO, like Dota, like League 

of Legends, something that has a very high pedigree and they’d probably be a lot more 

careful in regards to what sponsorship is.” 

“In terms of 

videogames, it 

really depends 
on developers.” 

NEES1 

Agree 

“It makes deals more difficult or different. . . . It is a risk or an obstacle to the sponsors.”   

NEES2 
Somewhat 

disagree 

“I think that where it’s a risk is around like the Apex Legends where in the beginning it’s 
hugely popular, gets a few sponsors and things like that, gets some hype, and then it kind 

of goes by the wayside and then it’s not great for the people that bought into that.” 

“I don’t think this is much of a risk if you partner with a publisher or a team that are going 
to be able to cling on to a League of Legends that it’s pretty sustainable or partner with 

EA where they’re going to be involved in every FIFA because that’s pretty predictable 

in itself.” 

 

NEES3 

Somewhat 

disagree 

“It is quite hard to keep up with all the things that popup left and right and then die.” “The biggest games and the biggest franchises obviously have an interest in maintaining 

their relevance in the market. So I think we’ll have more and more long-term game 

titles that will constantly develop over time, but overall remain the same gaming logic.” 

“I think it comes 

down to where 

you put your 
focus and how 

you define your 

strategy.” 

NEES4 

Disagree 

“The challenge is mainly, where do you get new esports? I mean, yeah, battle royale games 

now have become quite a thing, right? You know with Fortnite. But if you take Fortnite, 

which is quite new, it’s about, let’s say, 2 years or less. Generally speaking, what’s going 
to be the next Counter-Strike? LoL the same. I know there have been attempts, for 

instance to put World of Warcraft, like raids as an esport, but people could not just 

understand what’s going on. They’re too complex. So, in that respect, yeah, there is a 
challenge.” 

“You cannot say that a game is losing its popularity when Counter-Strike has been around 

for nearly 20 years. I mean the first iteration of Counter-Strike, I played it when I was 

playing Half-Life in University. LoL it’s also not that new anymore, it’s like 8 or 9 
years old I think.” 

 

NEES5 

Agree 

“We are looking for the games that have staying power. Like, we’re involved in League of 

Legends, and we’re involved in Overwatch, we think those games have some more 
staying power than other games.” 

“It’s more a risk to the gaming industry than it is to sponsors.” “That goes to the 

‘Are you in this 
for the long-

term or the 

short-term? Are 
we just 

grabbing on to 

the new 
hotness?’.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES6 

Somewhat 
agree 

“We have only a handful of games that are extremely popular and stick around for a long 

time that it almost becomes a monopoly.” 

  

NEES7 

Strongly 
agree 

“Basketball, that sport has been around for over 100 years and it’s probably longer, but like 

the NBA style… the game has not changed, right? The core, the ball has always been the 
same ball, the net has always been the same net, maybe the 3 point line has moved back a 

little bit. You know? Very minor tweaks. The biggest concern I have with esports is that 

today, in 2019, esports and Fortnite is the hot thing, or League of Legends. But the actual 
games can change. So, Bugha right now is the number one esports player in the world, 

but what happens when Fortnite isn’t cool anymore and the viewership goes down, well 

then maybe the next game, we’ll call it ‘FortTwo’ [laughs] becomes the next popular 
game and Bugha is not as good at it. You know, so the top players can change so quickly, 

the game publishers associated with it who are also a major gatekeeper to even doing 

these events, can also change. So with all those variables it’s hard to predict what the 
right league is, what the right team is, and even what the right game is, to associate with. 

. . . Unlike NBA where the game doesn’t change, in esports the games change.” 

  

NEES8 
Strongly 

disagree 

 “This applies to single-player games, which tend to lose their players once they complete 
the games the same way as a movie loses its viewers once most of the audience sees it. 

Esports disciplines are basically uncompletable, as the games are session-like, similar 

to traditional esports - football, hockey, etc.” 

 

MA1 

Somewhat 

disagree 

 “I think that the sponsors want to be in the esports, they don’t want to be in CS:GO 

specifically for instance.” 

 

MA2 

Strongly 

disagree 

 “For me there are truly only 3 esports games that you can point to as esports and that is 

Dota 2, CS:GO, and League of Legends. . . . Those ones are 10 years old, each one of 

them, you can’t ask for more sustainability of that. What you’re talking about is 

contenders for those 3 games. Now there are some games that have everything right but 

have never had the support from the publisher or developer to get it right. Rocket 

League is the best example of that. Then you have ones where the publisher or 
developer has tried too hard to make it an esports and didn’t develop a good enough 

game in order for it to be a true contender to those 3, and that’s Overwatch. And then 

you have a few ones that died and are now making a comeback in esports. Rainbow Six 
is a good example of that, Call of Duty I’m not ready to be convinced is one, but may 

do if they do get it right. So no, when a sponsor is looking at spending half a million 

dollars a year on esports they’re not touching any of the games that disappear in a few 
months because those games never achieve any sponsorship.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA3 

Agree 

“If a game tends to lose a lot of popularity fairly quickly then it dies . . . Yes it’s a risk to 

esports sponsors that come in long-term and bet very early on an IP before the IP proves 
itself to be a long-term thing. . . . Sponsors that are IP-bound have an issue . . . If a 

sponsor really goes for a long contract of a game that might recline quickly, that’s of 

course a bad move.” 

“Sponsors never come in at a point when the game is just hype. . . . No sponsor ever goes 

for a year contract on a game that’s just new right? Every game is mostly launched for 
already a year or two and the publisher commits to certain marketing budgets . . . I 

can’t remember anyone who has made long-term commitment for something that’s 

unknown.” 

 

MA4 

Somewhat 

agree 

“If they associate themselves too much with a new trending game and if that game 

popularity fades after a few months like we’ve seen with PUBG for instance, who’s 

much less popular than it was a few months ago because the game publisher did not 
really handle well the competitions etc., obviously the sponsors who chose to go with 

PUBG might not have seen the original investment they we’re expecting. . . . Obviously 

game publishers, if they have a very popular trending game over the past few months 
they’re not going to say to potential sponsors that their popularity might fade within the 

next months.” 

“If you take a reasonable approach and if you associate yourself with an esports team that 

has teams on different games that can avoid on being too dependent to one single game, 

then you can prevent that.” 

“Depends on the 

way we look at 

it. It depends on 
how the 

sponsors 

approach 
esports.” 

MA5 
Disagree 

“Games losing their popularity could be a risk if you sponsor only those particular 
disciplines. . . . It’s a matter of being well-informed and watching out. But it could be a 

risk, yeah.” 

“Esports mostly happens within established titles. People like to talk about Fortnite and 
Apex Legends, but their popularity largely doesn’t stem from esports, but from popular 

streamers. As such, they’re streaming titles and people happen to occasionally play 

tournaments in them. . . . Most of the largest titles have been stable for several years 
and once the decline of a title starts, it still lasts for a few years.” 

 

MA6 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“That is a risk to sponsors because a game can become less popular and therefore your reach 

just goes down with the game. . . . Mainly thinking about Call of Duty with its yearly 
cycle, even with different types of games and studios that make the games, can lead to 

very different game experiences for the players and therefore one year might be very 

popular and then next year’s edition might not be received too well and you lose half 
your player-base and that’s definitely a risk to sponsors.” 

“For games such as League of Legends, Counter-Strike, and Dota which run for many 

years and still have their popularity, this is not so much of a risk. . . . It’s very stable.” 

 

MA7 

Somewhat 

agree 

“That is the same as sports. I mean there are some types of sports which are popular in the 

summer and other which are not. I mean is it a risk to sponsors? Well for the sponsors 

who made the decision and who made the bet on esports, yes.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 41 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether the fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to esports sponsors 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

The instability of videogame 

and genre popularity is a 

risk for esports sponsors 

EES1 “Apex Legends for example, this is a fairly new game that came out 3 or 4 months ago . . . Let’s say this game, it has a lot of success in the beginning . . . let’s say that this was a 

fiasco after 3 months, no one played it, it was not a good game anymore, and there was not really an esports scene in this game. . . . Of course it is a risk.” 

EES2 “You look at Apex, right? So, Apex Legends came out and then they start having tournaments right away, so in that case that could be a risk.” 

EES3 “One of the issues that we had in Spain is that Clash Royale was a huge huge game for 6 months and many people invested in it, but then it basically disappeared.” 

EES6 “The popularity of most videogames just lasts about 3 months so they definitely lose popularity very quickly.” 

EES7 “When I was working at NRG we, as a pro-team, we constantly sponsored players in these new and upcoming games. A very good example of this would be Realm Royale, 

which is a game that kind of came out, I would say right before Fortnite got pretty big, but it was after H1Z1, and before Apex Legends, it was the battle royale games. It was 

super big. We ended up signing the most popular, most famous, the best player at the time and we signed him to this very lucrative contract and then all of a sudden the 
developers just stopped updating the game. They didn’t care about the game anymore and the game went from a crazy player-base to literally dead within 2 months. . . . 

Games can lose popularity very quickly.” 

NEES2 “I think that where it’s a risk is around like the Apex Legends where in the beginning it’s hugely popular, gets a few sponsors and things like that, gets some hype, and then it 
kind of goes by the wayside and then it’s not great for the people that bought into that.” 

NEES3 “It is quite hard to keep up with all the things that popup left and right and then die.” 

NEES6 “We have only a handful of games that are extremely popular and stick around for a long time that it almost becomes a monopoly.” 

NEES7 “The biggest concern I have with esports is that today, in 2019, esports and Fortnite is the hot thing, or League of Legends. But the actual games can change. So, Bugha right 

now is the number one esports player in the world, but what happens when Fortnite isn’t cool anymore and the viewership goes down, well then maybe the next game, we’ll 

call it ‘FortTwo’ [laughs] becomes the next popular game and Bugha is not as good at it. You know, so the top players can change so quickly, the game publishers associated 
with it who are also a major gatekeeper to even doing these events, can also change. So with all those variables it’s hard to predict what the right league is, what the right 

team is, and even what the right game is, to associate with.” 

MA3 “If a sponsor really goes for a long contract of a game that might recline quickly, that’s of course a bad move.” 

MA4 “If they associate themselves too much with a new trending game and if that game popularity fades after a few months like we’ve seen with PUBG for instance . . . obviously 

the sponsors who chose to go with PUBG might not have seen the original investment they we’re expecting. . . . Obviously game publishers, if they have a very popular 

trending game over the past few months they’re not going to say to potential sponsors that their popularity might fade within the next months.” 

MA6 “A game can become less popular and therefore your reach just goes down with the game. . . . Mainly thinking about Call of Duty with its yearly cycle, even with different types 

of games and studios that make the games, can lead to very different game experiences for the players and therefore one year might be very popular and then next year’s 

edition might not be received too well and you lose half your player-base and that’s definitely a risk to sponsors.” 

This instability is unique to 

esports 

EES4 “If you sponsored an influencer he will simply change videogame when the game losses popularity. An esports player cannot change videogame that easily. So, esports are a 

different thing.” 

NEES1 “It makes deals more difficult or different.” 

NEES7 “Basketball, that sport has been around for over 100 years and it’s probably longer, but like the NBA style… the game has not changed, right? The core, the ball has always 

been the same ball, the net has always been the same net, maybe the 3 point line has moved back a little bit. You know? Very minor tweaks. . . . Unlike NBA where the game 

doesn’t change, in esports the games change.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

It is dangerous to sponsor just 
one videogame or a team 

that plays just one game 

MA3 “Sponsors that are IP-bound have an issue.” 

MA5 “Games losing their popularity could be a risk if you sponsor only those particular disciplines.” 

It is a risk for those who do 
not understand esports 

EES1 “It’s a risk to esports sponsors if they don’t have a clue about what they’re doing. . . . Apex Legends for example, this is a fairly new game that came out 3 or 4 months ago . . . 
Let’s say that this was a fiasco after 3 months, no one played it . . . Then of course if you as a sponsor didn’t have any clue and you went into it, yeah then of course it is a 

risk. . . . If you don’t have a clue, when you just think ‘Oh, it looks good this game and many are playing it’ and so on and then you are sponsoring a team that just hired 5 

players that are 13 years old and only play 1 hour per day and do not really have a social media presence, anything like that. Then of course it’s a risk. But then you also do 
not know what you’re doing as a sponsor.” 

EES2 “If somebody is just like ‘I want to be on the new hot game. I want to be the first brand to sponsor the new hot game’, that’s absolutely a concern.” 

EES3 “If it is a risk, you are doing things wrong. . . . So for an esports sponsor you need to see the bigger picture, you need to invest in games as you said, League of Legends, 
Counter-Strike, which are games that have been around for more than 5 or 6 years and you know that things aren’t going to change in the near future. But yeah, I think it is a 

risk obviously. But it shouldn’t be a risk because you need to look at the bigger picture and focus on the games that are really useful for the sponsorship.” 

MA3 “It’s a risk to esports sponsors that come in long-term and bet very early on an IP before the IP proves itself to be a long-term thing.” 

Sponsors must study esports to 

understand which games 

have a high staying power 

NEES5 “We are looking for the games that have staying power. Like, we’re involved in League of Legends, and we’re involved in Overwatch, we think those games have some more 

staying power than other games.” 

MA5 “It’s a matter of being well-informed and watching out.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Several esports titles are old 

games 

NEES4 “You cannot say that a game is losing its popularity when Counter-Strike has been around for nearly 20 years. I mean the first iteration of Counter-Strike, I played it when I was 

playing Half-Life in University. LoL it’s also not that new anymore, it’s like 8 or 9 years old I think.” 

MA6 “For games such as League of Legends, Counter-Strike, and Dota which run for many years and still have their popularity, this is not so much of a risk. . . . It’s very stable.” 

The most popular esports titles 

are old games 

EES2 “Very few esports titles are new games. Most have been along for many years and built a large, stable fan-base, which is why they garner so many participants and viewers. . . . 

League of Legends, Dota… you know Call of Duty has a new version coming out every year, but it’s a pretty old game, right? So, I don’t think Call of Duty World League . . 
. that’s not going anywhere any time soon.” 

MA2 “For me there are truly only 3 esports games that you can point to as esports and that is Dota 2, CS:GO, and League of Legends. . . . Those ones are 10 years old, each one of 

them, you can’t ask for more sustainability of that.” 

MA5 “Esports mostly happens within established titles. People like to talk about Fortnite and Apex Legends, but their popularity largely doesn’t stem from esports, but from popular 

streamers. As such, they’re streaming titles and people happen to occasionally play tournaments in them. . . . Most of the largest titles have been stable for several years and 
once the decline of a title starts, it still lasts for a few years.” 

Sponsors connected to 

multiple games are not at 
risk 

EES1 “It’s also important to be a part of a lot of different games, where our target groups are.” 

MA4 “If you take a reasonable approach and if you associate yourself with an esports team that has teams on different games that can avoid on being too dependent to one single 
game, then you can prevent that.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Brands that sponsor long-
standing esports games are 

not at risk 

EES2 “If a brand is investing in sponsorship with a stable solidified esports title that’s been around for a while, that’s not something they really have to worry about. . . . Focus on the 
titles that have been around for 5 plus years. Those are pretty solid, that’s why they have such a following, such a fan-base, established leagues, and stuff.” 

EES3 “We don’t sponsor games or teams that are part of a game that is basically booming for 3 months and then disappear. So I think it’s not a risk.” 

NEES2 “I don’t think this is much of a risk if you partner with a publisher or a team that are going to be able to cling on to a League of Legends that it’s pretty sustainable or partner 
with EA where they’re going to be involved in every FIFA because that’s pretty predictable in itself.” 

MA3 “Sponsors never come in at a point when the game is just hype. . . . No sponsor ever goes for a year contract on a game that’s just new right? Every game is mostly launched for 

already a year or two and the publisher commits to certain marketing budgets . . . I can’t remember anyone who has made long-term commitment for something that’s 
unknown.” 

Brands that constantly study 

the esports market are not 
at risk 

EES1 “If you have a clue and if you know what you’re doing and if you’re talking to the game developers at the same time then I would completely strongly disagree on this 

statement, because then you could do something around it.” 

EES5 “If you get in on those trends . . . and you sponsor for the first year and you ride that first wave and then it dies off, you’ve still benefited from it. . . . If you sponsored Apex 

when it launched, 71 million concurrent players, all of this, if you’ve managed to find a way to sponsor something within that, like for a first year, you’re doing really well. 

And as long as you keep up-to-date with your facts and your figures and you get out in time.” 

EES7 “The esports sponsors just really have to do their research on this. They have to kind of know what game they’re getting into. . . . For most people that are trying to sponsor 

esports, most of them have done their due diligence in terms of research and they probably would only go into a very trusted market, like CS:GO, like Dota, like League of 

Legends, something that has a very high pedigree and they’d probably be a lot more careful in regards to what sponsorship is.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

The game EES1 “It really depends on what kind of game it is.” 

The game developer EES7 “In terms of videogames, it really depends on developers.” 

The sponsorship strategy EES1 “If you have a clue I think it really depends on where you are as a sponsor and what you would like to focus on.” 

NEES3 “I think it comes down to where you put your focus and how you define your strategy.” 

NEES5 “That goes to the ‘Are you in this for the long-term or the short-term? Are we just grabbing on to the new hotness?’” 

MA4 “Depends on the way we look at it. It depends on how the sponsors approach esports.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.2.8. H2d – Videogames’ short lifespan (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 36 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you watch esports tournaments of videogames that were launched in 2014 or 

before (for example, League of Legends, Dota, Counter-Strike, StarCraft, WarCraft, Hearthstone, 

SMITE, etc.)?” The response options to this closed-ended question were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 36 

Popularity of old esports videogames according to fans 

 
 

Figure 37 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “What videogames (that were launched in 2014 or before) do you still watch in 

esports? (Select all that apply)”. The response options to this closed-ended question included 

multiple popular esports games released in 2014 or before. This was a contingency question to the 

filter item “Do you watch esports tournaments of videogames that were launched in 2014 or before 

(for example, League of Legends, Dota, Counter-Strike, StarCraft, WarCraft, Hearthstone, SMITE, 

etc.)?” and only those who answered “Yes” were able to fill it out. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

B 

A. I watch esports tournaments of 

videogames that were launched in 2014 or 

before (77.3%; 𝑛 = 4,357) 

B. I do not watch esports tournaments of 

videogames that were launched in 2014 or 

before (22.7%; 𝑛 = 1,281) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Figure 37 

Fans’ most popular esports videogames that were launched in 2014 or before 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify two fans who provided answers connected to the main risk of the videogames’ short 

lifespan. Table 42 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 
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Note. N = 5,638; n = 4,357; No answer = 1,281. This was a multiple response question. 
a Omega Ruby and Alpha Sapphire. 
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Table 42 

Fan quotes supporting the main risk of the videogames’ short lifespan 
Quote Fan ID 

“This may just be a Smash/FGC issue, I'm rather unsure about other esports communities, but there's a lot of issues when new 

versions of the game release. It's like the old version dies both players and the developers stop funding and caring about the 

game.” 

26 

“I believe for both the esports and video game industries to thrive, there needs to be more multiplayer games that are effectively 

immortal in their lifespan. This is almost impossible to accomplish, since the most profitable thing to do is to keep selling new 

games. For this to work, the public perception of multiplayer games must change from having a new game every 5 years or so 
to having one game that can be played for decades with or against others.” 

297 

 

 

4.2.9. H2e – Poor performance (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 38 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Poor performance (for example: low viewership outside 

Twitch and YouTube, sponsor incongruence, smaller revenues when compared to regular sports, 

and difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness) is a risk to esports sponsors” and asking them 

to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options were: 

“Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly 

agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 22.7% (i.e. n = 5/22) of experts expressed disagreement and 

77.3% (i.e. n = 17/22) expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 38 

Experts’ opinion on whether poor performance is a risk to esports sponsors 

 
 

Table 43 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Poor performance (for 

example: low viewership outside Twitch and YouTube, sponsor incongruence, smaller revenues 

when compared to regular sports, and difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness) is a risk to 

esports sponsors”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 20 experts provided arguments in favour 

of the statement, 13 provided arguments against the statement, and four indicated that it depends. 

Afterwards, Table 44 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 43 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether poor performance is a risk to esports sponsors 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Agree 

“Poor performance can be a really big risk to you because maybe you don’t know 
what you’re doing in the esports field, but you just want your brand to be 

recognized, but you have put all your eggs in the same basket and this was the 

wrong basket you put it in. So then of course, yeah it’s a really big risk to 
them. . . . In general, yeah let’s say that everything went wrong, no matter how 

much you put into it and how many different baskets you’re putting your eggs 
into, then of course you’re screwed.” 

“If you’re spreading your marketing activations then it also has a smaller impact 
on your whole performance.” 

“Depends on where you are as a 
sponsor. . . . Depends on how much 

you are investing, where you are 

investing, and how many different 
things you are investing in, and also 

depends if you’re a non-endemic or 
an endemic sponsor.” 

EES2 

Agree 

“Difficulty in measuring sponsorship effectiveness is one of the biggest risks to 

the esports industry. Many brands will not enter into an initiative if they can’t 
accurately measure their ROI. . . . If you go into a sponsorship and you think 

you’re going to get a bunch of sales directly out of it and you get affinity, 

engagement, and sentiment, you’re disappointed, right? Because you got 
something different.” 

“Brands can evaluate viewership before entering into a sponsorship pretty easily 

. . . The other thing with viewership, I think that’s something brands can be 
aware of through a little bit of research, like those numbers do exist, right? 

So, I don’t think that’s a big deal. I think that’s pretty easy.” 

 

EES3 

Strongly 
agree 

“Most of the sponsorships that we have, in terms of sales, they don’t cover the 

costs.” 

“We know how to measure all of those added benefits that are not related 

directly to sales. . . . Companies should look at the bigger picture.” 

 

EES4 

Agree 

“The ROI is also much smaller. So it is very difficult. . . . For example, if you 

sponsor the Flamengo football club, people will wear your jersey. So if you 
sponsor Flamengo you get a return on it. But on esports the loyalty is not that 

high. You go to an esports arena and people cheer for both sides. If team 1 is 

winning, people will cheer for team 1. If team 2 starts to have the upper hand, 
the fans will start cheering for team 2. The fans are not as loyal as in regular 

sports. They are more loyal to the practice of esports in itself than to a specific 

team or organization. So it is very difficult to negotiate because the teams say 
‘Oh my team has a lot of followers on social media’. That’s great, but the fans 

that follow your team also follow the other teams as well. So, it doesn’t make 

that much of a difference to sponsor you or another team. Not to mention that, 
if I sponsor two teams, a large part of that public will be the same. . . . There’s 

a lot that’s hard to measure. Awareness is very hard to measure. You have a 

very light notion and it takes a long time to have that slim notion. You sponsor 
today but you’ll only have that notion by the end of the year.” 

 “It depends a lot. I’ve already had 

horrible sponsorships and I’ve 
already had wonderful 

sponsorships.” 

EES5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“I guess it’s no different than other sports. The Premier League, for example, if 

you look at EU soccer, most of the countries here do terrible with viewership 
and all of that, so you’ve kind of like… it exists, it’s a risk sure. People might 

look at it and think it’s not worth it.” 

“Compared to a lot of sports, esports has got a really good thing with Twitch and 

YouTube. Like the fact that that exists kind of allows a lot of people to get 
away with a lot of poor viewership and say a tournament because Twitch 

exists. Unlike other sports we have those two platforms which allow us to 

carry quite a lot of dead space.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES6 

Strongly 
agree 

“We just faced this issue in many corporations such like games, or influencers or 

something, or the tournaments… like I said about Invictus Gaming, the 
increase in sales was almost zero and the corporations are not very happy, and 

they’re not giving us the monthly report in time so sponsoring in esports brings 

a lot of problems.” 

  

EES7 

Disagree 

 “Most sponsors, I think when they’re sponsoring for esports, they’re looking for 

kind of brand awareness and they’re trying to get the brands aligned. They’re 

trying to show that they’re connected to the younger audience-base. They’re 
trying to show that they’re connected to the youth. So, even if the viewership 

on certain games, or general viewership, is a bit lower, I think they’re fine 

with that. I think they know what they’re kind of getting into. It’s more for 
just brand alignment as opposed to brand awareness. Most companies that 

I’ve talked to kind of have shared that sentiment, where they kind of know 

that viewership might be lower here and there. But, for the general long-term 
of it that’s not what they’re getting into.” 

 

NEES1 

Agree 

“It is a risk, but it is no more than in other sponsoring businesses. This would, in 

my opinion, be exactly the same as the rest of the sponsorships industry. Of 
course, you always have the risk that, if the sponsored individual is playing 

badly, you may be mocked.” 

  

NEES2 
Somewhat 

agree 

“It’s difficult to pinpoint if the sales increase really comes from these 
sponsorships. . . . I think the difficulty in measuring is definitely a tricky one 

for a lot of bigger companies that are more involved in traditional sports than 

esports.” 

“I don’t think like low viewership outside Twitch and YouTube . . . if you have 
good viewership on Twitch and YouTube that’s what you’re looking for, you 

don’t need necessarily to appear on TV to be successful.” 

 

NEES3 

Disagree 

   

NEES4 
Disagree 

“Difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness. That is an issue also with the 
platforms themselves and sometimes the esports organizers. They have the 

data and there they could be helping the sponsors more in their work to assess 

the effectiveness . . . Low viewership of an event could be a challenge . . . I 
would focus much more on the difficulty to measure sponsorship 

effectiveness. And this could be an issue if you will also internally in corporate 

governance when somebody would have to go back to their bosses or to their 
board and say ‘I need another 10 million euros next year to sponsor X and Y 

events’. The question will always be ‘Ok, how well did we do last year?’.” 

“I say again not a risk. I would say that is a challenge.” “Depends. For example, if there is an 
esports event in Greece, which is a 

small country, and viewership is 

only 10 thousand people, but if all 
these 10 thousand people go out and 

buy my product or 90% of them do, 

then that’s much better for me than 
having 100 million viewers and only 

1 thousand go to buy the product. 

It’s more about percentages rather 
than absolute numbers.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES5 

Strongly 
agree 

“It’s very hard for us to connect any of our specific sports sponsorship activities 

directly to sales. And that’s just because this esports is just a piece of that 
bigger marketing puzzle. And so it’s very hard to say ‘Ok, I sold more because 

of esports’ versus ‘I sold because I have a lower price, or someone saw my ad 

on google, or someone saw my ad in a football game, or someone saw 

something else’. . . . Anything that’s not performing well is a risk.” 

  

NEES6 

Strongly 
agree 

“We see it in esports athletes where when their numbers drop they get dropped. 

How do we safely help and work with the players and the businesses to make 
that happen? It’s all about those numbers and analytics and it should be a bit 

more about the person.” 

  

NEES7 
Agree 

“Until you start seeing esports on ESPN, and FOX Sports, and NBC Sports, it’s 
just going to be low numbers here.” 

“I wouldn’t so much call it poor performance. I think it’s more that it’s in its 
infancy.” 

 

NEES8 

Disagree 

“Some brands may struggle measuring effectiveness of their esports 

sponsorships.” 

“Low viewership outside esports core platforms should not be a risk to 

sponsors.” 

 

MA1 

Agree 

“The metrics and KPIs are really important for them and they’re concerned that 

they don't have means to clearly analyse them. For them it’s really important.” 

  

MA2 
Disagree 

“You’ve got the other side of it with sponsors coming into it and they just don’t 
know enough about esports, they just see the audience numbers and they’re 

happy.” 

“They see the value in Twitch and YouTube . . . Because the audience is almost 
watching it exclusively digitally you have a better chance than in any other 

sport to measure.” 

 

MA3 
Strongly 

agree 

“As a sponsor you always have the risk that whatever you sponsor might go belly 
up, right? If you sponsor an athlete and he runs into a bus tomorrow, you’re 

screwed. If you sponsor Ronaldo and he breaks his leg, you’re screwed, right? 

So if you sponsor an event and nobody comes to the party, you’re big time 
screwed. But that’s the risk every sponsor has and that’s why they have also a 

certain risk affinity. . . . That’s the risk every sponsor has and poor 

performance happens even to the best guys. Even guys like DreamHack and 
ESL, even things like majors in Dota 2 have arenas not sold out, etc. 

Sometimes it happens, that’s the risk that goes with sponsoring.” 

“Even if it’s a big success, if you can’t track anything off of it, do you consider it 
a success? Because the reality is you already know beforehand what metrics 

and KPIs you want to have delivered. So if you say like ‘Ok, guys, here’s 

50,000$, put my logo on it and report your viewing numbers back’ then latter 
on you can’t say ‘Oh, I’m unhappy because I can’t track the viewing 

numbers’.” 

 

MA4 
Strongly 

agree 

“Some [esports competitions] obviously have much lower viewership especially 
if you look at single markets, if you look at the performance of one single 

competition, global competition in France, or in Germany, or in Spain, or 

Portugal, etc. the audiences are obviously way behind football or tennis, etc. . . 
. I think obviously the difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness is a real 

challenge today.” 

“If you take markets like the US which is a global market with the competitions 
being broadcasted in English, etc. or China, big markets like these, it’s much 

less the case . . . It’s great to see companies like Nielsen Sports for instance 

getting really involved . . . they signed a partnership with Riot Games to 
measure the effectiveness of sponsorship around League of Legends 

competitions and I think that will help also reinsure sponsors.” 

 



357 

 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA5 

Agree 

“The difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness though, I think that’s a pain 

point, especially due to the fact that it’s often hard to measure how many 
people actually watched an event within certain geos.” 

“Low viewership outside of Twitch and YouTube to me personally isn’t much of 

a problem. This is a digital product so it’s mostly watched digitally. . . . The 
smaller revenues, I don’t think that’s much of a risk as long as you watch out 

for the production quality or quality of the teams, or players, or events that 

you’re involved with.” 

“Sponsor incongruence depends on 

how well you negotiate your 
exclusivities.” 

MA6 

Agree 

“Low viewership outside Twitch and YouTube is difficult for sponsors because 

they’re very dependent on Twitch and YouTube. . . . The difficulty to measure 

sponsorship effectiveness is something that’s very often cited for sponsors 
who move in with bigger budgets because they’re not very aware if something 

is very effective.” 

  

MA7 
Agree 

“Some projects were overpriced and unsuccessful for one reason or another and 
then they underperformed and it influenced another project because companies 

say like ‘Hey guys, we don’t believe in you because we saw the numbers and 

the numbers were poor so what do you want?’ and these things are not only 
risks, this is a bad reality in some other markets… And this is very 

dangerous.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 44 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether poor performance is a risk to esports sponsors 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Poor performance from the 

sponsored party 

NEES1 “You always have the risk that, if the sponsored individual is playing badly, you may be mocked.” 

NEES4 “Low viewership of an event could be a challenge.” 

MA3 “As a sponsor you always have the risk that whatever you sponsor might go belly up, right? If you sponsor an athlete and he runs into a bus tomorrow, you’re screwed. If you 
sponsor Ronaldo and he breaks his leg, you’re screwed, right? So if you sponsor an event and nobody comes to the party, you’re big time screwed. But that’s the risk every 

sponsor has and that’s why they have also a certain risk affinity. . . . That’s the risk every sponsor has and poor performance happens even to the best guys. Even guys like 
DreamHack and ESL, even things like majors in Dota 2 have arenas not sold out, etc. Sometimes it happens, that’s the risk that goes with sponsoring.” 

MA7 “Some projects were overpriced and unsuccessful for one reason or another and then they underperformed and it influenced another project because companies say like ‘Hey 

guys, we don’t believe in you because we saw the numbers and the numbers were poor so what do you want?’ and these things are not only risks, this is a bad reality in some 
other markets… And this is very dangerous.” 

Low viewership outside 

Twitch and YouTube 

NEES7 “Until you start seeing esports on ESPN, and FOX Sports, and NBC Sports, it’s just going to be low numbers here.” 

MA6 “Low viewership outside Twitch and YouTube is difficult for sponsors because they’re very dependent on Twitch and YouTube.” 

Long-term investments EES4 “You have a very light notion and it takes a long time to have that slim notion. You sponsor today but you’ll only have that notion by the end of the year.” 

Smaller revenues than some 

regular sports sponsorships 

EES4 “The ROI is also much smaller. So it is very difficult. . . . For example, if you sponsor the Flamengo football club, people will wear your jersey. So if you sponsor Flamengo 

you get a return on it. But on esports the loyalty is not that high. You go to an esports arena and people cheer for both sides. If team 1 is winning, people will cheer for team 
1. If team 2 starts to have the upper hand, the fans will start cheering for team 2. The fans are not as loyal as in regular sports. They are more loyal to the practice of esports in 

itself than to a specific team or organization.” 

MA4 “Some [esports competitions] obviously have much lower viewership especially if you look at single markets, if you look at the performance of one single competition, global 
competition in France, or in Germany, or in Spain, or Portugal, etc. the audiences are obviously way behind football or tennis, etc.” 

Sometimes the ROIs are not 

the ones sponsors intended 

EES2 “If you go into a sponsorship and you think you’re going to get a bunch of sales directly out of it and you get affinity, engagement, and sentiment, you’re disappointed, right? 

Because you got something different.” 

Esports sponsorships are 

unprofitable 

EES3 “Most of the sponsorships that we have, in terms of sales, they don’t cover the costs.” 

EES6 “The increase in sales was almost zero and the corporations are not very happy.” 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 



359 

 

Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Difficult to measure 
sponsorship effectiveness 

EES2 “Difficulty in measuring sponsorship effectiveness is one of the biggest risks to the esports industry. Many brands will not enter into an initiative if they can’t accurately 
measure their ROI.” 

EES4 “There’s a lot that’s hard to measure. Awareness is very hard to measure. You have a very light notion and it takes a long time to have that slim notion. You sponsor today but 

you’ll only have that notion by the end of the year.” 

EES6 “They’re not giving us the monthly report in time so sponsoring in esports brings a lot of problems.” 

NEES2 “It’s difficult to pinpoint if the sales increase really comes from these sponsorships. . . . I think the difficulty in measuring is definitely a tricky one for a lot of bigger companies 

that are more involved in traditional sports than esports.” 

NEES4 “Difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness. That is an issue also with the platforms themselves and sometimes the esports organizers. They have the data and there they 

could be helping the sponsors more in their work to assess the effectiveness . . . And this could be an issue if you will also internally in corporate governance when somebody 

would have to go back to their bosses or to their board and say ‘I need another 10 million euros next year to sponsor X and Y events’. The question will always be ‘Ok, how 
well did we do last year?’” 

NEES5 “It’s very hard for us to connect any of our specific sports sponsorship activities directly to sales. And that’s just because this esports is just a piece of that bigger marketing 

puzzle. And so it’s very hard to say ‘Ok, I sold more because of esports’ versus ‘I sold because I have a lower price, or someone saw my ad on google, or someone saw my 
ad in a football game, or someone saw something else’.” 

NEES8 “Some brands may struggle measuring effectiveness of their esports sponsorships.” 

MA1 “The metrics and KPIs are really important for them and they’re concerned that they don't have means to clearly analyse them. For them it’s really important.” 

MA4 “Obviously the difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness is a real challenge today.” 

MA5 “The difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness though, I think that’s a pain point, especially due to the fact that it’s often hard to measure how many people actually 

watched an event within certain geos.” 

MA6 “The difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness is something that’s very often cited for sponsors who move in with bigger budgets because they’re not very aware if 

something is very effective.” 

Some sponsors do not 
understand esports 

EES1 “Poor performance can be a really big risk to you because maybe you don’t know what you’re doing in the esports field.” 

MA2 “You’ve got the other side of it with sponsors coming into it and they just don’t know enough about esports, they just see the audience numbers and they’re happy.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Sponsors of multiple entities 
are less at risk 

EES1 “If you’re spreading your marketing activations then it also has a smaller impact on your whole performance.” 

Sponsors that analyse the 
quality of the sponsored 

entity are less at risk 

MA5 “The smaller revenues, I don’t think that’s much of a risk as long as you watch out for the production quality or quality of the teams, or players, or events that you’re involved 
with.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Some brands know how to 
analyse sponsorship 

effectiveness 

EES2 “Brands can evaluate viewership before entering into a sponsorship pretty easily . . . The other thing with viewership, I think that’s something brands can be aware of through a 
little bit of research, like those numbers do exist, right? So, I don’t think that’s a big deal. I think that’s pretty easy.” 

EES3 “We know how to measure all of those added benefits that are not related directly to sales.” 

MA3 “The reality is you already know beforehand what metrics and KPIs you want to have delivered. So if you say like ‘Ok, guys, here’s 50,000$, put my logo on it and report your 
viewing numbers back’ then latter on you can’t say ‘Oh, I’m unhappy because I can’t track the viewing numbers’.” 

MA4 “It’s great to see companies like Nielsen Sports for instance getting really involved . . . they signed a partnership with Riot Games to measure the effectiveness of sponsorship 

around League of Legends competitions and I think that will help also reinsure sponsors.” 

Brands should look at the 

bigger picture when 

measuring sponsorship 
effectiveness 

EES3 “We know how to measure all of those added benefits that are not related directly to sales. . . . Companies should look at the bigger picture.” 

EES7 “Even if the viewership on certain games, or general viewership, is a bit lower, I think they’re fine with that. I think they know what they’re kind of getting into. It’s more for 

just brand alignment as opposed to brand awareness. Most companies that I’ve talked to kind of have shared that sentiment, where they kind of know that viewership might 
be lower here and there. But, for the general long-term of it that’s not what they’re getting into.” 

Relying on Twitch and 

YouTube is not a problem 

EES5 “Compared to a lot of sports, esports has got a really good thing with Twitch and YouTube. Like the fact that that exists kind of allows a lot of people to get away with a lot of 

poor viewership and say a tournament because Twitch exists. Unlike other sports we have those two platforms which allow us to carry quite a lot of dead space.” 

NEES2 “I don’t think like low viewership outside Twitch and YouTube . . . if you have good viewership on Twitch and YouTube that’s what you’re looking for, you don’t need 

necessarily to appear on TV to be successful.” 

NEES8 “Low viewership outside esports core platforms should not be a risk to sponsors.” 

MA2 “They see the value in Twitch and YouTube . . . Because the audience is almost watching it exclusively digitally you have a better chance than in any other sport to measure.” 

MA5 “Low viewership outside of Twitch and YouTube to me personally isn’t much of a problem. This is a digital product so it’s mostly watched digitally.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

Type of sponsor EES1 “Depends on where you are as a sponsor. . . . If you’re a non-endemic or an endemic sponsor.” 

The sponsorship strategy EES1 “Depends on how much you are investing, where you are investing, and how many different things you are investing in.” 

MA5 “Sponsor incongruence depends on how well you negotiate your exclusivities.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.2.10. H2e – Poor performance (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 39 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “What platforms do you use to watch esports? (Select all that apply)” The response 

options to this closed-ended question were: “Facebook”, “Mixer”, “MLG.tv”, “Television channels 

(for example, ESPN, BBC, TBS, etc.)”, “Twitch”, “YouTube”, and “Other”. 

 

Figure 39 

Fans’ most used platforms to watch esports 

 
 

Figure 40 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Have you seen any brands you thought should not be sponsoring esports?” The 

response options to this closed-ended question were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 40 

Fans’ perception about the existence of inadequate esports sponsors 
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Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0. This was a multiple response question. 

A 

B 

A. I have seen brands I thought should not be 

sponsoring esports (18.1%; 𝑛 = 1,018) 

B. I have not seen brands I thought should not be 

sponsoring esports (81.9%; 𝑛 = 4,620) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Figure 41 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “What types of brands should not be sponsoring esports? (Select all that apply)” 

The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Adult brands”, “Brands involved in 

disreputable behaviours and corruption”, “Brands that encourage unhealthy lifestyles (for example: 

energy drink brands, fast food brands, etc.)”, “Gambling brands”, “All non-endemic brands (brands 

that are not related to videogames)”, and “Other”. This was a contingency question to the filter item 

“Have you seen any brands you thought should not be sponsoring esports?” and only those who 

answered “Yes” were able to fill it out. 

 

Figure 41 

Types of brands fans think should not be sponsoring esports 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 15 fans who provided answers connected to the main risk of poor performance. Table 45 

presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 
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Note. N = 5,638; n = 1,018; No answer = 4,620. This was a multiple response question. 
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Table 45 

Fan quotes supporting the main risk of poor performance 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Sponsor incongruence  

“Too many stupid energy drink sponsorships.” 24 

“The rules about who can sponsor a team need to be made absolutely clear. I remember when one of the porn companies 
wanted to sponsor a team, but could not, aftar backlash.” 

37 

“Sport betting companies are bad. I have never participated in these activities (illegal in my area). It’s bad that these 

companies exist.” 

61 

“I only dislike shady sponsors like fake gambling companies.” 177 

“I really want to stress again how scummy betting companies are, and how much I'd like to see less of them.” 230 

“I am tired of seing gambling sites and energy drinks as sponsors for most events.” 251 

“Dont want smoking brands to sponsor esports or anything in general.” 414 

“Chinese companies shouldn't sponsor any kimd of e-sport since their country of origin is not respecting human rights.” 432 

“Alcohol brands may be questionable for esports as a lot of the audience is underage, but one could say the same about 
traditional sports where it’s even more prevalent yet not an issue.” 

460 

Smaller revenues when compared to some regular sports  

“Perhaps the issue isn't on the sponsors' side, but the developers' side. Riot used to make it difficult for sponsors to be effective 
(MonteCristo talks about this in one of his videos about franchising and the esports ecosystem). For example, sponsors 

weren't really getting the best value out of their deals since all they get is a logo on a jersey. If it's a gear-related sponsor, 
you don't even see the mouse and keyboard on camera and headsets (the only visible part) are Riot controlled.” 

99 

“I am worried that larger-scale esports like CS:GO and Hearthstone are unsustainable, due to sponsors not getting enough 

ROI, and venture capitalists getting almost none.” 

192 

“Franchising leagues like OWL are a dead-end and will never recoup sponsor's investments. this might end up setting back 

esports as a whole, since those big-brand sponsors (t-mobile, etc) are likely to be very hesitant about sponsoring any other 

esport again.” 

392 

“In order for sponsors to keep supporting esports, they also need a clear source of revenue through esports or why would 

anyone keep investing if the returns are not justifiable? I know some people working within the esports industry and this is 

THE biggest factor holding back esports sponsors from contributing more to the competitive scene. Sponsors are investing, 
but in the end advertisement remains the only solid form of revenue for them. Unless they are able to harness more 

dependable returns(whether through the game companies/pro players/tournaments etc.) they won't stay for long.” 

457 

Sponsored party poor performance  

“Sponsors giving up on sponsoring of teams because of roster stability, poor performance.” 196 

Sponsor poor performance  

“In Overwatch League OMEN by HP is everywhere and is the monitor used. But why should I care? If anything I've heard 
they're not that good and are cause for a number of the pauses we see.“ 

199 

 

 

4.2.11. Additional main risks 

 

It was possible to identify quotes alluding to four additional main risks. These were: (1) 

Industry dependence on just a few core esports titles, (2) Overvalued esports entities, (3) 

Commercially inexperienced esports individuals, and (4) Power of videogame publishers. Their 

data will be exposed in the following sub-chapters. 

 

 

4.2.11.1. Industry’s dependence on just a few core esports titles 

 

Table 46 presents five quotes from five esports sponsorship experts alluding to the risk of the 

esports industry being too dependent on just a very small number of core esports videogames. 
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Table 46 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the risk of having an industry dependent on just a few core esports 

titles 

Quote  Expert 

“I don’t know what the future of esports will be. As long as there is League of Legends, CS, Dota, Rainbow 6, those games 
that require an almost exclusive dedication to compete, the competitive scene will continue. But what will be the next 

fad?” 

 EES4 

“The challenge is mainly, where do you get new esports? I mean, yeah, battle royale games now have become quite a thing, 
right? You know with Fortnite. But if you take Fortnite, which is quite new, it’s about, let’s say, 2 years or less. Generally 

speaking, what’s going to be the next Counter-Strike? LoL the same. I know there have been attempts, for instance to put 

World of Warcraft, like raids as an esport, but people could not just understand what’s going on. They’re too complex. So, 
in that respect, yeah, there is a challenge. Let’s say, can esports remain just locked into some genres and is that 

sustainable? That’s an answer I don’t have.” 

 NEES4 

“We have only a handful of games that are extremely popular and stick around for a long time that it almost becomes a 
monopoly.” 

 NEES6 

“For me there are truly only 3 esports games that you can point to as esports and that is Dota 2, CS:GO, and League of 

Legends. . . . The 3 top games in esports are 10 years old, they were not built for esports, they were built to be very good 

competitive games played by players and teams. But they were not build for the ecosystem of esports that we prevail and 

profess today is what esports is all about, and therefore you have not got games that are built for esports. You go back to 

that global reach versus regional sponsorship money, you go back to the fact that to watch a Counter-Strike game it can go 
for 5 hours! And it’s not watchable for anybody outside of it… And then you have Dota 2 and League of Legends, the 

most complicated games in the world for anybody ever to understand, so either you played it and you love watching it or 

you don’t watch it. That’s probably the biggest challenge to esports.” 

 MA2 

“Esports mostly happens within established titles.”  MA5 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = 

interviewee break. 

 

 

4.2.11.2. Overvalued esports entities 

 

Table 47 presents eight quotes from eight esports sponsorship experts alluding to the risk of 

the esports industry having professional players, teams, and organizations that are overvalued. 
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Table 47 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the risk of having overvalued esports entities 

Quote  Expert 

“Now you have a lot of non-endemic brands that want to spend a lot of money but they have no clue if they will get anything 
out of it or not, so they just explode the prices. So the prices are just going up and up and up and the rest of us that actually 

know what we’re doing [laughs] and know what the budgets should be, we're getting smashed here because they have 

billions and billions to use and they don’t know if they are using it on anything terrible. But you see that in a lot of other 
markets as well when someone is coming and just spending a lot of money. They have for 5 years maybe and then they go 

out again because they lost a lot of money on it. And yeah we see here that the non-endemic brands are already spending a 
lot of money.” 

 EES1 

“In my experience, partnership proposals are overvalued compared to average CPM (Cost Per Thousand/Cost Per Mile) rates. 

. . . A lot of them have been overvalued and so I think what has happened in the space is that a lot of teams and leagues, 
they see all the excitement around esports right? They see it like it’s the next big thing, but they’re kind of going for a cash 

grab, some of them, and they’re just trying to get as much money as they can . . . Some people will have a belief that what 

something costs is what you can get for it [laughs] right? If you’re willing to pay this much, that’s what it costs, right? But, 
in advertising, in the sponsorship world, there are CPM rates that are average rates, you know? And, if I’m let’s say, for 

example, if I’m to reach 1 million people through this, there’s an actual value to that that the entire industry subscribes to, 

and I’ve seen many proposals where the CPM rate that they’re asking for is astronomical . . . Only if the investment is not 
overvalued. Many esports organizations are overvalued and receiving investments far above their true value. . . . So, 

currently, a lot of investments are overvalued, so, like, one big question is there’s teams that are valued at 300 million 

dollars, well the entire industry of esports is valued at about 1 billion. So, you can’t tell me that one team makes almost a 
third of the value of the entire industry, right? So, a lot of people are overvaluing things currently. . . . I really do believe 

that people are going to say ‘Wait a minute, these are overvalued’ . . . some people will get out and not have a good 

experience with their investment.” 

 EES2 

“Even in terms of evaluation, because sometimes teams have some values that are completely crazy.”  EES4 

“I think esports is getting there. A lot of salaries are inflated for a lot of different teams . . . I think one of the big risks to 

sponsoring esports is just the general lack of awareness. A lot of people are just trying to jump in, you know, kind of like 
hop on the bandwagon, so to speak. Just because they think esports is experiencing a large rise, no one can really debate 

that. But a lot of companies are just very clueless when trying to get in. So I guess one of the big risks I would say is just 

companies that are getting into esports without the right knowledge or lack of knowledge and I’d say they’re kind of 
disrupting the industry in terms of how everything is paid out and how much the general contracts are worth. You know, 

for the longest time, when I was working with players and doing contract negotiations, I was very aware as to what the 

standard rates are for certain players, you know, T1 players, how much are they getting payed? Their type of packages and 
then you have kind of teams that are just forming out of nowhere, and they’re having these million dollar investments 

coming back from sports, and they’re like ‘Oh yeah, we can offer these players, like, high 6 figures’, and they kind of raise 

the market value on all these players and it kind of makes esports very expensive for the rest of the teams that have been 
there from the start. So I would say this new money entering esports is kind of a risk to the existing sponsors.” 

 EES7 

“It is the wild west, people can ask for whatever they want and, if you get to a point where you ask too much, it can topple 

over. Can the market hold its own self?” 

 NEES6 

“Esports may become a ‘black hole’ for a budget of a company if it doesn't know what it is doing when investing into esports. 

A lot of brands sign large contracts with esports organization just because it's a new and popular trend without a good and 

comprehensive marketing strategy around it.” 

 NEES8 

“You can have big disparities in sponsorship cost for almost the same team.”  MA2 

“Sometimes some projects were overpriced and unsuccessful for one reason or another.”  MA7 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

4.2.11.3. Commercially inexperienced esports individuals 

 

Table 48 presents six quotes from six esports sponsorship experts alluding to the risk of the 

esports industry having esports players, teams, and organizations that have very few, or no, 

commercial experience. 
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Table 48 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the risk of having commercially inexperienced esports individuals 

Quote  Expert 

“Sponsorship value may not be maximized by depending on activation by unexperienced partners, which can decrease the 
ROI of the sponsorship. . . . You have a lot of people who have led the industry to where it is today who don’t have 

professional experience outside of gaming, right? So you don’t have somebody who’s activated brand partnerships for the 

NFL for 20 years, right? That person knows how to do that more effectively than somebody who wasn’t, right? And it’s 
not a criticism, it’s just an observation really. So, I would say that it’s a risk . . . If you’re a brand and you sponsor my 

league and I don’t activate it in such a way that maximizes it, you’re not going to get the ROI that you would prefer and 
you might pull your sponsorship and go somewhere else where you can get a better ROI.” 

 EES2 

“If Coca-Cola sponsors C.B. or another team like that, the team will take the money and sit on it. And if Coca-Cola calls them 

and says ‘We could do something like this and this’, they will do it, but if Coca-Cola doesn’t have this initiative, they 
won’t do anything. . . . This is the basic of the basic. If you sponsor a team, then the player goes home, except he has 

another brand chair, then you turn to him and say, ‘Son, cover the other brand. Put the head pillow on the opposite side.’” 

 EES4 

“Some of the esports managers or players, they’re not very professional to cooperate with us.”  EES6 

“Most people that are in esports, the esports players, the professionals, the bulk of them are young adults, you know? This is 

like, essentially their first job, they’re kind of thrown into the industry, they are not mature, they haven’t really developed, 

they don’t really know how to work in a professional environment and so, you know.” 

 EES7 

“Almost everywhere throughout the entire esports whether it be teams, tournaments, leagues, it’s just full of people that are 

not very professional. I don’t mean unprofessional, what I mean is that 5 years ago they were 19-year-olds organizing a 

tournament business in their bedroom and today they head up very big companies. Esports people are historically very 
uncommercially aware. They know everything about the games and the tournaments and everything else, but when it 

comes to business and the commerciality and what adds value to a sponsorship, they’re terrible. They’re not even bad, 

they’re terrible, and therefore every time that a big sponsor tried to get involved in esports they take one look at the 
character that are involved with it and they run away, because they have no clue what they’re getting themselves into.” 

 MA2 

“If you ask me about the one and only issue why esports is not growing bigger, better, faster, it’s because of that. We have the 

eyeballs, we have no idea what to do with it. We have the data, we have no idea what to do with it.” 

 MA3 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

4.2.11.4. Power of videogame publishers 

 

Table 49 presents eight quotes from seven esports sponsorship experts alluding to the risk that 

the power of videogame publishers presents to sponsors. The quotes are divided into appropriate 

subthemes. 
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Table 49 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the risk presented by the power of videogame publishers 

Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Power to require extremely high sponsorship fees   

“We see a lot of problems right now with the different leagues. We see League of Legends right now doing franchise 

league where you need to pay millions of millions of millions to be a part of the franchise model. We see Call of Duty, 

the league in the US and so on, it has not really been the best I guess because them taking 25 million dollars to be a part 
of that and we see that’s a bit of a problem as well right now… at least we saw one of the biggest teams in the world 

withdrawing their team out of it, I think it was Optic Gaming or something like that who just picked their way out of the 
Call of Duty League because it didn’t make any sense for them to be in it. We see the Overwatch League as well taking 

the same amount of money to be a part of that which hasn’t really been the biggest success for Blizzard to be fair and to 

be honest.” 

 EES1 

“Certainly some of the bigger problems is just that the publishers make so much money off of the game itself, but they 

don’t really need sponsors. Fortnite, the Fortnite World Cup went off without a sponsor because what they were 

charging for a sponsorship was highway robbery and ridiculous for something that was unproven. And so, no sponsor 
bought into it therefore they said ‘Oh yeah we’re going to go sponsorless because that’s the way we want to do it’.” 

 NEES5 

Power to totally control sponsorships   

“The game publishers associated with it who are also a major gatekeeper to even doing these events . . . game publishers 
are 100% the gatekeepers to what you can and can’t do in esports. . . . The game publishers are 100% the gatekeepers to 

this and, as their games become more and more popular, the more control they want to have over the esports narrative 

on their games. . . . Game publishers don’t want to work with anyone. They don’t need to. They are making their own 
money through downloadable content and the only reason why [NEES7] has an opportunity to work with them is 

because we control a store that you get their game on.” 

 NEES7 

“Another huge risk to the sponsors is the publishers because they might restrict what kind of sponsorship is allowed. For 
example, Riot and Blizzard completely banned any kind of gambling. So you are not allowed to have a betting company 

here. That may or may not change due to, for example, due to for the legalization of betting and everything in North 

America now but, for now, it’s a privately owned company in North America and the last thing they want to show their 
shareholders is that they have teams with betting all over the place and one day the FCC or anything else comes on it. 

Same goes for other products.” 

 MA3 

“I also would like to add here the role of the publishers because we’re in the point that in esports the publishers are playing 
an important, if not the most important role, and their behaviour can really influence how the industry works. For 

example, in a Fortnite event at the very last moment they changed advertisements and the teams had to hide their 

sponsors which they had already made partnerships with.” 

 MA7 

Power to support or abandon IPs   

“There are some games that have everything right but have never had the support from the publisher or developer to get it 

right. Rocket League is the best example of that.” 

 MA2 

“Sometimes, for certain brands, the fact that the game is dying and the publisher for example removes the IP support. Let’s 

say, Heroes of the Storm by Blizzard, right? They messed up esports completely until the point where they said ‘Ok, 

we’re not going to do anything’ . . . Everybody looked up to the publisher and suddenly the publisher is gone.” 

 MA3 

“That game popularity fades after a few months like we’ve seen with PUBG for instance, who’s much less popular than it 

was a few months ago because the game publisher did not really handle well the competitions etc.” 

 MA4 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = 
interviewee break. 

 

 

4.3. ADDITIONAL ELEMENTS: MAIN DOUBLE-EDGED SWORDS 

 

It was possible to identify quotes alluding to two additional elements that represent both a 

benefit and a risk (i.e. double-edged swords). These were: (1) Very vocal audience and (2) Global 

audience. Their data will be exposed in the following sub-chapters. 

 

 

4.3.1. Very vocal audience 

 

Table 50 presents 17 quotes from 10 esports sponsorship experts alluding to the double-edge 

sword effect of having a very vocal audience. The quotes are divided into appropriate subthemes. 
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Table 50 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the double-edged sword effect of having a very vocal audience 

Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Positive aspects of having a very vocal audience   

“If you do it the right way, that community will champion your brand and support your brand better than almost any other 

community out there.”  

 EES2 

“If you’re authentic and people have a feeling that you really care about esports, that you want to be a part of it, this is very 
appreciated.” 

 NEES3 

“[You can] be super-effective if you take the time to do that research and if you’re relevant it might multiply the effects on 
a positive note.” 

 MA4 

 “DHL had a very strong activation around ESL One Birmingham and people loved it so much they were chanting “DHL! 

DHL!” in the stadium.” 

 MA5 

“We’ve seen brands that have gone into esports, done activations that resonated very well with fans, DHL did that, 

Mercedes, some other brands, and those have had a really big positive language and positive sentiment around them in 

online communities, on social media, etc. So the ones that have done it well, 100%. . . . So, as a brand, it is important 
that you do it well and take your time to understand the community and how to engage with them. In that case, 100%. 

It’s an improved brand image.” 

 MA6 

Negative aspects of having a very vocal audience   

 “Nowadays when you go on Twitter like, if you say one thing wrong everybody’s boycotting your brand, right? So, I think 

if that’s happening, that’s going to keep sponsors from sponsoring your teams, or your tournament, or your league.” 

 EES2 

“You must bear in mind that esports are played by the youth, administered by the youth, and in a market for the youth. For 
example, here in Brazil there was a brand that sponsored an esports girl. The girl posted a picture on Twitter and a guy 

posted a comment teasing her. Then she replied to him by saying ‘This is why every man is trash’. Then another guy 

told her ‘Wow, aren’t you generalizing?’. Then everyone started arguing with each other, saying a lot of negative things 
and sexualizing everything. Then some people from Brazil saw the girl’s post and sent it to her sponsor and said ‘Here 

is the person you're sponsoring, isn’t your target-group male?’. The sponsor cancelled the girl’s sponsorship. But then 

other people came to the sponsor and said ‘A bunch of guys do stupid things and you don’t cancel their sponsorship, but 
you cancel a girl’s sponsorship?’. So now the brand is receiving backlash from both ends. I have also had a similar 

problem of a girl that uses our chairs and she posted a picture of her smiling and hypersexualized. If you, as a sponsor, 

share her post and announce that you’re sponsoring her, people will say ‘Oh look at [EES4] taking advantage of a girl’s 
image’. If you refuse to sponsor her people will say ‘Look at [EES4] being masculinist because it doesn’t let a women 

express herself the way she wants’. Sometimes you stand there not knowing what to do. It’s very complicated. It’s very 

different from sports. In sports you put your name in the jersey and forget about it. But in esports, you need to always 
keep watching everything that’s happening. It’s very complicated.”  

 EES4 

“The audience or the fan communities are very vocal and gamers have strong attitudes. So it could be a risk if your 

marketing story doesn’t build on being authentic. . . . If this is just seen as a cheap marketing stunt, then you can face 
quite a lot of resistance, especially in the social media space. And that’s definitely something you don’t want to.” 

 NEES3 

“Even though you can tweet about a football game while you’re watching a football game, that twitter feed isn’t coming up 

on the television screen while you’re watching it. When you’re watching people play esports or when they’re on Twitch 
and people are following other peoples’ streaming, I mean, people can comment really quickly [laughs]. This is a very 

very social audience and so needing to do it right is very very important, because otherwise the audience could get on 

you and your brand very quickly, as we’ve seen. . . . I think because of who this audience is, being young and very 
social, I think you have to try to do it right and conform a little bit to what their expectations are versus just blatantly 

advertising to them.” 

 NEES5 

“The community. As we all know, gaming communities can be very vile in their commentaries and how we combat that?”  NEES6 

“If you’re sponsoring a soccer team, you’re doing a half-time show at the Super Bowl, if your advert is not so good, if 

doesn’t really speak to football fans, you might get a few comments, somebody might do a couple of Twitter posts that 

says ‘What the hell was that?’, but it’s forgotten about, it’s done. In esports, because of Reddit, because the audience is 
so hyper-socially connected, they’ll never forget it, and they will look to flame you, and your brand, and your image 

into the ground, and actually they don’t give up that easily.”  

 MA2 
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Subtheme and quote  Expert 

“The other big risk of course is totally misguided campaigns that cause big sponsor and brand damage. So, I’ll give you an 

example, Lidl or Tesco, I don’t remember, one of those had a fun project, which was called something like Game 
Sniper, or Stream Sniper, or something like that. So what happened was that you, as a parent, could hire someone that 

kills your kid online all the time until it gets so frustrating that they go away from their PC and go to lunch, you know? 

That kind of stuff. So, while this was a kind of fun campaign for me, I laughed about it, but the reality is everybody got 
triggered. So the entire people from the gaming area said this is a horrible thing, everybody smashed that brand for 

doing this, because in essence it’s cyberbullying. So yes you get your kid to lunch, but he’s traumatized down to the 

bone and the next thing you know, he’s going into a mall and shoots 30 people. So that’s a big issue and your brand 
does not want to be associated with that. So it took like, 2 weeks of outrage over the media and such backlashes are a 

big big issue. And also, the internet never forgets, so the longevity of information and also the culture in gaming. So 

let’s say you make a really bad campaign but you don’t want to give up on sponsoring in esports. So the longevity is 
also one of the biggest risks. The memes, the damaging memes that are getting created based on a person, based on a 

brand, based on an organizer, etc. they live on for years. So teams don’t join because other sponsors don’t join because 

that viewer don’t come because of that. The internet remembers. So once you screw up with the internet it’s really 
though and expensive to get back on track. You might as well drop esports for a year and then come back, maybe in 

another IP, etc.” 

 MA3 

“If you don’t take the time to work with people who understand that, you might completely miss the point and get strong 
negative reactions by the community. . . . If you miss the opportunity and you just appear as a brand that’s here to sell 

its products or services without taking the time to understand the community that’s been growing all by itself, like 

esports has been growing without the support of mainstream media, so the communities can be quite tough with 
brands.” 

 MA4 

“Esports is mostly young people and they’re highly engaged, so you are supporting something that’s very close to their 

hearts. . . . Esports fans are used to having all the technology at their disposal, which means that if they don’t like you, 
they’re going to let you and everyone else know. So they can be very unforgiving. The advantage of having a highly 

engaged community also brings the disadvantage of having a very protective community.”  

 MA5 

 “The only side where I’m slightly hesitant is that doing just a sponsorship and doing it poorly can actually backfire . . . It 
can actually lead to decreased brand image. It can actually backfire, so that’s important to know.” 

 MA6 

Dichotomy of having a very vocal audience   

 “The youth today are normally masters of social media. They make your social media increase and decrease as they 
please, both in terms of followers and in making posts go viral, etc.” 

 EES4 

 “So the challenge is that you have a problem using esports for brand image that you don’t have with other traditional 

sponsorships purely because the audience will love you or hate you, whereas in traditional sports they either love you or 
they just ignore you.” 

 MA2 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

4.3.2. Global audience 

 

Table 51 presents four quotes from three esports sponsorship experts alluding to the double-

edge sword effect of having a global audience. The quotes are divided into appropriate subthemes. 
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Table 51 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the double-edged sword effect of having a global audience 

Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Benefits of having a global audience   

“If your goals are to reach a global audience, esports is great for you.”   EES2 

Risks of having a global audience   

 “If your goals are to just reach the US, you’re going to look at a lot of the viewership numbers and you’re going to be 
disappointed because all the viewership numbers that are shared in media… it’s very difficult to find just the US or 

country-by-country-based numbers for esports. All the numbers, they say like 250 million esports enthusiasts, that’s 
globally, you know? The United States is more like 30 to 40 million.” 

 EES2 

“In traditional football, American football, or basketball, in traditional sports it is easier, not easy, but easier, to target a 

particular user with a particular message and one of the things that is most easy is targeting the specific country or town 
that you wish to have your sponsorship campaign to target. So, for example, if I am a Ford car dealership and I want to 

target people in Texas in North America only then by doing a sponsorship with the Dallas Cowboys would make sense 

to me because I can do a lot of the content and a lot of the promotion in a very targeted local area where I sell my Ford 
trucks, my Ford cars. Now, the cost of sponsoring those Dallas Cowboys for that Texas area or even maybe, in that 

example the Dallas Cowboys is a huge American team not just a Texas team so you could argue Ford North America 

then whilst the cost per person is expensive versus if I was to sponsor Team Liquid… Actually if I sponsor Team 
Liquid, my reach, whilst the dollar per person is much lower, these people that are in Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, 

Russia, China, Canada, the UK, Spain, and Portugal, so therefore, actually if I only wanted to target North America and 

only 20% of Team Liquid’s audience is in North America that actually is 5 times more expensive than the price I’m 
paying and therefore actually is equal to sponsoring the Dallas Cowboys. So the problem with esports and this will be a 

common theme through all of my answers is that whilst esports is global, when it comes to sponsorship, it is always 

regional and that conflicts. There are hardly any companies on the entire planet that are able to do global sponsorships. . 
. . I would say that the biggest thing is that argument that esports is a very global business, it’s global… it’s games 

played by a global community of players, that’s the last thing sponsors want. They want the total opposite, they want to 

be able to target someone and often traditionally by region because marketing budgets are given to them regionally. . . . 
What big brands are worried about is making sure that the sponsorship is activated well, correctly, in the right regions.” 

 MA2 

“It’s often hard to measure how many people actually watched an event within certain geos. . . . Look at the geos. It’s 

really important where the viewership comes from. You have some events taking place in Eastern Europe and 90% of 
their viewership is from China. So you really have to know what you’re doing.” 

 MA5 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 

 

 

4.4. MAIN STRATEGIES FOR SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

The third (and last) objective of the research was to identify what are the main strategies that 

brands should implement to successfully sponsor esports. As already mentioned, throughout the 

literature review, six main strategies were identified (i.e. acquire esports expertise, start sponsoring 

as soon as possible, create relevant-added value, sponsor professional players and teams, be the 

main sponsor, and avoid over-advertising). The following subchapters will present the analysed 

empirical data related to these six main strategies and the last subchapter will present data related to 

other main strategies that were identified in the empirical data. 

 

 

4.4.1. H3a – Acquire esports expertise (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 42 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise (in the form 

of information and/or experienced people) prior to starting an esports sponsorship” and asking 

them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options 

were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or 

“Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 100% (i.e. n = 22/22) of experts expressed 

agreement. 
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Figure 42 

Experts’ opinion on whether esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise prior to starting 

an esports sponsorship 

 
 

Table 52 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Esports sponsors should 

acquire esports expertise (in the form of information and/or experienced people) prior to starting an 

esports sponsorship”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 22 experts provided arguments in 

favour of the statement, six provided arguments against the statement, and two indicated that it 

depends. Afterwards, Table 53 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 52 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise prior to starting an esports sponsorship 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

agree 

“When it comes to these things it’s very important that you have someone with esports expertise when you’re doing some 
kind of esports sponsorship because a lot of small investments are getting lost in these things because, first of all you 

have no clue of what actually you would get out of it, and second of all the ones you’re working with maybe don’t know 

what they’re doing either, so they don’t know how to actually deliver what you would like. And when it comes to the 
bigger scale, I also think it’s a problem. . . . If you are a total green and know nothing about esports or know nothing 

about marketing in general or something like that, yeah then it’s not very good for you to do some kind of esports 
sponsorship because then you will lose a lot of money in it that’s for sure. . . . If it goes wrong, if you have no clue into 

esports, you will burn a lot of bridges and stuff like that as well.” 

“We also see a lot of bigger non-endemic brands that 
maybe they have someone who’s been into marketing 

for 25 years but have never done anything with esports. 

Maybe he’s brilliant anyway because he can think of 
how to actually make sure that you get something 

valuable out of a partnership because he’s been doing it 
for 25 years. . . . You can probably get a lot out of it 

though you have no clue about it. As long as you know 

how to create value for the money and know how to 
actually hit this target-group and get some really good 

things out of a target-group that you have not been able 

to get anything out of before because you have not been 
targeting it.” 

“Depends on what 
kind of field you 

are going into 

and who you’re 
working with as 

well, and what 
you’re looking 

for as well in 

esports 
sponsorships.” 

EES2 

Strongly 
agree 

“There’s a lot of brands that can sponsor esports and it hurts their brand, because they didn’t do it right. . . . There’s a lot of 

brands that got into esports that wish they never got into it because they did it wrong . . . Brands need to understand the 
values, needs and pain points of the community to solve them effectively. . . . If you don’t know what those things are 

[laughs], you can’t do that. Right? . . . If in any subculture, if a brand goes in and they don’t know… they don’t 

understand the culture, they’re going to fail. . . . The best way is just to talk to the gamers, you know? And I say bring in 
college students, bring some college kids into your board room and just sit them down and just ask them what’s right 

and what’s wrong, and they’ll tell you.” 

  

EES3 
Strongly 

agree 

“I couldn’t agree more to be honest with this one. You need to know the market before you invest money in it. I know a 
few cases where big companies just basically threw money into the sector and didn’t do it in the way it should be and 

that’s why they basically burned so much money and then they didn’t even want to come back. So you need someone, 

you need an expert in the field to do things correctly.” 

  

EES4 

Strongly 

agree 

“They should do it, but they don’t. Within the area of esports, you see brands entering without the slightest experience and 

sometimes they get traumatized because they didn’t know how to take advantage of that sponsorship, because they 

didn’t have the people or the culture to learn that. . . . If Coca-Cola sponsors C.B. or another team like that, the team 
will take the money and sit on it. And if Coca-Cola calls them and says ‘We could do something like this and this’, they 

will do it, but if Coca-Cola doesn’t have this initiative, they won’t do anything.” 

“Sponsoring paiN now is wonderful. PaiN tries to make 

the sponsors happy so that they continue sponsoring. 

Ideally all organizations should be like this . . . PaiN is 
completely different. You start sponsoring paiN today 

and tomorrow they already release a video on social 

media with a super real communication saying that you 
are their partner.” 

“It depends a lot.” 

EES5 

Agree 

“There’s right ways to sponsor esports teams and wrong ways . . . you can just waste money, you can waste a lot of money 

on esports. . . . It all leads to knowing your audience . . . I believe that you should be speaking to somebody with 
experience in esports if you’re going to go be sponsoring esports, you’d like to think that if you didn’t have knowledge 

and you spoke to a tournament organizer who was doing sponsorship that they would be honest with you.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES6 

Strongly 
agree 

“Esports is a new area and some of the esports managers or players, they’re not very professional to cooperate with us… 

yeah, so we… I think we should all acquire expertise.” 

  

EES7 

Strongly 
agree 

“Esports is just so new and if you really don’t know what you’re getting into, it’s very hard to explain. Even at a company 

like [EES7], which is gaming-related, sometimes when I’m making my business decisions and I’m explaining to my 
higher ups, even some of them are a little bit confused about the trends of esports, the memes, like all these little 

nuances and intricacies of the community, and so… I’d say esports is such a small community and there’s so much that 

goes on within it that you definitely need to have expertise before you hop in.” 

  

NEES1 

Somewhat 

agree 

“It always makes sense to have experience on board . . . Surely it will help.” “It is definitely not necessary to have someone from the 

esports industry on board.” 

 

NEES2 

Strongly 

agree 

“You definitely need to be knowledgeable about the market, the players, the stakeholders, and things like that before 

getting involved.” 

“I don’t think you need a ton of esports insider 

information.” 

 

NEES3 

Strongly 

agree 

“I got involved in building gaming strategies and I had no prior esports knowledge and it took me a long time to really 

have a clear picture and a clear idea of how we should approach this best. So, expertise is very important.” 

  

NEES4 

Strongly 

agree 

“If you don’t have the experts then get an agency, but make sure that they have the experts and they don’t just advertise 

expertise. You don’t need to have the experts. It would be good if you had them in-house. In our case, [NEES4], 

because gaming has been part of our business model since we’ve existed basically, we’ve always had people involved in 
gaming . . . We’re still struggling but we have a good team. But yeah, there are other businesses who want to get in, 

they think it’s a good idea, but they don’t have the experts. Hire them or go to an agency. So, yeah, if you don’t have 

them, then don’t do it.” 

  

NEES5 

Strongly 

agree 

“You want to make sure that when you do something that you have a good experience, that you do it right, that you don’t 

piss off the audience, that you don’t make a fool of yourself and your brand. . . . Having somebody that’s experienced or 

understands the game and understands the business of esports and the audience, who needs to be on your side. . . . We 
hired a company named ReKTGlobal. They have a number of people on their staff that have been involved in gaming 

and esports for a decade. I mean, that’s a long time in this world. So I definitely rely on them for what they think, feel, 

and understand about the games. We also have to listen to the publishers because the publishers know their audience the 
best. . . . Needing to do it right is very very important, because otherwise the audience could get on you and your brand 

very quickly, as we’ve seen.” 

  

NEES6 
Strongly 

agree 

“Not something to go into lightly because it is currently new, a risk, and a slight gamble for a sponsor.”   
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES7 

Strongly 
agree 

“There’s so many people that are in charge of gaming at all of these big brands and it’s amazing how several of them don’t 

understand gaming at all. . . . If you want to work in this space, you cannot approach the category with like ‘Oh, I don’t 
really like this game’. You have to learn to like the game . . . So, yes you have to have experienced people here because 

the second you understand the playing field is when you can start to make really cutting edge and breakthrough ideas 

versus ideas that the experienced gamer will look at and just see right through how disingenuous it is.” 

  

NEES8 

Strongly 

agree 

“Esports has its own specifics depending on genre, discipline and even a region. Having an expert is one of the most 

essential parts of a successful esports sponsorship.” 

  

MA1 

Agree 

“My opinion is agree, but what I saw in the market is not that. They prefer to… 80% of the brands, they prefer to do some 

test and acquire information during the test and then improve their plan.” 

  

MA2 
Agree 

“A lot of what they’re doing is wrong and possibly not working. . . . They would want an agency that is very skilled and 
would be able to understand the market, the players, the pricing, what works, what doesn’t work, the dangers, and help 

them deliver tactically the right strategy for it . . . There isn’t a big brand in the world that doesn’t have a big agency and 

in some cases their agency will go and take on other agencies specifically for one task, one expertise, and whatever 
else.” 

“I don’t believe that that is the case because when you 
think about most large brands that would want to 

sponsor sports in general, their expertise is the 

activation of sponsorship. Their expertise doesn’t have 
to be the esport itself.” 

 

MA3 

Strongly 
agree 

“Often brands that do not understand how marketing should be done or could be done in esports, I would say they also 

have certain brand damage . . . You either work with someone that knows what they’re doing or you get someone into 
your team that knows what they’re doing. . . . Get someone who knows it, but also do the diligence on those you work 

with because in esports a lot of people are not what they say they are. That’s a big issue.” 

“A lot of sponsors and agencies think they found someone 

who knows what they’re doing, but we have a lot of bad 
people in esports that just know how to make good 

LinkedIn profiles right? So, they sell themselves so well 

as crazy experts but, in reality, they just played a year 
of World of Warcraft or something like that. That 

doesn’t make them an esports expert. Not by a long 

shot.” 

 

MA4 

Strongly 

agree 

“Most brands, they take their time to understand esports and how the fans interact, their habits, their language, the codes of 

the different games, etc. so those who take their time to do all this research beforehand, like to write their 

communication strategy in esports, they succeed in improving their brand image . . . If you miss that, if you don’t take 
the time to work with people who understand that, you might completely miss the point and get strong negative 

reactions by the community . . . If you miss the opportunity and you just appear as a brand that’s here to sell its products 

or services without taking the time to understand the community . . . the communities can be quite tough with brands.” 

  

MA5 

Strongly 

agree 

“That’s the most important one because, normally, when you enter a sponsorship and you do a poor job with your 

communications, people just don’t remember you. You just wasted your money. But if you do poorly in esports, you are 

actively paying for people to hate you, so you really should know what you’re doing.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA6 

Strongly 
agree 

“Doing the right type of activation that resonates with esports fans and matches with what they like, with the content they 

like, understanding their type of language, their messaging, how they interact with esports, if you manage to do a 
sponsorship that ties in with that well then definitely it leads to a very strong and improved brand image. . . . As a brand, 

it is important that you do it well and take your time to understand the community and how to engage with them. . . . 

We’re a part of that spectrum where we help people with information and experience . . . it really is crucial for how you 

are received by fans, so brands that do this well, understand it . . . really see a big positive impact, whereas other brands 

can see less big of an impact or even a negative reaction to their sponsorship . . . definitely get information, get 

understanding, work with an agency that has experience in games and esports . . . and then try to build something that’s 
authentic.” 

  

MA7 

Agree 

“The better the brand is prepared and the more the brand tries to understand the audience and tries to deliver the correct 

message, then better the results will be. So they might have much less money being poured into the project but they will 
have much better results just because they were able to deliver a proper message in the proper form. . . . This connects 

to when I said that you should have the right message and the right people. So if you want to work with esports you 

need to understand the industry, and especially its drawbacks and benefits.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 53 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise prior to starting an esports sponsorship 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Esports have unique nuances NEES8 “Esports has its own specifics depending on genre, discipline and even a region.” 

Several sponsors do not 

understand esports 

NEES7 “There’s so many people that are in charge of gaming at all of these big brands and it’s amazing how several of them don’t understand gaming at all.” 

MA2 “A lot of what they’re doing is wrong and possibly not working.” 

Brands are sponsoring esports 

without first acquiring 
expertise 

MA1 “80% of the brands, they prefer to do some test and acquire information during the test and then improve their plan.” 

Sponsors should not take 

esports lightly 

NEES6 “Not something to go into lightly because it is currently new, a risk, and a slight gamble for a sponsor.” 

Sponsors need to study esports EES2 “Brands need to understand the values, needs and pain points of the community to solve them effectively. . . . If you don’t know what those things are [laughs], you can’t do 

that.” 

EES3 “You need to know the market before you invest money in it.” 

EES5 “It all leads to knowing your audience.” 

EES6 “We should all acquire expertise.” 

EES7 “You definitely need to have expertise before you hop in.” 

NEES2 “You definitely need to be knowledgeable about the market, the players, the stakeholders, and things like that before getting involved.” 

NEES3 “I got involved in building gaming strategies and I had no prior esports knowledge and it took me a long time to really have a clear picture and a clear idea of how we should 

approach this best. So, expertise is very important.” 

MA4 “Most brands, they take their time to understand esports and how the fans interact, their habits, their language, the codes of the different games, etc. so those who take their time 

to do all this research beforehand, like to write their communication strategy in esports, they succeed in improving their brand image.” 

MA6 “As a brand, it is important that you do it well and take your time to understand the community and how to engage with them . . . Definitely get information, get understanding.” 

MA7 “The better the brand is prepared and the more the brand tries to understand the audience and tries to deliver the correct message, then better the results will be . . . if you want to 

work with esports you need to understand the industry, and especially its drawbacks and benefits.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



377 

 

Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Sponsors should acquire or 
partner with someone who 

has esports expertise 

EES1 “It’s very important that you have someone with esports expertise when you’re doing some kind of esports sponsorship.” 

EES2 “Bring in college students, bring some college kids into your board room and just sit them down and just ask them what’s right and what’s wrong, and they’ll tell you.” 

EES3 “You need someone, you need an expert in the field to do things correctly.” 

EES5 “I believe that you should be speaking to somebody with experience in esports if you’re going to go be sponsoring esports.” 

NEES1 “It always makes sense to have experience on board . . . Surely it will help.” 

NEES4 “If you don’t have the experts then get an agency, but make sure that they have the experts and they don’t just advertise expertise. . . . It would be good if you had them [esports 

experts] in-house. . . . Hire them or go to an agency.” 

NEES5 “Having somebody that’s experienced or understands the game and understands the business of esports and the audience, who needs to be on your side. . . . We hired a company 

named ReKTGlobal. They have a number of people on their staff that have been involved in gaming and esports for a decade. . . . I definitely rely on them for what they 

think, feel, and understand about the games.” 

NEES7 “You have to have experienced people here because the second you understand the playing field is when you can start to make really cutting edge and breakthrough ideas versus 

ideas that the experienced gamer will look at and just see right through how disingenuous it is.” 

NEES8 “Having an expert is one of the most essential parts of a successful esports sponsorship.” 

MA2 “[Sponsors] would want an agency that is very skilled and would be able to understand the market, the players, the pricing, what works, what doesn’t work, the dangers, and 

help them deliver tactically the right strategy for it . . . There isn’t a big brand in the world that doesn’t have a big agency and in some cases their agency will go and take on 

other agencies specifically for one task, one expertise, and whatever else.” 

MA3 “You either work with someone that knows what they’re doing or you get someone into your team that knows what they’re doing.” 

MA6 “Work with an agency that has experience in games and esports . . . and then try to build something that’s authentic.” 

Sponsors should listen to 
game publishers 

NEES5 “We also have to listen to the publishers because the publishers know their audience the best.” 

Sponsors should immerse 

themselves in the esports 

culture 

EES2 “The best way is just to talk to the gamers.” 

NEES7 “If you want to work in this space, you cannot approach the category with like ‘Oh, I don’t really like this game’. You have to learn to like the game.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Lack of esports expertise will 
hurt the sponsor 

EES1 “If you are a total green and know nothing about esports . . . it’s not very good for you to do some kind of esports sponsorship because then you will lose a lot of money in it . . . 
you will burn a lot of bridges and stuff like that as well.” 

EES2 “There’s a lot of brands that got into esports that wish they never got into it because they did it wrong . . . If a brand goes in and they don’t know… they don’t understand the 

culture, they’re going to fail.” 

EES3 “I know a few cases where big companies just basically threw money into the sector and didn’t do it in the way it should be and that’s why they basically burned so much 

money and then they didn’t even want to come back.” 

EES4 “Within the area of esports, you see brands entering without the slightest experience and sometimes they get traumatized because they didn’t know how to take advantage of 
that sponsorship, because they didn’t have the people or the culture to learn that.” 

EES5 “You can just waste money, you can waste a lot of money on esports.” 

NEES4 “If you don’t have them [esports experts], then don’t do it.” 

NEES5 “You want to make sure that . . . you do it right, that you don’t piss off the audience, that you don’t make a fool of yourself and your brand. . . . Needing to do it right is very 

very important, because otherwise the audience could get on you and your brand very quickly, as we’ve seen.” 

MA3 “Often brands that do not understand how marketing should be done or could be done in esports, I would say they also have certain brand damage.” 

MA4 “If you miss that, if you don’t take the time to work with people who understand that, you might completely miss the point and get strong negative reactions by the community . 

. . If you miss the opportunity and you just appear as a brand that’s here to sell its products or services without taking the time to understand the community . . . the 

communities can be quite tough with brands.” 

MA5 “That’s the most important one because, normally, when you enter a sponsorship and you do a poor job with your communications, people just don’t remember you. You just 

wasted your money. But if you do poorly in esports, you are actively paying for people to hate you, so you really should know what you’re doing.” 

MA6 “[Incorrect activations] can see less big of an impact or even a negative reaction to their sponsorship.” 

Correct activations will 

benefit sponsors 

MA6 “Doing the right type of activation that resonates with esports fans and matches with what they like, with the content they like, understanding their type of language, their 

messaging, how they interact with esports, if you manage to do a sponsorship that ties in with that well then definitely it leads to a very strong and improved brand image . . . 

It really is crucial for how you are received by fans, so brands that do this well, understand it . . . really see a big positive impact.” 

MA7 “[Sponsors] might have much less money being poured into the project but they will have much better results just because they were able to deliver a proper message in the 

proper form.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Exceptional marketers may 

conduct effective 
sponsorships without 

esports expertise 

EES1 “We also see a lot of bigger non-endemic brands that maybe they have someone who’s been into marketing for 25 years but have never done anything with esports. Maybe he’s 

brilliant anyway because he can think of how to actually make sure that you get something valuable out of a partnership because he’s been doing it for 25 years. . . . You can 
probably get a lot out of it though you have no clue about it. As long as you know how to create value for the money and know how to actually hit this target-group and get 

some really good things out of a target-group that you have not been able to get anything out of before because you have not been targeting it.” 

Brands just need to know how 
to conduct effective general 

sponsorships 

MA2 “I don’t believe that that is the case because when you think about most large brands that would want to sponsor sports in general, their expertise is the activation of 
sponsorship. Their expertise doesn’t have to be the esport itself.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Good sponsored entities will 
take care of the 

sponsorship 

communication 

EES4 “Sponsoring PaiN now is wonderful. PaiN tries to make the sponsors happy so that they continue sponsoring. Ideally all organizations should be like this . . . PaiN is completely 
different. You start sponsoring PaiN today and tomorrow they already release a video on social media with a super real communication saying that you are their partner.” 

Sponsors do not need to 

acquire someone with 

esports expertise 

NEES1 “It is definitely not necessary to have someone from the esports industry on board.” 

Some people lie about being 

esports experts 

MA3 “A lot of sponsors and agencies think they found someone who knows what they’re doing, but we have a lot of bad people in esports that just know how to make good LinkedIn 

profiles right? So, they sell themselves so well as crazy experts but, in reality, they just played a year of World of Warcraft or something like that. That doesn’t make them an 

esports expert. Not by a long shot.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

The sponsored entity EES1 “Depends on . . . who you’re working with.” 

The brand’s sponsorship goals EES1 “Depends on . . . what you’re looking for as well in esports sponsorships.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.4.2. H3a – Acquire esports expertise (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 43 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you think that esports sponsors need to better understand the esports industry?” 

The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Yes”, “Yes, but only endemic sponsors 

(brands related to esports)”, “Yes, but only non-endemic sponsors (brands not related to esports)”, 

and “No”. 

 

Figure 43 

Fans’ opinion on whether sponsors need to better understand the esports industry 

 
 

Figure 44 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “How should esports sponsors improve their understanding of the esports industry? 

(Select all that apply)” The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Sponsors should 

study the esports market, the different communities, and the different videogames”, “Sponsors 

should immerse themselves in the esports culture (for example, they should create a section of the 

brand that is solely focused on, and always in direct contact with, esports)”, “Sponsors should 

recruit esports experts”, “Sponsors should see which of their employees are esports fans and let 

them manage the sponsorship”, and “Other”. This was a contingency question to the filter item “Do 

you think that esports sponsors need to better understand the esports industry?” and only those who 

answered “Yes”, “Yes, but only endemic sponsors (brands related to esports)”, or “Yes, but only 

non-endemic sponsors (brands not related to esports)” were able to fill it out. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

B 

C 

D 

A. All sponsors need to better understand the esports 

industry (50.8%; 𝑛 = 2,864) 

B. Only endemic sponsors need to better understand the 

esports industry (10.8%; 𝑛 = 608) 

C. Only non-endemic sponsors need to better understand 

the esports industry (24.9%; 𝑛 = 1,402) 

D. Sponsors do not need to better understand the esports 

industry (13.6%; 𝑛 = 764) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Figure 44 

Fans’ opinion on how sponsors should improve their understanding of the esports industry 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 32 fans who provided answers connected to the main strategy of acquiring esports 

expertise. Table 54 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

Table 54 

Fan quotes supporting the strategy of acquiring esports expertise 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Sponsors do not understand esports  

“There is a disconnect between sponsors and the esports scene. Companies that come from outside of the esports typically do 

not understand the audience or audiences they are attempting to market to and it makes the experience weird and 

unnatural.” 

31 

“Sponsors don't know what to do with their players and generally don't push their players enough to publish content to 

promote the players and the brand. Both sponsors and players are idiots alike.” 

71 

“Sometimes it feels like esports are being forced to exist (overwatch league).”  77 

“Some of the sponsors look really flimsy in esports, throwing out their general multi-media adds without thinking about who 

they are addressing.” 

81 

“Advertisers could do better.” 159 

 “To me especially during event broadcasts they [sponsorships] feel forced and disrupt the flow of the stream as integration 

seem to be poorly done.” 

167 

“I would prefer it [sponsorships] be better done.” 191 

“I feel brands / agencies have collectively done a really poor job of taking advantage of this category.” 202 

“I think sponsers may not fully understand popularity of ceratin games or may be mislead regarding where games currently 

stand, and in the long run will be hurt by these deals and turned off to esports.” 

224 

“While there is nothing wrong with sponsors as an idea, there have been times where they have had a negative effect - 

sometimes the views of a sponsor don't align with that expressed by a player.” 

255 

“[Sponsors] make irrational decisions for the whole esports genre.” 259 

“As someone who works in community management for an esports production company, one of the biggest problems I see 

with sponsors is that they simply don't understand the space they're trying to advertise in. And because they don't 

understand the space, they don't understand how to activate the audience within that space.”  

449 
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(4.8%; 𝑛 = 233) 

Sponsors should see which of their employees are esports 

fans and let them manage the sponsorship (26.4%; 𝑛 = 

1,287) 

Sponsors should recruit esports experts 

(48.5%; 𝑛 = 2,362) 

Sponsors should immerse themselves in the esports 

culture (e.g. create a section of the brand that is solely 

focused on esports; 59.5%; 𝑛 = 2,900) 

Sponsors should study the esports market, the different 

communities, and the different videogames (76.6%; 𝑛 = 
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Note. N = 5,638; n = 4,874; No answer = 764. This was a multiple response question. 
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Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

How brands should conduct esports sponsorships  

“Understand what you are sponsoring, and you will see better engagement as a result.” 21 

“If you are looking for suggestions as to how to market to esports it would have to be mainly based on genre. MOBAs, 

fighters, shooters would all have to be marketed to separately. And some based even on the game. And the size of the 
community behind the game itself.” 

51 

 “More genuine player driven tournaments tend to be more fun (ssbm Bighouse). Big money sponsors and rewards don’t 

necessarily make for a better tournament/league.” 

77 

“Both the sponsor and the organizers need a better understanding of each other.” 96 

“Over all, esports is a rapidly growing industry that should be closely monitored and nurtured.” 105 

“Maybe it would be worth looking at how sponsorships are perceived in esports.”  167 

“Alot of it just depends on what game and size it is. In my opinion you should treat each game as its own ‘esport’. Clumping 

all of them together isn't fair and saying esports is comparable to football for example, simply not the case.” 

184 

“I think that sponsors should look at different games and their communities separately compared to looking at esports in 
general since they vary massively.” 

206 

“I think the way esports and sponsors interact also depends on game genre.” 213 

“I think esport sponsors would do better if they acted like they knew anything about the video game instead of just treating it 
like another screen to slap some default ads onto.” 

227 

“I feel like it would be beneficial to both the brand and the community to work together, as long as the brand has an 

understanding of esports culture.” 

264 

“I wish that brands could ‘care’ a bit more.” 312 

“Esports still have untapped marketing potential. Commercial breaks between games for example are usual in Korea, but the 

rest of the esport world seems to lag behind them.” 

400 

“ESports sponsors should only really attempt to connect with the fans of the specific eSport when they have a sufficient 

understanding of said eSport.” 

402 

“Understanding the importance of grass roots events and community over large commercial entities is the key to success in the 
market.” 

408 

“Companies need to invest in the fans/culture to be successful.” 427 

“Can't stress enough how seggregated esports are.” 436 

“Awareness and standard business practises as well as avenue for communication is all necessary for the mutual benefits of 

sponsors and esports as a whole.” 

448 

 “Esports/gaming is unique from a marketing perspective because the age demographic is significantly lower than it is in other 
industries. The average age of an esports viewer is 18-35, which historically has been a tough demographic for marketers to 

access via traditional means (print/TV). However, this demographic is VERY sensitive to brands being ‘fake’ -- that is, 

they're keenly aware of when a brand is simply pretending to understand the audience they're marketing to or the gaming 
product/team they're marketing on behalf of. The esports audience does not respond well to advertisement in general, but 

it's necessary for propping up this industry. So brands looking to advertise in this space really need to learn how to embed 

themselves in the community and create meaningful content that enhances the viewership experience and make it seem like 
they're an actual part of that community. That is, brands who want to market in esports need to pass themselves off as 

legitimate esports fans in order for the audience to be receptive to their ad strategies.” 

449 

“It is important for a sponsor to know its audience.” 454 

“Advertisers need to understand that traditional marketing won't translate as well into this space. They need to allow people 

that are fans of esports help them get into the scene instead of rushing in thinking its an easy and accepting market.” 

462 

Examples of sponsors who acquired esports expertise  

“When ninja announced his partnership with uber eats I was blown away because it was genius. Target a population segment 

that is notoriously stereotyped as being too lazy to leave their homes for food. I don’t want to affirm the stereotype 

altogether, but surely UberEats conducted its research.” 

10 

“HyperX and Betway are 2 examples of sponsors who create enjoyable content with the players showing their understanding 

of the culture of Esports and the consumption of the content within it.” 

300 

 

 

4.4.3. H3b – Start sponsoring as soon as possible (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 45 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Because the costs of sponsoring esports are increasing, brands 
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should start sponsoring esports as soon as possible” and asking them to indicate their level of 

disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options were: “Strongly disagree”, 

“Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the 

figure reveals that 40.9% (i.e. n = 9/22) of experts expressed disagreement and 59.1% (i.e. n = 

13/22) expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 45 

Experts’ opinion on whether brands should start sponsoring esports as soon as possible 

 
 

Table 55 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Because the costs of 

sponsoring esports are increasing, brands should start sponsoring esports as soon as possible”. It 

was possible to verify that, in total, 16 experts provided arguments in favour of the statement, 11 

provided arguments against the statement, and nine indicated that it depends. Afterwards, Table 56 

thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 55 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether brands should start sponsoring esports as soon as possible 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Agree 

“If you want to sponsor bigger teams in the bigger scale, then the sooner the better. 
Because the prices will just go up and up and up. The prices are already very very 

high right now.” 

“I don’t really think that the prices will go very much higher than this. 
Maybe a bit but not more than 10% or 15%, because the high prizes 

are very high.” 

“If you have a lot of clue, if you’ve 
investigated everything you can, then 

for sure you should go into now 

because it will just get more 
expensive. . . . If you have no clue then 

you should wait, if you have a clue 
then you should do it. . . . If they don’t 

have a clue then I would strongly 

disagree, I think it’s very stupid to be 
fair, to be a part of it if you don’t have 

a clue because if you don’t have a clue 

you will also burn the money because 
you don’t know what you should get 

out of this partnership or sponsorship 

and that would not be beneficial.” 

EES2 

Somewhat 

disagree 

“First mover advantages still exist in the esports space . . . . I think the bigger reason to 

sponsor esports now, rather than waiting is not increased cost, I think it’s to show the 

community that you supported them from day one . . . they say authenticity is the 
overused word right? But, any of these cultures that haven’t been supported as much 

in the past and then they get popular and then everybody now wants to [laughs] 

support you, it’s like, ‘where were you when I was struggling?’ Like, ‘now you just 
want to get something from me’. So, yeah you could get some lower rates I guess 

now rather than waiting for latter. But I think the more important reason to sponsor 

now is the perspective of the community.” 

  

EES3 

Strongly 

disagree 

“Obviously esports cost in sponsoring esports is increasing.” “Most of the contracts are one year, two years and when that contract 

finishes you need to renegotiate a new one. So, it’s not a matter of 

entering the market as soon as possible. It’s a matter of entering the 
market when it makes sense for you. Maybe it doesn’t make sense to 

spend 10 thousand a month with a team right now, but maybe it makes 

sense in a few years to spend 20 thousand.” 

“Depends on the growth of those teams 

and the growth of the ecosystem and 

everything.” 

EES4 

Disagree 

 “Your sponsorship, you pay it annually. If a post on esports increases and 

you joined today, good for you. Now tomorrow, it will increase and 

you will pay more like everyone else. . . . Is it a good time to sponsor 
esports? It is irrelevant. It makes no difference. Coca-Cola has now 

joined to sponsor here in Brazil, but if Coca-Cola had joined in 2012, 

they would now still pay the same cost as everyone is currently 
paying.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“It’s all well and good trying to jump on a bandwagon . . . It’s a good time to get in.” “I wouldn’t necessarily tell somebody it’s what you should do. I’d say 

‘Consider it but, do your research’.” 

“It’s got to be the right audience and it’s 

got to be the right demographic that 
you’re looking to target. If you think 

fighting games, for example, just 

because it’s available and it’s cheap it 

doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the 

audience that you want to target.” 

EES6 
Disagree 

 “Sponsoring esports is a high risk investment and honestly I’m not sure 
that will raise your sales or awareness and the market here is changing 

fast… yeah because, for example, last year the most popular was 

Fortnite but this year it’s different so if you sponsor a Fortnite team 
this early you cannot get anything of it.” 

 

EES7 

Agree 

“If brands are ever interested to get into esports, they should probably hop in as of now. 

The cost of esports is always increasing year to year. Our rates, even at [EES7], the 
amount that we pay our influencers, the amount that we pay our streamers, our pro-

teams, it goes up dramatically year-by-year. And so, I would say, try to get in when 

you can, try to build those working relationships, and sometimes teams will kind of 
honour that commitment that you had to them in the start. For example, [EES7] 

sponsors a very famous pro-team called Method, which is famous in the World of 

Warcraft scene, and since WoW has been kind of experiencing a resurgence and a 
new growth, a lot of very very big sponsors have been trying to poach Method from 

[EES7] and because of our great working relationship with Method in the past 

they’ve actually agreed to take a lower rate to continue working with us just because 
of our brand loyalty and working with each other from the beginning.” 

  

NEES1 

Somewhat 

agree 

  “It is always a question of your return. If 

your return on investments is rising, 

then you can wait. It could make sense 

to invest right now, but it could also 

make sense to invest in the future.” 

NEES2 

Disagree 

 “They need to find the right opportunity for them. If they’re rushing to 

something and it’s unsuccessful then they won’t partner in esports 

again. I think that’s a bigger risk to the ecosystem than waiting for the 
right opportunity.” 

 

NEES3 

Agree 

“Now is a good time to enter . . . Now there’s a great opportunity to get a strong 

association with esports and that can help you over time.” 

 “I agree if you really have a place in 

esports as a brand. . . . If you are able 
to create an appealing story.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES4 

Disagree 

 “I don’t see the reason why. I think it’s more you need to wait and see if 

it applies to your model and ensure that it does. There will always be 
an event, even if they’re expensive international events, you can find 

national events which are closer to your… and sometimes even more 

useful… Instead of going international, going into a national event 

which could get you more penetration in the market and at lower 

costs.” 

 

NEES5 
Disagree 

“The reason to get in early, is because you can lockout your competition. . . . The reason 
to get in now is because you keep your competition out. Or you keep them further 

away.” 

“It can’t be about just cost.” “It’s not so much the reason why the 
costs are increasing as you should get 

in. You should only get into esports if 

it reaches the audience you want to go 
after. That has to be the first and 

foremost thing that you’re looking at.” 

NEES6 
Somewhat 

agree 

“You need to get in right now at the bottom floor to start hitting that market.” “Businesses should really do their research before jumping in because 
they could lose a lot of money.” 

“If you want to get into it and if your 
brand speaks to esports well.” 

NEES7 
Agree 

“Right now is the time that a lot of brands can get into this space pretty cheap. You 
know, like, you don’t have to spend 5 million dollars to own a category. You can 

spend 200 grand to own a category. But these esports competitions are going to keep 

going on for the next 5, 10 years almost indefinitely, so to start associating your 
brand with it early on is a good bet to hedge. . . . The second this thing breaks through 

it’s going to be unquestionable and every brand is going to want to be in there, but 

then there’s going to be way more competition for brands latter down the road.” 

 “As long as your brand has a purpose and 
a relevancy to sponsoring this 

tournament. The cheese example, 

cheese does not work for esports.” 

NEES8 

Somewhat 

agree 

“Costs are increasing while the audience is growing but there are still a lot of empty 

niches. Once they are filled, the cost of entering this market may increase 

significantly for some sponsors.” 

  

MA1 

Agree 

“Agree, but I think it’s not a question of money. I think it’s a question of acquiring 

expertise. If you start before, it’s not a question of the money that you will spend or 

save, it’s a question that you learn a lot during these moments.” 

  

MA2 

Disagree 

 “Not as soon as possible because that kind of creates the image that it is: 

Jump in without thinking. That’s what that says to me and that is the 

most dangerous and wasteful thing. Actually, I think that, as much as 
it’s getting more expensive, maybe, it’s still so much cheaper than 

doing anything with a premier football club, a European football club, 

the Olympics, and tennis, etc., so I don’t think you’ll find that big 
brands are worried about the cost increase. What big brands are 

worried about is making sure that the sponsorship is activated well, 

correctly, in the right regions, with the right ROI, sending the right 
message, and doing good for my brand, not bad for my brand. . . . 

There isn’t the expertise to be able to know what to go and challenge.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA3 

Strongly 
agree 

“2 years ago you could’ve got a mid-sized or even a top influencer for roughly 1,000$ a 

month, now they’re not even taking a call for less than 10,000$ a month. So we’re 
putting 10 or up to 20 times multiplier on several costs . . . For anyone who has still 

this grind of ‘I want to get as much possible outcome out of my money’ . . . then as 

early as possible . . . I think for all the brands that are not absolute corporate bubble 

time capsule giants, as early as possible… because now it’s still cheap . . . The earlier 

you get in the better it is. You can also tell your brand latter on, you know, 10 years 

forward, you see also a certain loyalty factor with brands. . . . By the time I have 
grandchildren there’s going to be brands that right under their flag appears 

‘Supporting gaming since 1995’ . . . Even for that reason, even if it’s small, I believe 

the involvement now is good and also there’s the other factor in terms of 
experimenting. Experimenting at a time when the stakes are low is always the smart 

thing to do. If you wait a few years, then you have to experiment with sponsorships 

that are 6 or 7 figures, then of course if the whole sponsorship goes wrong it hurts a 
lot more.” 

  

MA4 

Strongly 
agree 

“The sooner you go the better because you can take time to understand the ecosystem 

and you will see the entry price is cheaper. In 5 years’ time you will be the relevant 
brand and you'll have more knowledge than your competitors who didn’t choose to 

enter early. . . . When all their competitors or one competitor in their group is already 

involved for the past 4 to 5 years, they might struggle much more to enter the market, 
both in terms of communications and budgets.” 

  “If a brand is targeting women of 45 

years-old or more it’s not relevant, but 
if you’re targeting males between 15 

and 34, the sooner you go the better.” 

MA5 

Strongly 
agree 

“It’s going to get more expensive. If you get into a contract now you can get better 

value, you could also try to get an extension for a fixed price for year 2, 3, 4, etc. But 
I think one of the biggest assets of an esports sponsorship as of now is that you still 

get to be one of the people that helped build this space. As of now, you can still help 

support a hobby that not everyone does and thus become much more of a loved brand 
for the community than if you jump on the bandwagon later on.” 

  

MA6 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“I agree with the general idea that now is a good time to enter because it’s less 

expensive, indeed because deals are increasing so I think that’s a good part.” 

“I’m more a fan of gaining experience, gaining information, understand 

it, work with an agency, build something that’s authentic and 
resonates with fans and then enter and if you can manage that as soon 

as possible then yes. But I would say to every brand, don’t rush in 

now with a rushed plan because you think you can save money 
because then you might get actually backlash on your activation or on 

your brand, and that’s the last thing you want.” 

 

MA7 
Somewhat 

agree 

“I really believe that sponsorship costs will increase, it’s true. . . . If the brand comes 
right now it will probably get a bit lower price for one or two seasons.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 56 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether brands should start sponsoring esports as soon as possible 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Esports sponsorship costs are 

increasing 

EES1 “The sooner the better. Because the prices will just go up and up and up. The prices are already very very high right now.” 

EES2 “Yeah you could get some lower rates I guess now rather than waiting for latter.” 

EES3 “Obviously esports cost in sponsoring esports is increasing.” 

EES7 “The cost of esports is always increasing year to year. Our rates, even at [EES7], the amount that we pay our influencers, the amount that we pay our streamers, our pro-teams, it 

goes up dramatically year-by-year.” 

NEES7 “Right now is the time that a lot of brands can get into this space pretty cheap. You know, like, you don’t have to spend 5 million dollars to own a category. You can spend 200 

grand to own a category.” 

NEES8 “Costs are increasing while the audience is growing but there are still a lot of empty niches. Once they are filled, the cost of entering this market may increase significantly for 

some sponsors.” 

MA3 “2 years ago you could’ve got a mid-sized or even a top influencer for roughly 1,000$ a month, now they’re not even taking a call for less than 10,000$ a month. So we’re 

putting 10 or up to 20 times multiplier on several costs . . . For anyone who has still this grind of ‘I want to get as much possible outcome out of my money’ . . . then as early 
as possible . . . I think for all the brands that are not absolute corporate bubble time capsule giants, as early as possible… because now it’s still cheap . . . The earlier you get 

in the better it is.” 

MA4 “The sooner you go the better because . . . you will see the entry price is cheaper. . . . When all their competitors or one competitor in their group is already involved for the past 

4 to 5 years, they might struggle much more to enter the market . . . in terms of . . . budgets.” 

MA5 “It’s going to get more expensive. If you get into a contract now you can get better value, you could also try to get an extension for a fixed price for year 2, 3, 4, etc.” 

MA6 “I agree with the general idea that now is a good time to enter because it’s less expensive, indeed because deals are increasing so I think that’s a good part.” 

MA7 “I really believe that sponsorship costs will increase, it’s true. . . . If the brand comes right now it will probably get a bit lower price for one or two seasons.” 

Brands that sponsor industries 

at an early stage benefit 

from improved brand 

image 

EES2 “First mover advantages still exist in the esports space . . . . I think the bigger reason to sponsor esports now . . . it’s to show the community that you supported them from day 

one . . . Any of these cultures that haven’t been supported as much in the past and then they get popular and then everybody now wants to [laughs] support you, it’s like, 

‘where were you when I was struggling?’ Like, ‘now you just want to get something from me’. . . . The more important reason to sponsor now is the perspective of the 

community.” 

EES7 “Try to get in when you can, try to build those working relationships, and sometimes teams will kind of honour that commitment that you had to them in the start. For example, 
[EES7] sponsors a very famous pro-team called Method, which is famous in the World of Warcraft scene, and since WoW has been kind of experiencing a resurgence and a 

new growth, a lot of very very big sponsors have been trying to poach Method from [EES7] and because of our great working relationship with Method in the past they’ve 

actually agreed to take a lower rate to continue working with us just because of our brand loyalty and working with each other from the beginning.” 

NEES3 “Now there’s a great opportunity to get a strong association with esports and that can help you over time.” 

NEES7 “These esports competitions are going to keep going on for the next 5, 10 years almost indefinitely, so to start associating your brand with it early on is a good bet to hedge.” 

MA3 “You can also tell your brand latter on, you know, 10 years forward, you see also a certain loyalty factor with brands. . . . By the time I have grandchildren there’s going to be 
brands that right under their flag appears ‘Supporting gaming since 1995’ . . . Even for that reason, even if it’s small, I believe the involvement now is good.” 

MA5 “One of the biggest assets of an esports sponsorship as of now is that you still get to be one of the people that helped build this space. As of now, you can still help support a 
hobby that not everyone does and thus become much more of a loved brand for the community than if you jump on the bandwagon later on.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Sponsoring as soon as possible 
will allow brands to avoid 

heavy competition 

NEES7 “The second this thing breaks through it’s going to be unquestionable and every brand is going to want to be in there, but then there’s going to be way more competition for 
brands latter down the road.” 

Sponsoring early will provide 

a competitive advantage 

NEES5 “The reason to get in early, is because you can lockout your competition. . . . The reason to get in now is because you keep your competition out. Or you keep them further 

away.” 

MA1 “It’s a question of acquiring expertise. If you start before, it’s not a question of the money that you will spend or save, it’s a question that you learn a lot during these moments.” 

MA3 “There’s the other factor in terms of experimenting. Experimenting at a time when the stakes are low is always the smart thing to do. If you wait a few years, then you have to 
experiment with sponsorships that are 6 or 7 figures, then of course if the whole sponsorship goes wrong it hurts a lot more.” 

MA4 “The sooner you go the better because you can take time to understand the ecosystem . . . In 5 years’ time you will be the relevant brand and you'll have more knowledge than 
your competitors who didn’t choose to enter early. . . . When all their competitors or one competitor in their group is already involved for the past 4 to 5 years, they might 

struggle much more to enter the market . . . in terms of communications.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Entering early does not matter 

because sponsorship costs 
increase for everyone 

EES3 “Most of the contracts are one year, two years and when that contract finishes you need to renegotiate a new one.” 

EES4 “Your sponsorship, you pay it annually. If a post on esports increases and you joined today, good for you. Now tomorrow, it will increase and you will pay more like everyone 

else. . . . Is it a good time to sponsor esports? It is irrelevant. It makes no difference. Coca-Cola has now joined to sponsor here in Brazil, but if Coca-Cola had joined in 2012, 

they would now still pay the same cost as everyone is currently paying.” 

Sponsorship costs will not 

increase much more 

EES1 “I don’t really think that the prices will go very much higher than this. Maybe a bit but not more than 10% or 15%, because the high prizes are very high.” 

Sponsorship costs are rising 

but will never reach the 
level of popular sports 

MA2 “As much as it’s getting more expensive, maybe, it’s still so much cheaper than doing anything with a premier football club, a European football club, the Olympics, and tennis, 

etc., so I don’t think you’ll find that big brands are worried about the cost increase.” 

Brands should only sponsor 
esports when it is 

appropriate for them 

EES3 “It’s not a matter of entering the market as soon as possible. It’s a matter of entering the market when it makes sense for you. Maybe it doesn’t make sense to spend 10 thousand 
a month with a team right now, but maybe it makes sense in a few years to spend 20 thousand.” 

NEES2 “They need to find the right opportunity for them.” 

NEES4 “You need to wait and see if it applies to your model and ensure that it does.” 

MA2 “What big brands are worried about is making sure that the sponsorship is activated well, correctly, in the right regions, with the right ROI, sending the right message, and doing 

good for my brand, not bad for my brand.” 

Brands should acquire esports 

expertise before sponsoring 

EES5 “I’d say ‘Consider it but, do your research’.” 

NEES6 “Businesses should really do their research before jumping in because they could lose a lot of money.” 

MA2 “Not as soon as possible because that kind of creates the image that it is: Jump in without thinking. That’s what that says to me and that is the most dangerous and wasteful 
thing. . . . There isn’t the expertise to be able to know what to go and challenge.” 

MA6 “I’m more a fan of gaining experience, gaining information, understand it, work with an agency, build something that’s authentic and resonates with fans and then enter and if 
you can manage that as soon as possible then yes. But I would say to every brand, don’t rush in now with a rushed plan because you think you can save money because then 

you might get actually backlash on your activation or on your brand, and that’s the last thing you want.” 
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Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

How prepared the sponsor is EES1 “If you have a lot of clue, if you’ve investigated everything you can, then for sure you should go into now because it will just get more expensive. . . . If you have no clue then 
you should wait, if you have a clue then you should do it. . . . If they don’t have a clue then I would strongly disagree, I think it’s very stupid to be fair, to be a part of it if you 

don’t have a clue because if you don’t have a clue you will also burn the money because you don’t know what you should get out of this partnership or sponsorship and that 

would not be beneficial.” 

The sponsor’s target audience EES5 “It’s got to be the right audience and it’s got to be the right demographic that you’re looking to target. If you think fighting games, for example, just because it’s available and 

it’s cheap it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the audience that you want to target.” 

NEES5 “You should only get into esports if it reaches the audience you want to go after. That has to be the first and foremost thing that you’re looking at.” 

MA4 “If a brand is targeting women of 45 years-old or more it’s not relevant, but if you’re targeting males between 15 and 34, the sooner you go the better.” 

Type of brand NEES3 “I agree if you really have a place in esports as a brand.” 

NEES7 “As long as your brand has . . . a relevancy to sponsoring this tournament. The cheese example, cheese does not work for esports.” 

The sponsor’s economic status NEES1 “It is always a question of your return. If your return on investments is rising, then you can wait. It could make sense to invest right now, but it could also make sense to invest 

in the future.” 

The sponsorship strategy NEES3 “If you are able to create an appealing story.” 

NEES6 “If your brand speaks to esports well.” 

NEES7 “As long as your brand has a purpose . . . to sponsoring this tournament.” 

How esports grow EES3 “Depends on the growth of those teams and the growth of the ecosystem and everything.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.4.4. H3c – Create relevant-added value (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 46 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “When sponsoring esports, sponsors should create relevant-

added value and develop sustainable marketing strategies (for example: present relevant 

advertisements to fans, provide relevant content to fans, focus on storytelling, support tournaments 

and pro-players, perform product trial, promote good practice and integrity, and promote gaming's 

acceptance)” and asking them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The 

closed-ended answer options were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, 

“Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 100% (i.e. n = 

22/22) of experts expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 46 

Experts’ opinion on whether esports sponsors should create relevant-added value 

 
 

Table 57 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “When sponsoring esports, 

sponsors should create relevant-added value and develop sustainable marketing strategies (for 

example: present relevant advertisements to fans, provide relevant content to fans, focus on 

storytelling, support tournaments and pro-players, perform product trial, promote good practice and 

integrity, and promote gaming's acceptance)”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 22 experts 

provided arguments in favour of the statement, three provided arguments against the statement, and 

one indicated that it depends. Afterwards, Table 58 thematically categorizes the most important of 

these quotes. 
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Table 57 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsors should create relevant-added value 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

agree 

“It is very very important to focus on storytelling, to create relevant content to the fans, because the problem right now is that, as a fan, you have a lot 
of things going on your feet. You’re just scrolling down, scrolling down on social media, you’re not really paying attention. You need to create 

something that actually catches their eyes. . . . The fans are getting a lot of different things all the time and you need to be more unique and be able 

to tell something new, because otherwise you will just bore them and you don’t want that to happen because then they will not buy your products.” 

  

EES2 

Strongly 
agree 

“If you’re not benefiting the community by the result of your brand being included in the space, you should not be in it. Gamers require that brands 

enhance the experience . . . Content is king. That’s how Optic Gaming, Hector Rodriguez, built his following through a content strategy. . . . I 
think the perspective from the brands should not be ‘I just want to get awareness’. It needs to be ‘I need to benefit this community, and as a result, 

I will receive awareness’. . . . Many brands will be blacklisted and earn a decreased brand image by sponsoring esports if they do not improve the 

experiences of the gaming community as a result of their sponsorship. . . . If you can give me content that is unique, that adds value, that is 
entertaining, informative, all of that, I’m going to be watching it, and then I’m going to become a fan of you. So now I’m engaged and that’s going 

to create other benefits. . . . Content should be a pillar of every single strategy. . . . If a brand is going into the space for their benefit only, they will 

be rejected. . . . This is the most important piece of esports sponsorship.” 

  

EES3 

Strongly 

agree 

“You need to create a story behind that sponsorship. For example, one of the things that we are going to have in Spain in 2020 is that we are going to 

sponsor a team called Team Existence which is very big in Spain and we sponsored them 15 years ago when basically no one was around and now 

they are coming back pretty intensely these past few months. So it’s a storytelling of bringing back that sponsorship and bringing back those 
beginnings to a new one, it’s a great story, and I definitely agree that those type of ideas need to be incentivised.” 

  

EES4 

Agree 

“I sponsor paiN because paiN takes care of the creative side. I sponsor TSM because it takes care of the creative side. FaZe Station also makes some 

videos for us. Like, it's fun, viralizing content that people want to watch. Simply, that's how it is. The return you get for putting a logo on shirt is… 
depending… if it's in a very mature market it may even have some return, in most markets around the world it's zero. It gives no return.” 

  

EES5 

Strongly 
agree 

“You should definitely look to be relevant and… I think integrity and good practice is definitely required . . . Just make it unique. So we did a really 

good sponsorship between traditional sports and esports, so we did football player VS CS:GO player and that did really well because it brought in 
a new audience engaged with traditional sports that used one of their favourite players, so they didn’t feel isolated by esports, they felt like it was 

something they already knew and it brought in, and they combined really well, so it’s finding combinations and unique activations that allow you 

to be memorable because, like anything, if you’re not memorable it doesn’t matter what you sponsor.” 

  

EES6 

Strongly 

agree 

“You should have a plan to make your investment the most value-packed possible.”   

EES7 

Agree 

“The audience for esports is the youth, right? And I would say today’s youth is very very aware, I would say they’re very smart in regards to 

traditional advertisement. You know, it’s not like the past where they see an infomercial and they’re sold right? A lot of the youth has… they’re 

very capable of doing their own research, seeing what brands are the best, etc. and so, just because you have your name tagged on to a tier 1 
organization doesn’t necessarily guarantee that those people are going to go and buy your product or go with your company. You still have to 

make relevant content, great pieces. A lot of the consumers are very against shilling. Like if you have someone that’s just directly trying very hard 

to sell you their product or promote it, they’re very aware of that. They can tell, they’ll spam Twitch chat, making fun of you for that. And so you 

really have to focus on a good storytelling, you have to make a piece that’s very engaging, that’s very organic, something that won’t alarm the 

consumer and throw them off right away.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES1 

Agree 

“It always makes sense to create something that is relevant for both the community and the fans, and it is always better to do so. . . . If you do 

anything, then do it relevantly.” 

“There may also be the strategy of just 

using esports for awareness purposes. 
For instance, putting your logo 

somewhere in the game, and then 

there is no need for content. If you 

only need awareness there could be no 

need for content.” 

“Depends 

on what 
you 

want.” 

NEES2 
Strongly 

agree 

“Telling interesting stories, we feel that makes [NEES2] more relevant and helps our brand image among those different target audiences. . . . Our 
approach in sports and esports is really around how we use our technology to add value to the ecosystem. So for our Cloud9 sponsorship we’re 

creating performance technologies that help to make them better but in other things we’ve looked at how we can help stakeholders engage with 

their fans better. . . . We’re not just going to throw our name on the jersey and call it a day. It’s really around adding value to the ecosystem 
whether that’s with the fans, the teams, the leagues, etc.” 

  

NEES3 

Strongly 
agree 

“Just slapping your logo somewhere will probably not lead to amazing marketing KPI. . . . If you’re authentic and people have a feeling that you 

really care about esports, that you want to be a part of it, this is very appreciated. Vice-versa, if this is just seen as a cheap marketing stunt, then 
you can face quite a lot of resistance, especially in the social media space. And that’s definitely something you don’t want to. . . . The sponsorship 

just gives you access and within that access you have to find the right added-values that you create in order to bring people closer to your brand. . . 

. It’s very important to have events to get people together so they get the opportunity to get their hands on your product, to open up to the audience 
personally. . . . We always talk about fast and smooth, and how we always have the latest specs, the latest processors, and most RAM, etc. And, as 

we talk about performance being connected to esports, gives us a chance to tell a performance story, because you have competing people, you 

strive for the best results, you need the best hardware. So this is a very coherent story.” 

  

NEES4 

Strongly 

agree 

“There is no question about that. And that’s why I say that you don’t need to sponsor everything. Even if you have an unlimited budget. Better focus 

and get it right. As you say, the proper storytelling. Even we don’t get it right quite a few times. But yeah, definitely have an approach, a strategy, 

yeah. . . . You could be hosting esports events with VR only and advertise it this way.” 

  

NEES5 

Agree 

“I think because of who this audience is, being young and very social, I think you have to try to do it right and conform a little bit to what their 

expectations are versus just blatantly advertising to them. . . . When you get in, do something special to the audience so they don’t think you’re 

just coming in there and interloping on them.” 

“It’s not going to be everything, but I do 

see it becoming more and more like 

traditional sports, than leaving it all on 

its own in kind of this separate thing 

where you have to do stuff special to 

this audience.” 

 

NEES6 

Strongly 

agree 

“Within this market there is a fear of unauthenticity. So you have to go in with a very different mind-set. More or less, you help your player or team 

grow and they will help you grow, not the other way around. For instance, we take our players or content creators that we work with and set them 

up with meetups at conventions. We help them grow. That would be that added value that there’s an authentic nature to it and you’re helping that 
person and they’re helping you.” 

  

NEES7 

Strongly 
agree 

“Gamers will see right through anything that does not have a purpose for being there. And that’s the other thing too about gaming that I think brands 

don’t fully comprehend, is that gamers just care about the game. . . . Anything that doesn’t fit into that narrative is just a distraction and the gamer 
will react adversely to your brand if it doesn’t have a purpose there. . . . Relevancy is incredibly important here . . . If you know you’re going to 

have someone in esports sitting down and watching a 3 hour tournament, you should think about what is your message at the beginning of that 

tournament and how is it different by the time you get to the end of that tournament. To tell a more robust story.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES8 

Strongly 
agree 

“A ‘logo on a t-shirt’ is the easiest way to waste money if it's not followed up by other relevant activities.”   

MA1 

Strongly 
agree 

“It’s not a question of brand awareness, etc. it’s a question of relevant connections with your audience. So if you’re not doing something relevant 

you’re done. . . . I think that the most relevant is to create a story and to explain it to them.” 

  

MA2 

Strongly 
agree 

“We’re entering into an age where advertising doesn’t work and content does work, so therefore it is even more important than it’s ever been to 

create content that people want to watch that your brand is associated with more so than simply sponsoring a team or a championship, or doing an 
advert at the halftime show and things like that.” 

  

MA3 

Agree 

“I hate the old-school logo for cash kind of principle. . . . For brands that are determined to have an investment in esports, create a name, stick along, 

etc. . . . Present relevant advertisement to fans, that is something I consider good content effectiveness of sponsoring, so yes they need to do that. 
That’s imperative . . . You support something you believe is beneficial for the industry . . . You can also benefit and add value by expanding 

esports because often the brands have a further regional reach than the general esports organizations. . . . Adaptation of products, pushing esports 

forward, longer time commitment, using their networks . . . 100% sponsors should have that in their strategy.” 

“I have to divide for the sponsors that 

cycle through various industries and 
sometimes gaming is just on the 

agenda. But it might next month not 

be on the agenda and they focus back 
to, I don’t know, skateboarding.” 

 

MA4 

Strongly 
agree 

“It’s important to understand the audience, talk the same language, etc. and bring value to the fans, yeah, definitely.”   

MA5 

Strongly 
agree 

“This is the generation that invented the ad-blocker, so your logo by itself isn’t going to do much for your brand. Pringles and Mercedes-Benz both 

have had esports-targeted commercials and the reception has been great because fans say ‘Ok, they made the effort to approach us with something 
that’s relevant to us’. My favourite example was Snickers. They sponsored ELEAGUE, and normally you just have these regular highlight reels of 

the best plays that someone put their logo on, which doesn’t do much for the brand. But what Snickers did is, as a reference to their campaign 

‘You’re not you when you’re hungry’, instead of having the best plays they showed the worst plays, the fails. And I think that’s an excellent idea 
because it gave fans something fresh, but also something that was directly related to their brand.” 

  

MA6 

Strongly 
agree 

“One of the benefits I mainly see with esports is that it’s a more authentic way of reaching these fans. It allows for more storytelling, it allows for 

something that they care about, so by adding value as a brand you create a very positive brand message and therefore very strong positive feelings 
with the fans so it resonates with them. They don’t hate it like a general ad . . . This is exactly what a sponsor should be looking to create. 

Something that’s relevant and adds value to the fans and resonates with them, and then you can have success.” 

  

MA7 
Strongly 

agree 

“If you want to just place a logo you will have very low engagement, you will have very low results and everything. And definitely if you want to 
benefit from the activities around esports you need to go as deep as possible. Activation campaigns, targeted advertisement with a specific 

message, you need to create partnerships with influencers, etc. And yeah, you are talking here about the promotion of good practice and integrity 

and gaming acceptance, this is great. The brands which will get more into this, will get the most from their investments in esports. . . . Some 
brands might want to partner with games. Some brands are doing this, these crossovers. This is very true for car brands like Porsche and others. 

This is a very important thing. And also what I also think that companies should do is use esports for social responsibility purposes by doing 

something around esports, promoting games, using the games for good values. These things have started to develop but it’s not developed much 

yet. I think this is something companies should think about.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 

 



395 

 

Table 58 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether sponsors should create relevant-added value and develop sustainable marketing strategies 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Traditional sponsorships are 

not effective in esports 

EES4 “The return you get for putting a logo on shirt is… depending… if it's in a very mature market it may even have some return, in most markets around the world it's zero. It gives 

no return.” 

EES7 “The audience for esports is the youth, right? And I would say today’s youth is very very aware, I would say they’re very smart in regards to traditional advertisement. You 

know, it’s not like the past where they see an infomercial and they’re sold right? A lot of the youth has… they’re very capable of doing their own research, seeing what 

brands are the best, etc. and so, just because you have your name tagged on to a tier 1 organization doesn’t necessarily guarantee that those people are going to go and buy 
your product or go with your company. . . . A lot of the consumers are very against shilling. Like if you have someone that’s just directly trying very hard to sell you their 

product or promote it, they’re very aware of that. They can tell, they’ll spam Twitch chat, making fun of you for that.” 

NEES3 “Just slapping your logo somewhere will probably not lead to amazing marketing KPI. . . . If this is just seen as a cheap marketing stunt, then you can face quite a lot of 
resistance, especially in the social media space. And that’s definitely something you don’t want to.” 

NEES5 “Because of who this audience is, being young and very social . . . When you get in, do something special to the audience so they don’t think you’re just coming in there and 

interloping on them.” 

NEES7 “Gamers will see right through anything that does not have a purpose for being there. And that’s the other thing too about gaming that I think brands don’t fully comprehend, is 

that gamers just care about the game. . . . Anything that doesn’t fit into that narrative is just a distraction and the gamer will react adversely to your brand if it doesn’t have a 

purpose there.” 

NEES8 “A ‘logo on a t-shirt’ is the easiest way to waste money if it's not followed up by other relevant activities.” 

MA2 “We’re entering into an age where advertising doesn’t work and . . . [creating relevant-added value is more important] than simply sponsoring a team or a championship, or 

doing an advert at the halftime show and things like that.” 

MA3 “I hate the old-school logo for cash kind of principle.” 

MA5 “This is the generation that invented the ad-blocker, so your logo by itself isn’t going to do much for your brand.” 

MA7 “If you want to just place a logo you will have very low engagement, you will have very low results and everything.” 

Sponsors must have a 

consumer-oriented mind-

set 

EES2 “The perspective from the brands should not be ‘I just want to get awareness’. It needs to be ‘I need to benefit this community, and as a result, I will receive awareness’.” 

NEES6 “Within this market there is a fear of unauthenticity. So you have to go in with a very different mind-set. More or less, you help your player or team grow and they will help you 

grow, not the other way around.” 

MA1 “It’s not a question of brand awareness, etc. it’s a question of relevant connections with your audience.” 

MA4 “It’s important to understand the audience, talk the same language.” 

Esports fans expect sponsors 
to bring relevant-added 

value 

EES2 “If you’re not benefiting the community by the result of your brand being included in the space, you should not be in it. Gamers require that brands enhance the experience . . . 
Many brands will be blacklisted and earn a decreased brand image by sponsoring esports if they do not improve the experiences of the gaming community as a result of their 

sponsorship. . . . If a brand is going into the space for their benefit only, they will be rejected. . . . This is the most important piece of esports sponsorship.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

It is vital to create relevant-
added value 

EES1 “It is very very important to . . . create relevant content to the fans.” 

EES2 “Content is king. That’s how Optic Gaming, Hector Rodriguez, built his following through a content strategy.” 

EES4 “I sponsor paiN because paiN takes care of the creative side. I sponsor TSM because it takes care of the creative side. FaZe Station also makes some videos for us.” 

EES5 “You should definitely look to be relevant.” 

EES6 “You should have a plan to make your investment the most value-packed possible.” 

EES7 “You still have to make relevant content, great pieces.” 

NEES1 “It always makes sense to create something that is relevant for both the community and the fans, and it is always better to do so. . . . If you do anything, then do it relevantly.” 

NEES2 ”Our approach in sports and esports is really around how we use our technology to add value to the ecosystem. So for our Cloud9 sponsorship we’re creating performance 

technologies that help to make them better but in other things we’ve looked at how we can help stakeholders engage with their fans better. . . . We’re not just going to throw 

our name on the jersey and call it a day. It’s really around adding value to the ecosystem whether that’s with the fans, the teams, the leagues, etc.” 

NEES3 “The sponsorship just gives you access and within that access you have to find the right added-values that you create in order to bring people closer to your brand.” 

NEES4 “There is no question about that. And that’s why I say that you don’t need to sponsor everything. Even if you have an unlimited budget. Better focus and get it right.” 

NEES5 “Because of who this audience is, being young and very social, I think you have to try to do it right and conform a little bit to what their expectations are versus just blatantly 
advertising to them. . . . When you get in, do something special to the audience.” 

NEES6 “Within this market there is a fear of unauthenticity. So you have to go in with a very different mind-set. More or less, you help your player or team grow and they will help you 

grow, not the other way around. For instance, we take our players or content creators that we work with and set them up with meetups at conventions. We help them grow. 
That would be that added value that there’s an authentic nature to it and you’re helping that person and they’re helping you.” 

NEES7 “Relevancy is incredibly important here . . . If you know you’re going to have someone in esports sitting down and watching a 3 hour tournament, you should think about what 

is your message at the beginning of that tournament and how is it different by the time you get to the end of that tournament. To tell a more robust story.” 

MA1 “If you’re not doing something relevant you’re done.” 

MA2 “Content does work, so therefore it is even more important than it’s ever been to create content that people want to watch that your brand is associated with.” 

MA3 “For brands that are determined to have an investment in esports, create a name, stick along, etc. . . . Present relevant advertisement to fans, that is something I consider good 
content effectiveness of sponsoring, so yes they need to do that. That’s imperative . . . You support something you believe is beneficial for the industry . . . 100% sponsors 

should have that in their strategy.” 

MA4 “It’s important to . . . bring value to the fans, yeah, definitely.” 

MA6 “This is exactly what a sponsor should be looking to create. Something that’s relevant and adds value to the fans and resonates with them, and then you can have success.” 

MA7 “If you want to benefit from the activities around esports you need to go as deep as possible.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Sponsors should present 
esports-related 

advertisements 

MA4 “Present relevant advertisement to fans, that is something I consider good content effectiveness of sponsoring.” 

MA5 “Pringles and Mercedes-Benz both have had esports-targeted commercials and the reception has been great . . . My favourite example was Snickers. They sponsored 

ELEAGUE, and normally you just have these regular highlight reels of the best plays that someone put their logo on, which doesn’t do much for the brand. But what 

Snickers did is, as a reference to their campaign ‘You’re not you when you’re hungry’, instead of having the best plays they showed the worst plays, the fails. And I think 
that’s an excellent idea because it gave fans something fresh, but also something that was directly related to their brand.” 

MA7 “Targeted advertisement with a specific message.” 

Sponsors should focus on 
storytelling 

EES1 “It is very very important to focus on storytelling.” 

EES3 “You need to create a story behind that sponsorship. For example, one of the things that we are going to have in Spain in 2020 is that we are going to sponsor a team called 

Team Existence which is very big in Spain and we sponsored them 15 years ago when basically no one was around and now they are coming back pretty intensely these past 

few months. So it’s a storytelling of bringing back that sponsorship and bringing back those beginnings to a new one, it’s a great story, and I definitely agree that those type 
of ideas need to be incentivised.” 

EES7 “You really have to focus on a good storytelling, you have to make a piece that’s very engaging, that’s very organic, something that won’t alarm the consumer and throw them 

off right away.” 

NEES2 “Telling interesting stories, we feel that makes [NEES2] more relevant and helps our brand image among those different target audiences.” 

NEES3 “We always talk about fast and smooth, and how we always have the latest specs, the latest processors, and most RAM, etc. And, as we talk about performance being connected 

to esports, gives us a chance to tell a performance story, because you have competing people, you strive for the best results, you need the best hardware. So this is a very 
coherent story.” 

NEES4 “Even if you have an unlimited budget. Better focus and get it right. As you say, the proper storytelling.” 

NEES7 “Tell a more robust story.” 

MA1 “The most relevant is to create a story and to explain it to them.” 

Sponsors should support 

tournaments and pro-
players 

NEES6 “You help your player or team grow . . . we take our players or content creators that we work with and set them up with meetups at conventions. We help them grow. That 

would be that added value . . . you’re helping that person.” 

Sponsors should perform 

product trial 

NEES3 “It’s very important to have events to get people together so they get the opportunity to get their hands on your product, to open up to the audience personally.” 

Sponsors should promote 

good practice and integrity 

MA7 “You are talking here about the promotion of good practice and integrity . . . this is great. The brands which will get more into this, will get the most from their investments in 

esports.” 

Sponsors should promote 
gaming’s acceptance 

MA7 “You are talking here about . . . gaming acceptance, this is great. The brands which will get more into this, will get the most from their investments in esports.” 

Sponsors should focus on 

being unique 

EES1 “The fans are getting a lot of different things all the time and you need to be more unique and be able to tell something new, because otherwise you will just bore them and you 

don’t want that to happen because then they will not buy your products.” 

EES5 “Just make it unique. So we did a really good sponsorship between traditional sports and esports, so we did football player VS CS:GO player and that did really well because it 

brought in a new audience engaged with traditional sports that used one of their favourite players, so they didn’t feel isolated by esports, they felt like it was something they 

already knew and it brought in, and they combined really well, so it’s finding combinations and unique activations.” 
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Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Other tactics of creating 
relevant-added value 

NEES4 “You could be hosting esports events with VR only and advertise it this way.” 

MA3 “You can also benefit and add value by expanding esports because often the brands have a further regional reach than the general esports organizations. . . . Adaptation of 

products, pushing esports forward, longer time commitment, using their networks.” 

MA7 “You need to create partnerships with influencers, etc. . . . Some brands might want to partner with games. Some brands are doing this, these crossovers. This is very true for car 
brands like Porsche and others. This is a very important thing. And also what I also think that companies should do is use esports for social responsibility purposes by doing 

something around esports, promoting games, using the games for good values. These things have started to develop but it’s not developed much yet. I think this is something 

companies should think about.” 

It shows that the sponsor cares NEES3 ”If you’re authentic and people have a feeling that you really care about esports, that you want to be a part of it, this is very appreciated.” 

MA5 “Fans say ‘Ok, they made the effort to approach us with something that’s relevant to us’.” 

It enhances the sponsor’s 
authenticity 

MA6 “One of the benefits I mainly see with esports is that it’s a more authentic way of reaching these fans.” 

It creates strong positive 

feelings among the fans 

MA6 “By adding value as a brand you create a very positive brand message and therefore very strong positive feelings with the fans so it resonates with them. They don’t hate it like a 

general ad.” 

It grabs the fans’ attention EES1 “It is very very important . . . because the problem right now is that, as a fan, you have a lot of things going on your feet. You’re just scrolling down, scrolling down on social 

media, you’re not really paying attention. You need to create something that actually catches their eyes.” 

EES2 “If you can give me content that is unique, that adds value, that is entertaining, informative, all of that, I’m going to be watching it, and then I’m going to become a fan of you. 
So now I’m engaged and that’s going to create other benefits. . . . Content should be a pillar of every single strategy.” 

EES4 “It's fun, viralizing content that people want to watch. Simply, that's how it is.” 

EES5 “[It’s about finding strategies] that allow you to be memorable because, like anything, if you’re not memorable it doesn’t matter what you sponsor.” 

It brings the fans closer to the 

brand 

NEES3 “You have to find the right added-values that you create in order to bring people closer to your brand.” 

 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Sponsors do not need to add 

value if they just want 

awareness 

NEES1 “There may also be the strategy of just using esports for awareness purposes. For instance, putting your logo somewhere in the game, and then there is no need for content. If 

you only need awareness there could be no need for content.” 

Esports sponsorships will 

become more like regular 
sports sponsorships 

NEES5 “It’s not going to be everything, but I do see it becoming more and more like traditional sports, than leaving it all on its own in kind of this separate thing where you have to do 

stuff special to this audience.” 

Some sponsors do not have 

time to add value 

MA3 “I have to divide for the sponsors that cycle through various industries and sometimes gaming is just on the agenda. But it might next month not be on the agenda and they focus 

back to, I don’t know, skateboarding.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

The sponsor’s goals NEES1 “Depends on what you want.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.4.5. H3c – Create relevant-added value (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 47 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you think esports sponsors should try to bring value to esports and improve the 

esports industry?” The response options to this closed-ended question were “Yes. Sponsors should 

try to bring value and improve the esports industry (for example, present more relevant 

advertisements and content for fans, support pro-players, promote good practices, etc.)” and “No. 

Besides the monetary exchange, they should only focus on advertising their brands”. 

 

Figure 47 

Fans’ opinion on whether sponsors should bring relevant-added value to the esports industry 

 
 

Figure 48 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “What should esports sponsors do to bring value and improve the esports industry? 

(Select all that apply)” The response options to this closed-ended question were: “Present fans with 

more interesting and esports-related advertisements”, “Provide fans with interesting esports-related 

content (for example, interviews with pro-players, entertaining challenges, esports news and 

insights, etc.)”, “Focus on the stories of pro-players (for example, create videos showing the 

obstacles that each pro-player had to face)”, “Support tournaments and pro-players (this does not 

include the standard monetary exchange, it includes things like creating training facilities for pro-

players, providing tournament organizers with places to organize their events, etc.)”, “Perform 

product trial during esports tournaments”, “Promote good practice and integrity”, “Promote 

gaming’s acceptance”, and “Other”. This was a contingency question to the filter item “Do you 

think esports sponsors should try to bring value to esports and improve the esports industry?” and 

only those who answered “Yes. Sponsors should try to bring value and improve the esports 

industry (for example, present more relevant advertisements and content for fans, support pro-

players, promote good practices, etc.)” were able to fill it out. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

B 

A. Sponsors should bring relevant-added value to 

the esports industry (85.1%; 𝑛 = 4,800) 

B. Besides the monetary exchange, sponsors should 

only focus on advertising their brands (14.9%; 𝑛 = 

838) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Figure 48 

Fans’ opinion on how sponsors should bring relevant-added value to the esports industry 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 51 fans who provided answers connected to the main strategy of creating relevant-added 

value. Table 59 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

Table 59 

Fan quotes supporting the strategy of creating relevant-added value 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Sponsors should go beyond simple logo placements  

“Sponsors shouldn’t just be throwing money at something and expecting to get there logo on something. They should be 

interacting with things to make the community a better place.” 

64 

“Sponsors should be more invested into the esports community. More than just a here’s some money out my name on it kinda 

deal.” 

67 

“Sponsors could have responsibility in the development of the player/team. A lot of pro gamers have very low external 
marketability. The sponsor could help them with that. For example, instead of Nike making Tiger play in a golf pro am, 

have Corsair sponsor a ‘Pro-Am’ equivalent raid with method raiders. Not sure if that's the best example, but something 

like that. Buy a Corsair accessory, enter for a chance to raid with Sco as your tank etc.” 

72 

“Non-endemic sponsors need to try to get their names/brands featured in active ways. Simply sponsoring orgs will get people 

to ignore them.” 

124 

“Advertisers could do better.” 159 

“I would prefer it be better done.” 191 

“Just throwing the name out there and seeing the monitor won't do anything. There are already so many computer brands out 

there, how are you any different?” 

199 

“I think esport sponsors would do better if they acted like they knew anything about the video game instead of just treating it 

like another screen to slap some default ads onto.” 

227 

“I feel like it would be a very neat idea for sponsors to be active in esports beyond the conventional sponsorship with money.” 266 

“I care more about esports sponsors than traditional sports sponsors because the esports sponsors are adding value to 

something I care about. Basketball sponsorships do not influence me at all, but I have made multiple purchasing decisions 

in favor of companies that are involved in games I enjoy.” 

284 

0 1000 2000 3000 4000

Other 

(2.7%; 𝑛 = 129) 

Promote gaming’s acceptance 

(75.3%; 𝑛 = 3,615) 

Promote good practice and integrity 

(73.7%; 𝑛 = 3,538) 

Perform product trial during esports tournaments 

(27.3%; 𝑛 = 1,312) 

Support tournaments and pro-playersª 

(77.3%; 𝑛 = 3,708) 

Focus on storytelling 

(49.7%; 𝑛 = 2,387) 

Provide esports-related content 

(74.9%; 𝑛 = 3,597) 

Present esports-related advertisements 

(58.6%; 𝑛 = 2,812) 

No. of esports fans that wish 

sponsors would apply the strategy 
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Note. N = 5,638; n = 4,800; No answer = 838. This was a multiple response question. 
a This does not include the standard contractual monetary exchange. 
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Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

“I believe esports sponsors should support the sport. If the sponsors are there only for the money, it doesnt really help esports 

that much in terms of popularity and acceptance.” 

292 

“Esports needs to evolve to become more interactive and interesting.” 405 

“Due to abuse in other media, I use ad blocking programs. This prevents many ads from displaying in the usual places, such as 
during event streams.” 

413 

“Companies need to invest in the fans/culture to be successful.” 427 

“Big sponsors like Audi, its nice that they support esport. but they are just ‘there’ they dont do something special. its nice to 
see such a big brand supporting esport. but like i said, they are have just their logo on a tshirt. nothing special at all.” 

441 

“As someone who watches also sports I think esports should stop trying to copy the way professional sports work and should 

go their own way with sponsors and everything because I do not think it works as well in gaming.” 

450 

“Airing TV ads on a twitch stream is a sure way to make me not buy a single product from a sponsor. I don't watch TV to 

avoid adds, I'll vote with my money when i see awful adverts running through my tourneys.” 

461 

“Advertisers need to understand that traditional marketing won't translate as well into this space.” 462 

Support tournaments and pro-players  

“We need to add more developmental measures in place, in order to promote growth in the average player’s skill set. We also 

need to make sure that people are educated on how to use gaming and e-sports effectively, to better their lives, rather than 
let them destroy themselves with addiction and the like.” 

14 

“Biggest things I would like to see are . . . 2: proper protection of esports players and adequate compensation for their work.” 36 

“The question regarding how many brands sponsor a tournament or anything I don't care if it's one or many as long as they 
have a hand in the tournament besides just slapping their name on it.” 

41 

“Sponsors should help bring attention to tournaments outside of the single big event of the year for an esports.” 66 

“Sponsors should be able to . . . support a team, tournament, or organization.” 68 

“I wish that brands would fund tournaments and really engage and cooperate with them.”  203 

“I hope sponsors can find a way to support pro player's mental health, as well as unionisation.” 253 

“I feel very strongly about having a regulating body for esports/streamers there need to be more rules in place so that players 
do not get screwed over so often.” 

262 

 “How cool would that be to hear a professional League of Legends team going to train at a SteelSeries Arena for skirmishes? I 

think that would be cool and would definitely make more esports viewers comfortable with sponsorships if they knew they 

were actively providing secondary resources to esport athletes!!!” 

266 

“I don't love sponsors, nor feel any fondness for them and in fact almost always mute, skip past, or just-plain ignore whatever 

their messaging is . . . I noted Geico was something I felt positive about because it was merely neat that they, a reputable 
‘real’ company, ‘got it’ that esports is something worth sponsoring and they indeed were helping enable one of my favorite 

pros to continue streaming.” 

273 

“How sponsors help smaller e-sports create their own tournaments.” 303 

“Helping the orgs maybe? Making new orgs grow and giving them the ability to support more players better.” 311 

“If you are advertising frozen pizzas and you show up with enough for everyone at my local weekly tournament (or rather set 

up a deal with our organizer) I'll buy your frozen pizza over any other brand and it will bring tears of joy to my eye to think 
about your kindness. You subvert our events and put unnecessary pressure on how we present ourself and I'll resent your 

brand. I do love the support we receive and it could even influence a big purchase like a car for me. But I'm more likely to 

connect with the add on a small purchase if you offer a top quality product targeted at the community (not industry).” 

408 

Promote gaming’s acceptance  

“Sponsors should be able to . . . help increase viewership by marketing awareness of the game or team they sponsor outside of 

esports events, so that it(esports) loses the general stigma it has in the public’s eye.” 

68 

 “Also possible avenue to better mainstream understanding/ acceptance.” 69 

 “Just everything that improves esports in general. Especially creating a positive view from society to esports.” 203 

“I believe sponsors and esports in general should somehow make esports more interesting, easily accessible, and accepted in 
the general public.” 

289 

 “Promoting video games as a sport and hobby from these sponsors would be important. Change the views of the public when 

it comes to video games.” 

293 

“I think that if brands took more initiative to do stories on players and the games themselves it would make them more 

relatable and people would see it’s not all the stereotypes of ‘skinny white male with no friends school shooter’ or ‘fat 
neckbeard dude in his 30s living in their moms basement’.” 

312 

“Brands should try to push for esports to become mainstream (televised matches, commercials featuring pro players, etc.).” 

 

439 
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Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Provide esports-related content  

“Biggest things I would like to see are 1:franchised skins for games (ie. a run of dragonballz skins for various league of 

legends characters sponsored by funimation).” 

36 

“Be involved by sponsoring specific things such as the StateFarm analyst desk (least effort) . . . or even creating content 
RedBull's videos/articles about OG (most effort).” 

124 

“Most interesting interaction I've 'seen' regarding sponsor interaction was twitch's biggest WoW streamer Asmongold setting 

up a Classic Tournament with their aid. Sponsors not just adding to something but actually enabling it is not just very 
memorable but also fosters a lot of good will.” 

158 

“I love Starcraft 2 and would love to see it on things I buy (like drinks). Any time I see the name of a game I love on 

something like that I buy it every chance I get even if I hate the drink or flavor itself.” 

243 

“HyperX and Betway are 2 examples of sponsors who create enjoyable content with the players showing their understanding 

of the culture of Esports and the consumption of the content within it.” 

300 

“Giving people in game items is the best way to get people to notice you. I ignore adverts, but when they give you an in game 
item I actually become interested and will visit a page or click on a link. Tf2 hats or overwatch skins will work.” 

384 

“Brands creating non-promotional content for a game (eg. Play breakdowns, teamfight analysis) is one of the most impressive 

things a brand can do, and will instantly gain my respect. If they create something to contribute to the community instead of 
just selling a product, I’m far more likely to look at/buy their products. It shows they care about the community instead of 

just their own monetary gain. A company gaming channel that makes meaningful content is arguably more important to my 

brand perception than the actual product.” 

440 

Promote good practice and integrity  

“I believe that with better overall behaviour and support from sponshorship the esports scene will grow slowly but steadily.” 287 

Present esports-related advertisements  

“Creating specific ads alongside the organization.” 124 

“Creative I've seen around eSports (t-mobile's twitch ads come to mind) is subpar. The most effective marketing I've seen in 

eSports was Mountain's Dew sponsorship of the GSL. Tastosis were given cans + the branding was everywhere on displays 
and behind the players, so the casters commented on it quite consistently.” 

202 

 “I do like Geico's creative commercials, but I'm not racing to learn more about them, I just appreciate the vote of confidence 

they've given esports, and their commitment to try to soften their kidnapping of your time whenever they do run ads via 
their usually creative and charming ads.” 

273 

“During the recent LoL world finals, Axe had a deodorant advert and it's the first one I've seen to mix a normal world product 

with an esports crowd correctly.” 

411 

Focus on storytelling  

 “The inclusivity of players of all ages and cultures in professional gaming is so cool to me and I love the diversity, especially 

with the game Overwatch itself. There is a lot of representation and I think large brands can find something to do a story 
about and promote it, not necessarily to just the gaming community but to everyone else in the general community.” 

312 

Perform product trial  

“In my opinion, sponsors should have more interactions with different players at LAN/events. And thus promote their 
products. Commercials are not really an effective way anymore even if it looks flashy, ‘gamers’ just want a feel for it 

before we buy it. Be it cars or desktop.” 

189 

Promote gender equality  

“Sponsors may also potentially help with the gender disparity in esports.” 69 

“Role of Esports sponsors in recognizing sociocultural impacts of a male dominated field, and how Esports sponsors might 

better integrate anymore accepting place for non male players.” 

88 

Other  

“Most non gaming related sponsors feel out of place most of the time. Toyota for example, I don't think many people watching 

esports are in the position to buy a new car based on age factor alone. I feel that food and drink sponsors would do the best, 
or something more along the lines of the demographic which seems to be males in the 14-30 range. Marketing is focused on 

relating to people in feel good moments to associate that brand with them. Esports sponsors should target moments that a 

younger male would experience and be happy about, not just them playing video games. Maybe oh you're sharing a coke on 
your first date, or going to a certain restaurant after your college graduation, or just other general things people in the 

demographic are using or doing. As someone with a BBA and at least decent knowledge behind the main concepts of 
marketing as a whole, any non gaming related esport sponsors have a lot of room to improve.” 

157 

“I would still very much like for the sponsors to be more invested in and connected to the video game industry itself.” 204 

“I think there are some really unique sponsorship/partnerships occurring right now. US Air Force + Cloud9 and Nike + Furia 
are a couple of interesting ones.” 

212 

“I really like how the ‘Overwatch League’ incorporate their sponsors.” 231 
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Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

“Make the sponsorships/ads less repetitive.” 247 

“I think that if a company like finalmouse creates a product that is good for fans through their deal then this is a positive and 

more companies should aim for this.” 

278 

“I believe additional sponsors should help focus on the larger more successful E-sports and then slowly branch out to the 
slower growing games.” 

293 

Note. . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

4.4.6. H3d – Sponsor professional players and teams (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 49 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

asking the closed-ended question “How harmful or beneficial do you think it is to sponsor each of 

the following esports entities?” Four esports entities were presented (i.e. “Professional players or 

teams”, “Commentators”, “Tournaments or leagues”, and “Videogames”) and interviewees had to 

categorize each entity as “Very harmful”, “Harmful”, “Slightly harmful”, “Slightly beneficial”, 

“Beneficial” or “Very beneficial”. Overall, the figure reveals that, regarding professional players or 

teams, 100% (i.e. n = 22/22) of experts considered them as advantageous; regarding commentators, 

45.5% (i.e. n = 10/22) of experts considered them as disadvantageous and 54.5% (i.e. n = 12/22) 

considered them as advantageous; regarding tournaments and leagues, 100% (i.e. n = 22/22) of 

experts considered them as advantageous; and regarding videogames, 31.8% (i.e. n = 7/22) of 

experts considered them as disadvantageous and 68.2% (i.e. n = 15/22) considered them as 

advantageous. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



404 

 

Figure 49 

Experts’ opinion on which is the most beneficial esports entity to sponsor 

 
 

Tables 60, 62, 64, and 66 present the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship 

experts when asked to justify their opinion on how harmful or beneficial they believe it is to 
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sponsor professional players or teams, commentators, tournaments or leagues, and videogames, 

respectively. These tables show that, in total, 13 experts provided arguments in favour of 

professional players or teams and three provided arguments against, eight experts provided 

arguments in favour of commentators and 11 provided arguments against, 11 experts provided 

arguments in favour of tournaments or leagues and five provided arguments against, and nine 

experts provided arguments in favour of videogames and 12 provided arguments against. Also, 

Tables 61, 63, 65, and 67 thematically categorize the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 60 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor professional players or teams 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

EES1 
Very 

beneficial 

“Sponsoring esports teams and leads and stuff like that will then also increase our brand awareness. . . 
. You want to show them why your products are better than the rest of them, and that is also why 

you’re using esports athletes in this case because if you have esports athletes that actually defend 

and promote your product then it also gives a better indication of ‘Ok, this can actually also work’. 
. . . This is also something that we are doing the most when it comes to all these things. We are 

more into sponsoring teams and players than we are into sponsoring tournaments and leagues and 
stuff like that.” 

 

EES2 

Very 
beneficial 

“Players provide the most cost-effective benefits. So teams are going to be more expensive than a 

player. There’s some stuff you can have with a team that you can’t have with a player. But a player 
is going to be a lower cost.” 

 

EES3 

Very 

beneficial 

“Professional players and teams are the ones that most of the time generate sales.”  

EES4 

Slightly 
beneficial 

  

EES5 

Very 
beneficial 

  

EES6 

Very 
beneficial 

“Sponsoring pro-players and teams will create a massive impressions wave of our brand and it will 

also tell everyone that we’re now working with esports teams, we’re focusing in this area.” 

 

EES7 

Very 
beneficial 

“The most beneficial party would be the professional players or teams. That would be the strongest 

and that’s just because every consumer, when they’re watching esports, they have a favourite 
player, they have a favourite team and so if you’re tied to that player or team and they’re able to 

make very nice content pieces or associate their success with your brand, that helps a lot.” 

 

NEES1 
Beneficial 

  

NEES2 

Beneficial 

“They are the actual personalities and the people playing.”  

NEES3 

Very 

beneficial 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

NEES4 

Slightly 
beneficial 

  

NEES5 

Beneficial 

 “I think there’s more work that has to be done on the brand side because not everybody’s logo shows 

up on TV, and there’s not as much focus on the players as in some other sports.” 

NEES6 

Slightly 

beneficial 

 “It’s still to be seen exactly your return on investment when it comes to players and teams.” 

NEES7 

Beneficial 

“If you’re selling a mouse and Bugha wins the world cup using your mouse, 100%. . . . I’ve done 

partnerships with a lot of gaming influencers, including Ninja, Bugha, MiHT, and I’ve directly 

seen the impact that these guys can have on certain products. You know? To the point where 
they’re selling out products just from posting about it.” 

 

NEES8 

Very 

beneficial 

  

MA1 

Beneficial 

“With real persons like commentators or players it’s easier because you can do storytelling . . . With 

persons it’s easier to create a story and to connect with a target.” 

 

MA2 

Very 

beneficial 

“If there’s a fantastic Brazilian Counter-Strike player, then, if your target market is Brazil, you can 

have a lot more opportunity to drive your message to a Brazilian audience using a Brazilian 

player.” 

 

MA3 

Slightly 

beneficial 

“Everything that is player focused and streamed, doesn’t clash with teams and leagues, is a good 

investment.” 

“If a team is in a franchise league, you have restrictions. If the player is sponsored by something but 

then the team is sponsored by someone else, you also have a clash. . . . You get conflicts of 

interest, right? So it’s a very very dangerous water to swim in.” 

MA4 

Very 

beneficial 

“Like in traditional sports, they are the ones bringing the most visibility.”  

MA5 

Beneficial 

“Those are essentially the faces to represent your brand and they're closer to the fan’s hearts.”  

MA6 
Very 

beneficial 

“Players and teams oftentimes are able to create the most authentic content. I would say that those are 
the ones that you can be most creative with.” 

 

MA7 
Beneficial 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 61 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor professional players or teams 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Pro-players and teams are more sponsored than 

other entities 

EES1 “This is also something that we are doing the most when it comes to all these things. We are more into sponsoring teams and players than we are into 

sponsoring tournaments and leagues and stuff like that.” 

Pro-players and teams are the celebrities of esports NEES2 “They are the actual personalities and the people playing.” 

More cost-effective EES2 “Players provide the most cost-effective benefits. . . . a player is going to be a lower cost.” 

Easier to do storytelling with them MA1 “With real persons like . . . players it’s easier because you can do storytelling . . . With persons it’s easier to create a story and to connect with a target.” 

They allow for more creative sponsorships MA6 “Those are the ones that you can be most creative with.” 

Good for brands with geographically-targeted 

markets 

MA2 “If there’s a fantastic Brazilian Counter-Strike player, then, if your target market is Brazil, you can have a lot more opportunity to drive your message to a 

Brazilian audience using a Brazilian player.” 

Increased brand awareness EES1 “Sponsoring esports teams and leads and stuff like that will then also increase our brand awareness.” 

MA4 “Like in traditional sports, they are the ones bringing the most visibility.” 

Improved brand image EES1 “You want to show them why your products are better than the rest of them, and that is also why you’re using esports athletes in this case because if you 
have esports athletes that actually defend and promote your product then it also gives a better indication of ‘Ok, this can actually also work’.” 

EES6 “Sponsoring pro-players and teams will create a massive impressions wave of our brand and it will also tell everyone that we’re now working with esports 

teams, we’re focusing in this area.” 

EES7 “Every consumer, when they’re watching esports, they have a favourite player, they have a favourite team and so if you’re tied to that player or team and 

they’re able to make very nice content pieces or associate their success with your brand, that helps a lot.” 

MA5 “Those are essentially the faces to represent your brand and they're closer to the fan’s hearts.” 

Increased sales EES3 “Professional players and teams are the ones that most of the time generate sales.” 

NEES7 “If you’re selling a mouse and Bugha wins the world cup using your mouse, 100%. . . . I’ve done partnerships with a lot of gaming influencers, including 

Ninja, Bugha, MiHT, and I’ve directly seen the impact that these guys can have on certain products. You know? To the point where they’re selling out 
products just from posting about it.” 

Increased authenticity MA6 “Players and teams oftentimes are able to create the most authentic content.” 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Requires more work NEES5 “I think there’s more work that has to be done on the brand side.” 

They get less visibility than sports athletes NEES5 “Not everybody’s logo shows up on TV, and there’s not as much focus on the players as in some other sports.” 

ROIs from them are unknown NEES6 “It’s still to be seen exactly your return on investment when it comes to players and teams.” 

Sponsoring them leads to conflicts of interest MA3 “If a team is in a franchise league, you have restrictions. If the player is sponsored by something but then the team is sponsored by someone else, you also 

have a clash. . . . You get conflicts of interest, right? So it’s a very very dangerous water to swim in.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 62 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor commentators 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

EES1 
Slightly 

beneficial 

 “The problem with commentators is that a lot of times they are commentating for a bigger tournament or 
bigger league and they have a contract with them. And when they have a contract with them, they also 

have something they have to do for them and many times this league or tournament is then sponsored 

by another brand and then they have to use the gear or the things from that sponsor.” 

EES2 

Harmful 

“If it was something that the commentator was known for being into to, you know, like, if there’s 

a certain beer they like. Like White Claw, everybody’s drinking White Claw right now. So 
like, if you’re White Claw and you sponsor ChrisPocket, and you know Chris is always 

drinking White Claw at parties and always talking about it. That can make some sense.” 

“Commentators is more of an influencer type of sponsorship because some of those commenters like 

Goldenboy, ChrisPocket, those guys, they have followings of their own and so there’s some… that 
would kind of fall into the influencer part of it. Commentators are limited, they kind of have smaller 

followings. . . . They’re probably not going to be able to plug their personal sponsors during their 

broadcasts [laughs] if you’re not also sponsoring the tournament.” 

EES3 

Slightly 

beneficial 

“Commentators are to spread the word, basically for those products.”  

EES4 

Harmful 

 “I usually see no return in sponsoring… it depends on the commentators.” 

EES5 
Slightly 

harmful 

“Commentators tell a really good story and they add to it.”  

EES6 
Beneficial 

“They’re very professional and know how to promote our product or our brand efficiently.”  

EES7 

Beneficial 

“Most commentators are very professional, they are able to sell a product naturally, most of 

them… you know, their job is aligned with sales because they’re essentially selling the game, 

they can also help sell your product, they can weave your sales into their broadcast.” 

 

NEES1 

Slightly 
harmful 

 “I think it is much more beneficial to go for the ones that really do the sport.” 

NEES2 

Slightly 
harmful 

 “At this stage, they’re employees of tournaments and leagues, they don’t have the IP and they’re not the 

ones actually playing.” 

NEES3 

Slightly 
harmful 

  

NEES4 

Slightly 
beneficial 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

NEES5 

Slightly 
harmful 

 “That’s usually not done, it’s not as common. We sponsored the Analyst Desk where the commentators 

sit, but I don’t have branding on them, specifically.” 

NEES6 

Slightly 
beneficial 

 “It’s still to be seen exactly your return on investment when it comes to players and teams. Same with 

commentators.” 

NEES7 

Beneficial 

  

NEES8 

Slightly 

beneficial 

  

MA1 

Very 

beneficial 

“With real persons like commentators or players it’s easier because you can do storytelling . . . 

With persons it’s easier to create a story and to connect with a target.” 

 

MA2 

Harmful 

 “You’re going to be limited around what you can really do. You’ll be paying small money to get some 

smaller achievements and therefore it really doesn’t feature in a sponsorship strategy for a big brand.” 

MA3 
Slightly 

harmful 

 “If you sponsor a commentator they are under the regime of whoever hired them, right? So if you 
sponsor me as Monster Energy but I’m on an event that’s sponsored by Red Bull I cannot come with 

my sponsored T-shirt. Right? So that’s a big issue. So they’re part of an ecosystem and the ecosystem 

dictates them what to do, what to say, etc.” 

MA4 

Slightly 

beneficial 

“They have a strong place in the esports ecosystem.” “The potential fan-base of the commentator would never be as big as the one of a future star player like 

in traditional sports.” 

MA5 

Slightly 

beneficial 

“I don’t think [commentators] are a bad option, but make more sense in conjunction with a 

partnership with the event they’re at.” 

“[Commentators] make more sense in conjunction with a partnership with the event they’re at.” 

MA6 

Slightly 

beneficial 

  

MA7 

Slightly 

harmful 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 63 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor commentators 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Prominent figures of esports MA4 “They have a strong place in the esports ecosystem.” 

Increased awareness EES2 “If you’re White Claw and you sponsor ChrisPocket, and you know Chris is always drinking White Claw at parties and always talking about it. That can make some sense.” 

EES3 “Commentators are to spread the word, basically for those products.” 

EES6 “[They] know how to promote our product or our brand efficiently.” 

Increased sales EES7 They are able to sell a product naturally, most of them… you know, their job is aligned with sales because they’re essentially selling the game, they can also help sell your 
product, they can weave your sales into their broadcast.” 

Easier to do storytelling with 

them 

EES5 “Commentators tell a really good story and they add to it.” 

MA1 “With real persons like commentators . . . it’s easier because you can do storytelling . . . With persons it’s easier to create a story and to connect with a target.” 

They are professional EES6 “They’re very professional.” 

EES7 “Most commentators are very professional.” 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Sponsoring them leads to 
conflicts of interest 

EES1 “The problem with commentators is that a lot of times they are commentating for a bigger tournament or bigger league and they have a contract with them. And when they have 
a contract with them, they also have something they have to do for them and many times this league or tournament is then sponsored by another brand and then they have to 

use the gear or the things from that sponsor.” 

EES2 “They’re probably not going to be able to plug their personal sponsors during their broadcasts [laughs] if you’re not also sponsoring the tournament.” 

MA3 “If you sponsor a commentator they are under the regime of whoever hired them, right? So if you sponsor me as Monster Energy but I’m on an event that’s sponsored by Red 

Bull I cannot come with my sponsored T-shirt. Right? So that’s a big issue. So they’re part of an ecosystem and the ecosystem dictates them what to do, what to say, etc.” 

No significant increase in 
awareness 

EES2 “Commentators are limited, they kind of have smaller followings.” 

MA4 “The potential fan-base of the commentator would never be as big as the one of a future star player like in traditional sports.” 

They lack relevance NEES2 “At this stage, they’re employees of tournaments and leagues, they don’t have the IP and they’re not the ones actually playing.” 

No significant ROIs EES4 “I usually see no return in sponsoring.” 

MA2 “You’ll be paying small money to get some smaller achievements.” 

ROIs from them are unknown NEES6 “It’s still to be seen exactly your return on investment when it comes to players and teams. Same with commentators.” 

Rare to sponsor them NEES5 “That’s usually not done, it’s not as common. We sponsored the Analyst Desk where the commentators sit, but I don’t have branding on them, specifically.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 64 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor tournaments or leagues 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

EES1 
Slightly 

beneficial 

 “Like, I of course want to be a part of everything [laughs], but I also need to make sure that I am part 
of the things that make more sense. So when it comes to leagues and tournaments, it’s a bit 

different because, the problem with these things is that normally you need to pay a lot of money 

and it is over a smaller duration of time. When it comes to players and teams, it is more over a 
longer period of time, and that’s also why we tend more to do that. Tournaments and leagues 

are… it’s a lot more compact and complicated as well. Especially because you need to make sure 
that you do the right marketing activities around these things. And you also need the right 

manpower and resources or something like that.” 

EES2 
Beneficial 

“Those can be good. You’re going to have a lot of reach through those.” “They’re going to be expensive for one, and you’re also limited to that game.” 

EES3 

Beneficial 

“Tournaments and leagues, at the end of the day, you want to support those leagues and tournaments 

that make the players basically compete. So if there’s no tournaments and no leagues, there’s no 

professional players. So that’s why I think we need to support them.” 

 

EES4 

Slightly 
beneficial 

  

EES5 

Beneficial 

  

EES6 

Slightly 

beneficial 

 “In China, the big tournaments or leagues is crazy expensive, such like the League of Legends World 

Series which will take like over 1 million US dollars to sponsor. It starts at million US dollars. 

But the other games are not very attractive.” 

EES7 

Beneficial 

“The more prestigious tournament obviously has the more eyes watching it and so, for example, if 

you’re sponsoring the LCS World Finals you’re going to get more views than some online small 

tournament.” 

 

NEES1 

Very 

beneficial 

  

NEES2 

Slightly 

beneficial 

 “[The tournaments/leagues] don’t own the IP and so it can be difficult, and they don’t have a ton of 

influence over the players, and when we look at partnerships we want either IP or to be able to 

talk about the game because people are passionate about that or the team and players.” 

NEES3 

Slightly 

beneficial 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

NEES4 

Very 
beneficial 

  

NEES5 

Beneficial 

“I think those are the highest profile things, they can get your brand out there in the biggest and better 

way, and it’s certainly easier and more traditional to do, and is less work on the brand.” 

 

NEES6 

Beneficial 

“You're supporting an event or an experience that fans are going to go to.”  

NEES7 
Beneficial 

“If you happen to have a product that they just don’t care about, well then you start looking at the 
tournaments.” 

 

NEES8 

Very 
beneficial 

  

MA1 

Slightly 
beneficial 

“With a league or a videogame you have a lot of coverage . . . Sure with the league you can create a 

story with a tournament like Intel, etc.” 

“It’s not deep, you’re in the surface and it’s difficult to activate.” 

MA2 

Beneficial 

  

MA3 

Very 

beneficial 

“They are mostly the most versatile ones because they have the broadcast, they have the teams, they 

have the venues, they have the social media, the partners, they can loop in, so the amount of 

funnels you can create is probably very versatile.” 

 

MA4 

Very 

beneficial 

“Like in traditional sports, they are the ones bringing the most visibility.”  

MA5 

Very 

beneficial 

“Your ‘safest’ bet are tournaments and leagues because that way you have the reach and emotion of a 

major event.” 

 

MA6 

Beneficial 

“Definitely also with tournaments, leagues and videogames, there is big resonation with the fans and 

creativity.” 

 

MA7 
Beneficial 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 65 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor tournaments or leagues 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Increased brand awareness EES2 “You’re going to have a lot of reach through those.” 

EES7 “The more prestigious tournament obviously has the more eyes watching it.” 

NEES5 “I think those are the highest profile things, they can get your brand out there in the biggest and better way.” 

NEES6 “You're supporting an event or an experience that fans are going to go to.” 

MA1 “With a league . . . you have a lot of coverage.” 

MA4 “Like in traditional sports, they are the ones bringing the most visibility.” 

MA5 “Your ‘safest’ bet are tournaments and leagues because that way you have the reach . . . of a major event.” 

Improved brand image MA5 “Your ‘safest’ bet are tournaments and leagues because that way you have the . . . emotion of a major event.” 

MA6 “Definitely also with tournaments, leagues . . . there is big resonation with the fans.” 

Increased sales NEES7 “If you happen to have a product that they just don’t care about, well then you start looking at the tournaments.” 

Easier to sponsor NEES5 “It’s certainly easier . . . is less work on the brand.” 

Allows for storytelling MA1 “Sure with the league you can create a story with a tournament like Intel, etc.” 

More versatility MA3 “They are mostly the most versatile ones because they have the broadcast, they have the teams, they have the venues, they have the social media, the partners, they can loop in, 

so the amount of funnels you can create is probably very versatile.” 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

More expensive EES1 “The problem with these things is that normally you need to pay a lot of money.” 

EES2 “They’re going to be expensive for one.” 

EES6 “In China, the big tournaments or leagues is crazy expensive, such like the League of Legends World Series which will take like over 1 million US dollars to sponsor. It starts at 
million US dollars.” 

More limited EES2 “You’re also limited to that game.” 

MA1 “It’s not deep, you’re in the surface.” 

Short duration EES1 “The problem with these things is that . . . it is over a smaller duration of time. When it comes to players and teams, it is more over a longer period of time, and that’s also why 

we tend more to do that. Tournaments and leagues are… it’s a lot more compact.” 

More complicated to sponsor EES1 “Tournaments and leagues are… it’s a lot more . . . complicated as well. Especially because you need to make sure that you do the right marketing activities around these things. 

And you also need the right manpower and resources or something like that.” 

MA1 “It’s difficult to activate.” 

Sponsoring them leads to 

conflicts of interest 

NEES2 “[The tournaments/leagues] don’t own the IP and so it can be difficult, and they don’t have a ton of influence over the players, and when we look at partnerships we want either 

IP or to be able to talk about the game because people are passionate about that or the team and players.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 66 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor videogames 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

EES1 
Slightly 

beneficial 

“[Regarding videogames], for us it’s important to be a part of everything and you want that because 
when you’re spreading all your marketing activities you’re hoping to hit the target groups that you 

want to hit. So it’s of course important for us to be part of everything, but it’s also hard to be a part 

of everything [laughs]. So, we need to do the right things.” 

 

EES2 

Beneficial 

“Videogames or publishers provide IP opportunities. . . . The benefit you have there is the IP. Being 

able to use the IP of the game, potentially being able to do stuff in-game, which is really valuable, 
right? We can do custom skins and stuff like that.” 

“If you sponsor League of Legends, you’re not getting the Call of Duty audience, for example. So, 

it’s limiting in that way. . . . It’s going to be expensive.” 

EES3 

Slightly 
beneficial 

“Videogames, it redirects to sales in some way. We’ve had products that are related to PUBG, or 

League of Legends, or Counter-Strike. So, if we are able to link in some way the game with, in our 
case, our peripherals, it will make us sell more.” 

 

EES4 

Very 
beneficial 

  

EES5 

Harmful 

 “With videogames it’s very hard to do actual advertising around products.” 

EES6 

Slightly 

harmful 

 “In games it is very hard to sponsor and the devs are always in control of almost everything.” 

EES7 

Slightly 

harmful 

 “Make sure you’re sponsoring something that’s relevant. For example, if you are a PC desktop 

company it might not make sense to sponsor, for example, the Magic The Gathering league or 

like a card-based game because that’s based on phone and it would be hard to get phone users and 

phone gamers to buy a PC product.” 

NEES1 

Very 
beneficial 

  

NEES2 

Very 
beneficial 

“They own all the IPs . . . they have the most assets to give.” “They’re the most difficult ones to sponsor.” 

NEES3 

Slightly 
beneficial 

  

NEES4 

Harmful 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing 

NEES5 

Slightly 
beneficial 

 “Not every game allows you to actually put your brand into. And you do it in different ways. And 

it’s much easier for us to put our brand in the NBA 2K console game than it would be putting our 
brand into Grand Theft Auto, or Halo, something that takes place in space, where advertising isn’t 

as appropriate.” 

NEES6 
Harmful 

 “It’s very unauthentic to bring a brand into a game. The thing with Death Stranding with Monster 
Energy and some AMC shows is proving to be awkward at best.” 

NEES7 

Very 
beneficial 

“I think you have to start with a tight relationship with the game publisher.”  

NEES8 

Slightly 
beneficial 

  

MA1 

Beneficial 

“With a league or a videogame you have a lot of coverage.” “It’s not deep, you’re in the surface and it’s difficult to activate.” 

MA2 

Slightly 

harmful 

 “Right now there is no effective way for a brand to integrate into a game well where there is any 

value. . . . In-game advertising would kind of deem what you’re asking, I would say that that has 

never worked, and it’s simply because it’s not trackable, it’s very kind of scattergun, it’s more 
about ‘Hey look, I’m in a game’. It’s the Super Bowl halftime show, it’s for showing off, it’s not 

really driving any core thing.” 

MA3 
Very 

beneficial 

“Advertisement space in games is amazing because millions of people play these games and you 
don’t get more eyeballs than this, right?” 

“Contingent on the fact that the videogame opens itself to advertisement, which they have not until 
today.” 

MA4 
Slightly 

harmful 

 “It’s very complicated to implement a brand within a game. Most game publishers are still reluctant 
to do so, except if you talk about racing games, obviously you have cars, but proper advertising in 

games is still complicated and for the reasons we mentioned about the games that might be the 

next sensation of the next 6 months and then fade completely the next 6 months after. So the 
effort it takes might be too risky if the game doesn’t work on long-term.” 

MA5 

Slightly 
beneficial 

“The possibilities are endless.” “I have yet to see a lot of good activations done that way.” 

MA6 

Beneficial 

“Videogames, there is big resonation with the fans and creativity.”  

MA7 

Beneficial 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 67 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on how harmful or beneficial it is to sponsor videogames 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Gives access to the IPs EES2 “Videogames or publishers provide IP opportunities. . . . The benefit you have there is the IP. Being able to use the IP of the game, potentially being able to do stuff in-game, 

which is really valuable, right? We can do custom skins and stuff like that.” 

NEES2 “They own all the IPs . . . they have the most assets to give.” 

Allows for better relationships 
with game developers 

NEES7 “I think you have to start with a tight relationship with the game publisher.” 

Increased sales EES3 “It redirects to sales in some way. We’ve had products that are related to PUBG, or League of Legends, or Counter-Strike. So, if we are able to link in some way the game with, 

in our case, our peripherals, it will make us sell more.” 

Increased awareness MA1 “With . . . a videogame you have a lot of coverage.” 

MA3 “Advertisement space in games is amazing because millions of people play these games and you don’t get more eyeballs than this, right?” 

Improved brand image MA6 “There is big resonation with the fans.” 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Limited visibility EES2 “If you sponsor League of Legends, you’re not getting the Call of Duty audience, for example. So, it’s limiting in that way.” 

Limited targeting EES7 “Make sure you’re sponsoring something that’s relevant. For example, if you are a PC desktop company it might not make sense to sponsor, for example, the Magic The 

Gathering league or like a card-based game because that’s based on phone and it would be hard to get phone users and phone gamers to buy a PC product.” 

Low ROIs MA2 “Right now there is no effective way for a brand to integrate into a game well where there is any value. . . . In-game advertising would kind of deem what you’re asking, I would 

say that that has never worked, and it’s simply because it’s not trackable, it’s very kind of scattergun, it’s more about ‘Hey look, I’m in a game’. It’s the Super Bowl halftime 

show, it’s for showing off, it’s not really driving any core thing.” 

Expensive EES2 “It’s going to be expensive.” 

Hard to sponsor EES5 “With videogames it’s very hard to do actual advertising around products.” 

EES6 “In games it is very hard to sponsor and the devs are always in control of almost everything.” 

NEES2 “They’re the most difficult ones to sponsor.” 

NEES5 “Not every game allows you to actually put your brand into. And you do it in different ways. And it’s much easier for us to put our brand in the NBA 2K console game than it 

would be putting our brand into Grand Theft Auto, or Halo, something that takes place in space, where advertising isn’t as appropriate.” 

MA1 “It’s difficult to activate.” 

MA3 “Contingent on the fact that the videogame opens itself to advertisement, which they have not until today.” 

MA4 “It’s very complicated to implement a brand within a game. Most game publishers are still reluctant to do so, except if you talk about racing games, obviously you have cars, but 

proper advertising in games is still complicated.” 

MA5 “I have yet to see a lot of good activations done that way.” 

Unauthentic NEES6 “It’s very unauthentic to bring a brand into a game. The thing with Death Stranding with Monster Energy and some AMC shows is proving to be awkward at best.” 

Too risky MA4 “For the reasons we mentioned about the games that might be the next sensation of the next 6 months and then fade completely the next 6 months after. So the effort it takes 

might be too risky if the game doesn’t work on long-term.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.4.7. H3d – Sponsor professional players and teams (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 50 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended item “I prefer brands that sponsor:” The response options to this closed-ended item were: 

“Commentators”, “Videogames”, “Professional players and teams”, and “Tournaments”. 

 

Figure 50 

Fans’ favourite entity to sponsor 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 15 fans who provided answers connected to the main strategy of sponsoring professional 

players and teams and two fans who commented on the sponsorship of tournaments and leagues. 

Tables 68 and 69 present the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 
B 

C 

D A. Commentators (1.3%; 𝑛 = 73) 

B. Videogames (10.1%; 𝑛 = 572) 

C. Professional players and teams (53.7%; 𝑛 = 3,030) 

D. Tournaments (34.8%; 𝑛 = 1,963) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Table 68 

Fan quotes supporting the strategy of sponsoring professional players and teams 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Support pro-players and teams  

“Players should be supported more.” 98 

“Sponsors could have responsibility in the development of the player/team.” 72 

“Continued interest in current and future generations of the player base is what everyone wants.” 107 

“More sponsors for melee players.” 161 

“I think supporting players . . . is the best track for a brand to get recognition and keep the industry growing. Lots of games die 
from lack of money for participating. It needs to be economically viable to aim for a career doing this before it'll become 

truly mainstream.” 

220 

“I think paying players more- way more- would make the most progress.” 225 

Support low tier players and teams  

“There need to be sponsors for the lower tier scenes of esport titles to ensure and incentivize new/young players to focus on 

their esports career.” 

30 

“Some college teams should also be sponsored.” 82 

“I think sponsors should help smaller/b-tier tournaments more, since players in that scene are usually very young and usually 

can’t afford to go pro.” 

223 

“Its very difficult for the scene to sustain any lower level teams.” 285 

Promote female participation  

“Including more female players to bring in more female watchers would also be swell.” 225 

Secure players’ rights  

“Players should . . . have their rights secured because most of them are young.” 98 

“I hope sponsors can find a way to support pro player's mental health, as well as unionisation.” 253 

Product placement  

“Showing products as they are used by pro players is fine.” 54 

Increased sales  

“There are times when given the option on an item I would buy, i.e. a soda or energy drink, I will consciously choose the 

esports sponsor of the team I like--Dr. Pepper over Coke or Red Bull over alternatives.” 

32 

Fans understand that sponsors are necessary  

“Sponsors are like a necessary cancer. Teams need them to function.” 73 

“I feel the number of sponsors per team/player should be dictated by how many sponsors they need, not public opinion.” 263 

Note. . . . = edited cut. 

 

Table 69 

Fan quotes supporting the strategy of sponsoring tournaments and leagues 
Quote Fan ID 

Support tournaments and leagues  

“I think supporting . . . tournaments is the best track for a brand to get recognition and keep the industry growing.” 220 

Support low tier tournaments and leagues  

“I think sponsors should help smaller/b-tier tournaments more.” 223 

Note. . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

4.4.8. H3e – Be the main sponsor (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 51 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Esports sponsors should strive to be the main sponsors of the 

player/team/commentator/tournament/videogame that they are sponsoring” and asking them to 

indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options were: 
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“Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or “Strongly 

agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 50% (i.e. n = 11/22) of experts expressed disagreement and 

50% (i.e. n = 11/22) expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 51 

Experts’ opinion on whether esports sponsors should strive to be the main sponsors 

 
 

Table 70 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Esports sponsors should strive 

to be the main sponsors of the player/team/commentator/tournament/videogame that they are 

sponsoring”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 16 experts provided arguments in favour of the 

statement, 16 provided arguments against the statement, and 10 indicated that it depends. 

Afterwards, Table 71 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 70 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports sponsors should strive to be the main sponsors of the entity they are sponsoring 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Somewhat 

agree 

“If we are sponsoring something where we have Logitech, or HyperX, or 
Predator, or whatever, who are also creating peripherals, but they are main 

sponsors, then of course it’s a problem for us because then they will be seen 

more than we will . . . If we have a competitor of ours who is sponsoring a 
tournament then we would probably not go into it anyway because they’re 

already there . . . I wouldn’t really think that they would allow us to go into it 
anyway because they would . . . have an agreement about that we’re not 

allowed go to into it.” 

“So for us, Audi or Mercedes, or an insurance company or whatever as a main 
sponsor for a tournament or team, it doesn’t matter for us . . . because this is 

not a competitor of ours. . . . If it’s a non-endemic brand then it doesn’t matter 

if we are a smaller sponsor or a bigger sponsor because they are not a 
competitor to us. So if they get a lot of attention then it also means that a lot 

of people will see our brand as well, at least at different places because they 
get a lot of shine.” 

“Depends on who the other sponsors 
are of the specific event at least. So 

if it is a competitor brand I would 

strongly agree. If it is a non-endemic 
brand, not really a competitor of 

ours, then I would strongly 
disagree.” 

EES2 
Somewhat 

disagree 

“Some brands require this, right? Just because of their position in the market. If 
you’re a number one position in a market and you’re not on the jersey of the 

team that you’re sponsoring, that would be misaligned with your position in 

your industry. So, some brands require that.” 

“I don’t think that’s always necessary. You can be a second or third tier sponsor 
and it’d still be effective for you. I think it’s all about just developing with the 

team, the league, the tournament, the player, whoever, what you do and how 

you do it, you know? . . . If this was true to be the main sponsor, that would 
really decrease the amount of people who could have an effective sponsorship 

in esports.” 

“Depends on the brand. What is your 
positon in the market? What are 

your goals? And also, how much 

money do you have? . . . A lot of it 
is going to be dictated by the budget 

you have, because if you’re the main 

sponsor, it’s going to cost you 
more.” 

EES3 

Somewhat 
agree 

“Big money needs to come from non-endemic companies and that’s a reality. For 

example, [EES3] can’t compete with McDonald’s or Burger King because 
those companies have huge huge amounts of money.” 

  

EES4 

Agree 

“This is the basic of the basic. If you sponsor a team, then the player goes home, 

except he has another brand chair, then you turn to him and say, ‘Son, cover 
the other brand. Put the head pillow on the opposite side.’” 

  

EES5 

Disagree 

“If you look at the way League of Legends activated, their lead sponsors did 

well.” 

“[Non-main] sponsors were able to do one off activations that really targeted 

their audiences, whether it be like VR experiences and stuff like that. You 
may not be the lead sponsor, but you can still tailor it to you on a lesser 

basis.” 

“Depends on what you’re trying to do.” 

EES6 
Agree 

“For the main sponsor it will help you get more brand awareness, or impressions, 
or to increase the authority of your brand. Yes you can get more of that for 

sure.” 

“It will be more expensive though.”  
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES7 

Agree 

“The term title sponsor is such a big term in esports and when you are the title 

sponsor of something, you get a lot more from that investment as opposed to 
just being a lesser investor. . . . Having that big prime centre slot of your logo 

right under someone’s name, you get actually so much more views and so 

much more eyes on it as opposed to like, something on the very bottom or like 

a sleeve placement. So there’s things like that, that come from being a main 

sponsor that help push you over the edge. . . . When you have Twitch banners 

and you’re able to put your product right under their screen… if you aren’t the 
main sponsor, your banner might be at the very bottom and when someone’s 

watching Twitch chat, they’re not going to scroll to the bottom of Twitch. 

They’re going to watch the main streamer and they’re only going to see that 
window and what’s directly underneath that window. And so, product 

placement is very important, that’s what’s pretty much guaranteed as you’re a 

main sponsor.” 

  

NEES1 

Somewhat 

disagree 

  “Depends on the targets that you want 

to achieve with the sponsorship. It 

depends on your budget, on the 
circumstances, on the sport, etc. 

That totally depends. You cannot 

generalize this.” 

NEES2 

Somewhat 

agree 

“I think they should.” “I think that there’s still a lot of value even if you’re not a main sponsor.” “Depends on what their goal is. Like, a 

main sponsor can come with a lot 

more costs and that might not be the 
right fit depending on what your 

goals are.” 

NEES3 

Somewhat 

disagree 

“It is important.” “Teams and events and other brands in esports are very focused on creating very 

bespoked and very tailored marketing programmes or activities. So, it’s quite 

easy to dip the toe in and try something without investing millions right from 

the start. So that’s definitely a good thing.” 

 

NEES4 

Disagree 

 “You don’t need to be the main sponsors.” “Depends. Very much. Who you are? 

What your business is? What you’re 

doing? You could just be a minor 
sponsor to a team, but then be 

sponsoring influencers who are 

heavily affiliated with a team 
because it fits your business model 

better.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“I think there’s absolutely certain benefits to being a main sponsor and being the 

biggest logo on the screen, or the biggest logo on a team’s uniform, or having 
the presenting sponsorship of the tournament, or having our ads incorporated 

into the game.” 

“Because there are different avenues in which how to get into the sport and then 

different ways in which you can utilize esports, whether it’s through content 
creation, or advertising creation, or other sponsorship of on-site activations, 

or things like that, I think smaller players can do big things at a lower cost 

that are relative to what they’re doing, but could also make a big splash.” 

 

NEES6 

Somewhat 

agree 

“If you have that money and you are a business that can do it, more power to 

you.” 

“To be main sponsors, currently is still extremely expensive . . . Since it’s the 

wild west and risky, I would focus on being as authentic as possible, no logo 

plague, go in and see how it works. It’s still all new.” 

 

NEES7 

Agree 

   

NEES8 
Disagree 

  “Depends on the sponsor and its 
marketing strategy.” 

MA1 

Disagree 

 “It’s the same. It’s not a question of how large or huge a logo is in the jersey, it’s 

a question of what are you doing with the sponsorship deal? What’s your 

activation? What’s your added-value for the audience?” 

 

MA2 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“If Coca-Cola was my client, I would say ‘Yes, definitely’.” “If Logitech was my client I would say ‘Definitely no’, because Logitech would 

have to pay such a big premium to be this amazing sponsor, but they just 
really want to get across a simple message of ‘We make great gaming mics 

that are for the professionals but can be used by the masses’ right? So they 

don’t need to be the headline sponsor and be on every pre-roll and be 
everything everywhere because actually the cost of that wouldn’t help them 

sell products to make that worthwhile. It would be a dumb move. . . . If I was 

a brand and I did any sponsorship in esports I’d just sponsor like an armband 
on Astralis. I would have social media content as my big juicy worm-on-a-

hook to pull audiences into my brand on an hourly basis. I would use 

Instagram, and Snapchat, and Twitter, and Facebook, and again this is what 
we do for our clients. It is about making sure that you’ve got a message that 

ties and shows an affinity to esports and there is no better way to do that than 

through social media. So even if I just had this little esports interaction with a 
fairly good team or a player, etc. I would just milk that for 6 months solid just 

doing social media because that’s how you’re going to be able to connect 

with a fan that’s going to connect with the brand and you can track them and 
retarget them with more messaging and stuff so that for me is a massive one.” 

“Depends on who you are.” 

MA3 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“You can secure yourself certain eyeball value through being main sponsor.” “If the main sponsor is just a stupid cash-for-logo, then you can be main sponsor 

all you want, the side sponsor, the bronze partnership package, if they have a 
better narrative, cooler story, or make more waves, or drama, or anything like 

that, they might end up paying less but come out as the winner, even if you’re 

the main sponsor. So, while you can secure yourself certain eyeball value 
through being main sponsor, you do not have that as a guarantee. Smart 

sponsoring still dominates no matter if you’re silver, bronze or gold sponsor.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA4 

Somewhat 
disagree 

 “Not all brands are meant to be the main sponsors. Like, some brands who are 

doing gaming equipment, for example, and just have the rank of the team’s 
official supplier, for instance, and not being the main sponsor on the jersey, 

just doing product placement or stuff like that, it might be enough for brands 

like this. And they might need to. Like, video-chipsets manufacturers like 

NVidia, for instance, they could just do videos or gaming headsets 

manufacturers, for instance. If they only do product placement, it might be 

enough for them showcasing their product without having the big logo on the 
jersey, for instance.” 

“Depends on the brands.” 

MA5 

Somewhat 
agree 

“When you’re a major global car brand, it would almost be somewhat beneath 

you to not be the main sponsor.” 

“If you’re a smaller brand, not being a main sponsor may even work a lot better 

for you. . . . Due to the digital nature of the sport, you may even get by with a 
smaller package if you’re smart with its activation.” 

“Depends on what you want to do and 

how you see yourself as a brand.” 

MA6 

Somewhat 
disagree 

“Being a main sponsor of a team or anything of course has added value because 

you’re the main presence and the main association. . . . If you can do both, that 
of course increases impact and it’s definitely good.” 

“I think that it’s not so much that brands should strive to be the main sponsor, I 

think they should strive to have something that’s authentic, fits with fans and 
resonates with fans, and if you’re able to do that then it’s ok. There are other 

sponsors that are either main or big sponsors, or do different segments than 

you, but if you have something that works and that’s authentic then you don’t 
have to really focus on being the main sponsor of a tournament . . . I would 

not say that it’s something to focus on or at least strive for.” 

 

MA7 
Somewhat 

agree 

“As for the tournament, the story might be a bit different because from my 
experience, the most exposure is received when you’re the title sponsor. So 

from that perspective, I think that there it might be the case.” 

“For teams, players, and commentators, I don’t think it’s important. I think that 
it’s even bad to be the main and only sponsor because it creates the vision that 

your team might not be performing well.” 

 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 71 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports sponsors should strive to be the main sponsors of the entity they are sponsoring 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

Big companies should be main 

sponsors 

NEES6 “If you have that money and you are a business that can do it, more power to you.” 

MA2 “If Coca-Cola was my client, I would say ‘Yes, definitely’.” 

MA5 “When you’re a major global car brand, it would almost be somewhat beneath you to not be the main sponsor.” 

Some brands demand to be 

main sponsors 

EES2 “Some brands require this, right? Just because of their position in the market. If you’re a number one position in a market and you’re not on the jersey of the team that you’re 

sponsoring, that would be misaligned with your position in your industry. So, some brands require that.” 

EES4 “This is the basic of the basic. If you sponsor a team, then the player goes home, except he has another brand chair, then you turn to him and say, ‘Son, cover the other brand. 
Put the head pillow on the opposite side’.” 

Main sponsors are the biggest 

beneficiaries of all 

sponsoring agents 

EES5 “If you look at the way League of Legends activated, their lead sponsors did well.” 

EES7 “The term title sponsor is such a big term in esports and when you are the title sponsor of something, you get a lot more from that investment as opposed to just being a lesser 

investor.” 

More visibility to the sponsor EES1 “If we are sponsoring something where we have Logitech, or HyperX, or Predator, or whatever, who are also creating peripherals, but they are main sponsors, then of course it’s 

a problem for us because then they will be seen more than we will.” 

EES6 “For the main sponsor it will help you get more brand awareness, or impressions, or to increase the authority of your brand. Yes you can get more of that for sure.” 

EES7 “Having that big prime centre slot of your logo right under someone’s name, you get actually so much more views and so much more eyes on it as opposed to like, something 
on the very bottom or like a sleeve placement. So there’s things like that, that come from being a main sponsor that help push you over the edge. . . . When you have Twitch 

banners and you’re able to put your product right under their screen… if you aren’t the main sponsor, your banner might be at the very bottom and when someone’s watching 

Twitch chat, they’re not going to scroll to the bottom of Twitch. They’re going to watch the main streamer and they’re only going to see that window and what’s directly 
underneath that window. And so, product placement is very important, that’s what’s pretty much guaranteed as you’re a main sponsor.” 

NEES5 “I think there’s absolutely certain benefits to being a main sponsor and being the biggest logo on the screen, or the biggest logo on a team’s uniform, or having the presenting 

sponsorship of the tournament, or having our ads incorporated into the game.” 

MA3 “You can secure yourself certain eyeball value through being main sponsor.” 

MA6 “Being a main sponsor of a team or anything of course has added value because you’re the main presence and the main association.” 

MA7 “The most exposure is received when you’re the title sponsor. So from that perspective, I think that there it might be the case.” 

Helps to keep competitors 

away 

EES1 “If we have a competitor of ours who is sponsoring a tournament then we would probably not go into it anyway because they’re already there . . . I wouldn’t really think that 

they would allow us to go into it anyway because they would . . . have an agreement about that we’re not allowed go to into it.” 
 

Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

More expensive EES6 “It will be more expensive though.” 

NEES6 “To be main sponsors, currently is still extremely expensive.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Unadvisable for less 
financially capable brands 

MA2 “If Logitech was my client I would say ‘Definitely no’, because Logitech would have to pay such a big premium to be this amazing sponsor, but they just really want to get 
across a simple message of ‘We make great gaming mics that are for the professionals but can be used by the masses’ right? So they don’t need to be the headline sponsor 

and be on every pre-roll and be everything everywhere because actually the cost of that wouldn’t help them sell products to make that worthwhile. It would be a dumb 

move.” 

MA5 “If you’re a smaller brand, not being a main sponsor may even work a lot better for you.” 

Unnecessary if the other 

sponsors are not from the 

same industry 

EES1 “So for us, Audi or Mercedes, or an insurance company or whatever as a main sponsor for a tournament or team, it doesn’t matter for us . . . because this is not a competitor of 

ours. . . . If it’s a non-endemic brand then it doesn’t matter if we are a smaller sponsor or a bigger sponsor because they are not a competitor to us. So if they get a lot of 

attention then it also means that a lot of people will see our brand as well, at least at different places because they get a lot of shine.” 

Non-main sponsorships are 

also effective 

EES2 “I don’t think that’s always necessary. You can be a second or third tier sponsor and it’d still be effective for you. . . . If this was true to be the main sponsor, that would really 

decrease the amount of people who could have an effective sponsorship in esports.” 

NEES2 “I think that there’s still a lot of value even if you’re not a main sponsor.” 

NEES5 “I think smaller players can do big things at a lower cost that are relative to what they’re doing, but could also make a big splash.” 

MA4 “Not all brands are meant to be the main sponsors. Like, some brands who are doing gaming equipment, for example, and just have the rank of the team’s official supplier, for 
instance, and not being the main sponsor on the jersey, just doing product placement or stuff like that, it might be enough for brands like this. And they might need to. Like, 

video-chipsets manufacturers like NVidia, for instance, they could just do videos or gaming headsets manufacturers, for instance. If they only do product placement, it might 

be enough for them showcasing their product without having the big logo on the jersey, for instance.” 

The most important thing is to 
have a solid sponsorship 

strategy 

EES2 “I think it’s all about just developing with the team, the league, the tournament, the player, whoever, what you do and how you do it, you know?” 

EES5 “[Non-main] sponsors were able to do one off activations that really targeted their audiences, whether it be like VR experiences and stuff like that. You may not be the lead 
sponsor, but you can still tailor it to you on a lesser basis.” 

NEES3 “Brands in esports are very focused on creating very bespoked and very tailored marketing programmes or activities. So, it’s quite easy to dip the toe in and try something 

without investing millions right from the start. So that’s definitely a good thing.” 

NEES6 “Since it’s the wild west and risky, I would focus on being as authentic as possible, no logo plague, go in and see how it works. It’s still all new.” 

MA1 “It’s the same. It’s not a question of how large or huge a logo is in the jersey, it’s a question of what are you doing with the sponsorship deal? What’s your activation? What’s 

your added-value for the audience?” 

MA2 “If I was a brand and I did any sponsorship in esports I’d just sponsor like an armband on Astralis. I would have social media content as my big juicy worm-on-a-hook to pull 

audiences into my brand on an hourly basis. I would use Instagram, and Snapchat, and Twitter, and Facebook, and again this is what we do for our clients. It is about making 

sure that you’ve got a message that ties and shows an affinity to esports and there is no better way to do that than through social media. So even if I just had this little esports 

interaction with a fairly good team or a player, etc. I would just milk that for 6 months solid just doing social media because that’s how you’re going to be able to connect 
with a fan that’s going to connect with the brand and you can track them and retarget them with more messaging and stuff so that for me is a massive one.” 

MA3 “If the main sponsor is just a stupid cash-for-logo, then you can be main sponsor all you want, the side sponsor, the bronze partnership package, if they have a better narrative, 

cooler story, or make more waves, or drama, or anything like that, they might end up paying less but come out as the winner, even if you’re the main sponsor. So, while you 

can secure yourself certain eyeball value through being main sponsor, you do not have that as a guarantee. Smart sponsoring still dominates no matter if you’re silver, bronze 
or gold sponsor.” 

MA5 “Due to the digital nature of the sport, you may even get by with a smaller package if you’re smart with its activation.” 

MA6 “I think that it’s not so much that brands should strive to be the main sponsor, I think they should strive to have something that’s authentic, fits with fans and resonates with 

fans, and if you’re able to do that then it’s ok. There are other sponsors that are either main or big sponsors, or do different segments than you, but if you have something that 

works and that’s authentic then you don’t have to really focus on being the main sponsor of a tournament . . . I would not say that it’s something to focus on or at least strive 
for.” 
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Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

Type of brand EES2 “Depends on the brand. What is your positon in the market?” 

NEES4 “Depends. Very much. Who you are? What your business is? What you’re doing?” 

MA2 “Depends on who you are.” 

The sponsor’s goals EES2 “What are your goals?” 

EES5 “Depends on what you’re trying to do.” 

NEES1 “Depends on the targets that you want to achieve with the sponsorship.” 

NEES2 “Depends on what their goal is. Like, a main sponsor can come with a lot more costs and that might not be the right fit depending on what your goals are.” 

NEES8 “Depends on the sponsor and its marketing strategy.” 

MA5 “Depends on what you want to do.” 

The sponsor’s financial 
capability 

EES2 “How much money do you have? . . . A lot of it is going to be dictated by the budget you have, because if you’re the main sponsor, it’s going to cost you more.” 

NEES1 “Depends on your budget.” 

Who the other sponsors are EES1 “Depends on who the other sponsors are of the specific event at least. So if it is a competitor brand I would strongly agree. If it is a non-endemic brand, not really a competitor 
of ours, then I would strongly disagree.” 

MA4 “Depends on the brands.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.4.9. H3e – Be the main sponsor (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 52 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you prefer when a professional player/tournament is sponsored by a main 

brand or by multiple brands?” The response options to this closed-ended question were “I prefer 

when they have a single main sponsor” and “I prefer when they have multiple sponsors”. 

 

Figure 52 

Fans’ preference over single or multi-sponsored entities 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify four fans who provided answers connected to the main strategy of being the main sponsor 

and three fans who provided answers contradicting this by stating a preference for multiple 

sponsors. Table 72 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

Table 72 

Fan quotes supporting or contradicting the strategy of being the main sponsor 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Prefer single-sponsored entities  

“I think that a main sponsor Ian the way to go.” 35 

“I prefer tournaments that have a large main sponsor.” 267 

“Having a main sponsorship so the announcer can say it is the ‘Logitech cup’ or the ‘monster tournament’ is ideal as far as 

advertising that brand.” 

313 

“Companies that sponsor an event or entire tournament engage players/viewers a lot more - ie the Mtn Dew gamefuel 

event/tournament in Brawlhalla. Makes it 100x more memorable and positive (as opposed to a reaction of annoyance to 

another ad).” 

426 

Prefer multi-sponsored entities  

“With the ‘do i prefer single or multiple sponsors’: i prefer multiple sponsors.” 7 

“I'd prefer multiple sponsors over a couple large ones, because putting the players and the organizationz under the thumb of 
one company makes it much easier for said company to sway their decision making.” 

211 

“Having multiple sponsorships for tournaments or event is ideal. . . . Having other logos or sponsor names on graphics is never 

harmful for esports.” 

313 

Note. . . . = edited cut. 

 

 

A 

B 

A. I prefer single-sponsored entities 

(40.5%; 𝑛 = 2,282) 

B. I prefer multi-sponsored entities 

(59.5%; 𝑛 = 3,356) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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4.4.10. H3f – Avoid over-advertising (Sample 1) 

 

Figure 53 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports sponsorship experts by 

presenting them with the statement “Esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising” and asking 

them to indicate their level of disagreement or agreement with it. The closed-ended answer options 

were: “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, “Agree”, or 

“Strongly agree”. Overall, the figure reveals that 9.1% (i.e. n = 2/22) of experts expressed 

disagreement and 90.9% (i.e. n = 20/22) expressed agreement. 

 

Figure 53 

Experts’ opinion on whether esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising 

 
 

Table 73 presents the most relevant quotes from the esports sponsorship experts when asked to 

justify their level of disagreement or agreement with the statement “Esports sponsors should avoid 

over-advertising”. It was possible to verify that, in total, 22 experts provided arguments in favour 

of the statement, 12 provided arguments against the statement, and five indicated that it depends. 

Afterwards, Table 74 thematically categorizes the most important of these quotes. 
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Table 73 

Experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

EES1 
Strongly 

agree 

“If you advertise with a message where it’s not really organic and it really looks 
like that you’re just trying to sell, then you should try to avoid it for sure.” 

“You cannot really over-advertise when… like you need to make sure that you 
make organic advertisement. . . . If you’re doing storytelling or if you’re 

doing these different kinds of things, as long as they make sense and it seems 

organic, then you won't run the risk of over-advertising.” 

“Depends on a lot of things. . . . 
Depends on what kind of 

advertisement you’re doing.” 

EES2 

Agree 

“This is a best practice in all advertising. Don’t overdo it. Find the right balance. . 

. . Especially for non-endemic brands, because non-endemic brands are brands 
from outside the esports space. Sometimes it doesn’t feel right to see . . . Yes 

you want awareness, but if you overdo it, it’s… it comes back to authenticity, 

you know? Like, it needs to feel like it belongs there and you can develop 
things so that it does feel like it belongs, but if you just take over everything, 

yeah, that’s going to be too much [laughs]. I think that’s a little bit of a 

common sense one.” 

  

EES3 

Strongly 

agree 

“Over-advertising is never good for anyone. If you are spamming continuously 

the fans, nobody is going to buy your product. And that is what matters, 

basically.” 

  

EES4 

Agree 

“American football has few sponsors here in Brazil, so usually someone signs and 

every 5 minutes passes the same commercial for that same brand. It is 

unbearable. Everyone who watches it complains. If I'm going to do the same 
thing in esports, people will hate it. If every half hour you watch a stream on 

Twitch, there's a commercial of mine. Man, if I do that by the end of 3 months 

you will be hating my brand.” 

“If you moderately sponsor multiple channels, it does not constitute over-

advertising. As long as advertising is not invasive.” 

“Depends a lot on how you act.” 

EES5 

Agree 

“You’ve seen a lot of people like HP Omen… so HP Omen spent 2.1 million a 

quarter globally on esports and gaming and as soon as you stop spending that 

money you become irrelevant. It’s about doing quality over quantity.” 

  

EES6 

Agree 

“Over-advertising is not good in any area, not even in esports.”   

EES7 
Agree 

“The consumers are very aware when you’re over-advertising, when you’re trying 
too hard to sell a product, when you’re not being organic. And so, I would just 

advice esports sponsors to kind of cut back on that.” 

  

NEES1 
Somewhat 

disagree 

“If you do too much and people hate you instead of loving you, maybe that 
happens.” 

“The risk is ratter low.” “Depends on the brand fit. If you are 
the right brand for esports, for 

instance if you are Pringles, Coca-

Cola, Red Bull, etc., then there is no 
way of over-advertising or there is a 

very low risk of over-advertising.” 
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ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

NEES2 

Agree 

“I think there can be some oversaturation within esports, whether at the league or 

at the team level, where for every additional sponsor that means your current 
sponsors are getting less value, whether it’s exposure or whether it’s just brand 

equity, things like that. And so that’s… if you have too many sponsors you’ll 

become unsustainable.” 

  

NEES3 

Strongly 

agree 

“It’s a fine line to walk.”   

NEES4 

Agree 

“You should avoid over-advertising.” “You could have an ad which has a good and proper storytelling, then you could 

be putting up the same ad and it’s popular or maybe you have a very specific 

message you wish to convey to the community because you have an 
incredibly focused approach, so you’ll be advertising a very particular thing.” 

 

NEES5 

Agree 

“You don’t want to inundate them with your commercial messages . . . Now our 

advertising doesn’t stand out as much as it did but yeah we should definitely 
probably not over-advertise. But that’s the same in sports too.” 

“Right now in League of Legends you can’t miss [NEES5] here in North 

America. I mean, on the rotating logo we sponsor the Analyst Desk between 
every game and we have ads, we have interstitials, we’re all over the game. 

And for the 28th team season, we’re the only major advertiser.” 

 

NEES6 
Agree 

“It can wash out. . . . For the most part, you know, be in the eye-line but don’t 
shove it in people’s faces. It comes across as not natural.” 

“Certain brands speak to it really well. Red Bull, Monster, and a few computer 
companies do it really really well.” 

 

NEES7 

Disagree 

“One thing that I don’t think you should do is repeat the same exact message. I 

hate when, in a pre-roll, we’re literally just watching the same commercial.” 

“The human brain needs to see something seven times in order to retain it. . . . If 

you check the box of relevancy, I think you should try to repeat your message 
as much as you can to ensure that it retains with end-user. . . . I think people 

need to think about their repetition in more of a storytelling mind-set where, 

if you know you’re going to have someone in esports sitting down and 
watching a 3 hour tournament, you should think about what is your message 

at the beginning of that tournament and how is it different by the time you get 

to the end of that tournament. To tell a more robust story. I think, by nature of 
what esports is, you have people that are sitting down for way longer engaged 

with this content than they are in Instagram, etc. and you need to adapt your 

marketing accordingly to that extended viewership.” 

 

NEES8 

Strongly 

agree 

“Advertising should always be organic and functional. Otherwise it may even 

become a risk to your reputation.” 

  

MA1 

Agree 

“I think it’s not a question of quantity, it’s a question of quality.”   



432 

 

ID Quote 

Stance Agreeing Disagreeing Depends 

MA2 

Agree 

“It is more dangerous in esports to do that because it’s quite anti-commercial. 

That’s why you see the prevalence of ad-blocking in tech-gamers than you see 
anywhere else. They certainly are anti-advertising . . . If you take a very 

straight, almost American ‘Come and buy my product, it’s on discount today’, 

yes you will find yourself selling less, rather than more. . . . If you just do the 

sell, sell, sell, then you’ll alienate yourself from that audience.” 

“That doesn’t mean that you can’t advertise. It just means that it needs to be 

incorporated in the right way. Sponsors shouldn’t be afraid of explaining that 
they have a product and that you should go buy it . . . That doesn’t mean that 

you should shy away. It’s about the holistic approach to the way in which you 

introduce yourself to the audience. You act like one of them and you make 

them aware that you have a great product, and a great product that solves 

problems that a gamer has. If you do that, you can advertise all you like.” 

 

MA3 
Agree 

“Finding the right mix of saturation but not oversaturation in terms of ads, etc. it’s 
a tough call. . . . They should not over-advertise . . . I think in internet and 

gaming you should not over-advertise because it could lead to a backlash.” 

“You can also rotate content. So instead of making one spot, you make multiple 
ones, right? There are several cool technologies now. . . . With one theme, 

you can create like 10 different spots and it adapts to certain situations, and 

adapts to where in the bracket we are of the tournament, right? Semi-finals, 
finals, play-offs, or grand-finals, or something like that. . . . Prevention of 

over-advertising is rotation of content using different funnels, right? You 

don’t have to push 10 ads a minute, you can push just 2 a minute and then 
take other funnels to social media, others to commentators mentioning you, to 

placement of logos, use of product, and those kind of funnels right?” 

 

MA4 
Somewhat 

agree 

“It can have a reverse effect if the brand is a bit too pushy.” “If they bring relevant content or relevant experiences to fans, the more the 
better . . . Put the experience or the content before the brand and not the other 

way around.” 

“Depends of what we understand by 
advertising.” 

MA5 
Agree 

“Too much can be too much.” “For example, DHL had a very strong activation around ESL One Birmingham 
and people loved it so much they were chanting ‘DHL! DHL!’ in the 

stadium.” 

“Depends on what you’re doing. . . . 
Depends on the quality of what you 

do, not just the amount.” 

MA6 
Agree 

“Avoid overdoing these things. . . . Over-advertisement doesn’t go well with this 
audience, so it’s best to avoid.” 

“Have a more diverse portfolio of content of which advertisement is one, but 
then also look into other forms that are maybe less intrusive or very clear 

advertisements, and work with more… like a player interviews or some other 

type of creative content, behind the scenes things.” 

 

MA7 

Strongly 

agree 

“You need to understand one thing, and it’s that the gamers, they hate 

advertisement and they’re putting ad-blocks in everything. So actually it’s 

better not to try to show 55 advertisements which will be very bad, but just try 
to get them 2 messages.” 

  

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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Table 74 

Categorization of the experts’ most relevant quotes on whether esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising 
Theme ID Quotes agreeing 

It irritates fans EES3 “If you are spamming continuously the fans, nobody is going to buy your product.” 

EES4 “American football has few sponsors here in Brazil, so usually someone signs and every 5 minutes passes the same commercial for that same brand. It is unbearable. Everyone 

who watches it complains. If I'm going to do the same thing in esports, people will hate it. If every half hour you watch a stream on Twitch, there's a commercial of mine. 

Man, if I do that by the end of 3 months you will be hating my brand.” 

NEES1 “If you do too much and people hate you instead of loving you, maybe that happens.” 

NEES8 “It may even become a risk to your reputation.” 

MA3 “In internet and gaming you should not over-advertise because it could lead to a backlash.” 

MA4 “It can have a reverse effect if the brand is a bit too pushy.” 

MA6 “Over-advertisement doesn’t go well with this audience, so it’s best to avoid.” 

MA7 “The gamers, they hate advertisement and they’re putting ad-blocks in everything.” 

Waste of money EES5 “HP Omen spent 2.1 million a quarter globally on esports and gaming and as soon as you stop spending that money you become irrelevant.” 

Sponsors must carefully plan 

how often they advertise 

EES2 “Don’t overdo it. Find the right balance.” 

EES7 “I would just advice esports sponsors to kind of cut back on that.” 

NEES3 “It’s a fine line to walk.” 

NEES6 “Be in the eye-line but don’t shove it in people’s faces. It comes across as not natural.” 

MA3 “Finding the right mix of saturation but not oversaturation in terms of ads, etc. it’s a tough call.” 

MA7 “It’s better not to try to show 55 advertisements which will be very bad, but just try to get them 2 messages.” 

Fans do not like commercially 

predatory brands 

EES7 “The consumers are very aware when you’re over-advertising, when you’re trying too hard to sell a product, when you’re not being organic.” 

MA2 “It is more dangerous in esports to do that because it’s quite anti-commercial. That’s why you see the prevalence of ad-blocking in tech-gamers than you see anywhere else. 

They certainly are anti-advertising . . . If you take a very straight, almost American ‘Come and buy my product, it’s on discount today’, yes you will find yourself selling less, 
rather than more. . . . If you just do the sell, sell, sell, then you’ll alienate yourself from that audience.” 

Sponsors should prioritize 
quality over quantity 

EES5 “It’s about doing quality over quantity.” 

MA1 “It’s not a question of quantity, it’s a question of quality.” 

Non-endemic sponsors should 

advertise less 

EES2 “Especially for non-endemic brands, because non-endemic brands are brands from outside the esports space. Sometimes it doesn’t feel right to see.” 

More important to be 
authentic and organic 

EES1 “If you advertise with a message where it’s not really organic and it really looks like that you’re just trying to sell, then you should try to avoid it for sure.” 

EES2 “Yes you want awareness, but if you overdo it, it’s… it comes back to authenticity, you know? Like, it needs to feel like it belongs there and you can develop things so that it 

does feel like it belongs, but if you just take over everything, yeah, that’s going to be too much.” 

NEES8 “Advertising should always be organic and functional.” 

Sponsors should not repeat the 
same exact message 

NEES7 “One thing that I don’t think you should do is repeat the same exact message. I hate when, in a pre-roll, we’re literally just watching the same commercial.” 
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Theme ID Quotes disagreeing 

Authentic and organic ads will 
not be perceived as over-

advertising 

EES1 “You cannot really over-advertise when… like you need to make sure that you make organic advertisement. . . . If you’re doing storytelling or if you’re doing these different 
kinds of things, as long as they make sense and it seems organic, then you won't run the risk of over-advertising.” 

NEES4 “You could have an ad which has a good and proper storytelling, then you could be putting up the same ad and it’s popular or maybe you have a very specific message you wish 
to convey to the community because you have an incredibly focused approach, so you’ll be advertising a very particular thing.” 

NEES7 “If you check the box of relevancy, I think you should try to repeat your message as much as you can to ensure that it retains with end-user. . . . I think people need to think 

about their repetition in more of a storytelling mind-set where, if you know you’re going to have someone in esports sitting down and watching a 3 hour tournament, you 

should think about what is your message at the beginning of that tournament and how is it different by the time you get to the end of that tournament. To tell a more robust 
story. I think, by nature of what esports is, you have people that are sitting down for way longer engaged with this content than they are in Instagram, etc. and you need to 

adapt your marketing accordingly to that extended viewership.” 

MA2 “That doesn’t mean that you can’t advertise. It just means that it needs to be incorporated in the right way. Sponsors shouldn’t be afraid of explaining that they have a product 

and that you should go buy it . . . That doesn’t mean that you should shy away. It’s about the holistic approach to the way in which you introduce yourself to the audience. 

You act like one of them and you make them aware that you have a great product, and a great product that solves problems that a gamer has. If you do that, you can advertise 
all you like.” 

MA4 “If they bring relevant content or relevant experiences to fans, the more the better . . . Put the experience or the content before the brand and not the other way around.” 

MA6 “Have a more diverse portfolio of content of which advertisement is one, but then also look into other forms that are maybe less intrusive or very clear advertisements, and work 

with more… like a player interviews or some other type of creative content, behind the scenes things.” 

Ads spread over multiple 

channels will not be 

perceived as over-
advertising 

EES4 “If you moderately sponsor multiple channels, it does not constitute over-advertising.” 

MA3 “You can also rotate content. So instead of making one spot, you make multiple ones, right? There are several cool technologies now. . . . With one theme, you can create like 

10 different spots and it adapts to certain situations, and adapts to where in the bracket we are of the tournament, right? Semi-finals, finals, play-offs, or grand-finals, or 

something like that. . . . Prevention of over-advertising is rotation of content using different funnels, right? You don’t have to push 10 ads a minute, you can push just 2 a 
minute and then take other funnels to social media, others to commentators mentioning you, to placement of logos, use of product, and those kind of funnels right?” 

Non-invasive ads will not be 
perceived as over-

advertising 

EES4 “As long as advertising is not invasive.” 

The risk of over-advertising is 

low 

NEES1 “The risk is ratter low.” 

Constant advertising is 

necessary 

NEES7 “The human brain needs to see something seven times in order to retain it.” 

Theme ID Quotes indicating that it depends 

Type of ad EES1 “Depends on what kind of advertisement you’re doing.” 

EES4 “Depends a lot on how you act.” 

MA5 “Depends on what you’re doing. . . . Depends on the quality of what you do, not just the amount.” 

Brand fit NEES1 “Depends on the brand fit. If you are the right brand for esports, for instance if you are Pringles, Coca-Cola, Red Bull, etc., then there is no way of over-advertising or there is a 

very low risk of over-advertising.” 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 
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4.4.11. H3f – Avoid over-advertising (Sample 2) 

 

Figure 54 presents the frequencies of the data collected from esports fans by asking the closed-

ended question “Do you think there are too many advertisements in esports?” The response options 

to this closed-ended question were “Yes” and “No”. 

 

Figure 54 

Fans opinion on the amount of advertisements in esports 

 
 

From the last item of the online survey, which was an optional and open-ended question asking 

“Would you like to add anything else about what was addressed in this survey?”, it was possible to 

identify 23 fans who provided answers connected to the main strategy of avoiding over-advertising. 

Table 75 presents the full or partial quotes from these participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

B 

A. There are too many advertisements in 

esports (16.5%; 𝑛 = 932) 

B. There are not too many advertisements in 

esports (83.5%; 𝑛 = 4,706) 

Note. N = 5,638; n = 5,638; No answer = 0 
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Table 75 

Fan quotes supporting the strategy of avoiding over-advertising 
Subtheme and quote Fan ID 

Preference for no ads  

“The best esports event is ‘The International’ and it is that way because it has no sponsers.” 4 

“Tbh, I dislike advertisments in general.” 54 

“Other than that they should just gtfo with their shit ass adds and marketing campaigns. Noone likes adds, noone cares about 

the stupid ‘message’ you are trying to spread.” 

73 

“No one likes advertising.” 131 

“I hate all advertisements. . . . If I can remember a brand-name and know it's due to an ad, I'm more likely to NOT buy that 

product.” 

257 

“I generally feel that advertising is insidious, purposefully subversive, and should be avoided on an individual level if 
possible.” 

260 

“I have a neutral to negative opinion of any sponsor, just as I would seeing them interrupt a TV show I like or whatever.” 273 

“Airing TV ads on a twitch stream is a sure way to make me not buy a single product from a sponsor. I don't watch TV to 

avoid adds, I'll vote with my money when i see awful adverts running through my tourneys.” 

461 

Avoid sponsorship clutter  

“I prefer multiple sponsors, but not too many (you shouldnt have to read off of a teleprompter to remember them all).” 7 

Ad repetition leads to irritation  

“The only time the sponsors get annoying is when theres a delay and their ad plays 20 times but that's not intentional.” 29 

“I know they are necessary but if I'm at the point I keep seeing the same thing constantly, I'm the type of person to actively 

avoid buying a product I know has obnoxious ads.” 

257 

“How in-your-face the sponsorship is matters. Eg branded monitors vs the logo plastered everywhere and mentioned every 
minute with no reprive.” 

304 

Esports should not mimic sports’ ad clutter  

“The worst part about the superbowl is the ads in my opinion and esports looking like that would be terrible.” 29 

“In E-Sports its like regular sports but I don't want to be bombed with ad clips everywhere.” 54 

“More sponsorship sounds good, it would be bad if it reached the levels of major sports however.” 160 

“I don’t like seeing esports teams with sponsors plastered all over their uniforms like NASCAR.” 277 

There is over-advertising  

“Too many stupid energy drink sponsorships.” 24 

“I would love to have fewer, because they can take away time from segments.” 42 

“Sponsorship in esports is a challenge, sponsors wish to ensure a return on investment which leads to an over saturation of 

sponsorships in established games.” 

63 

“I do think there are too many advertisements in e-sports.” 104 

“In the old days of League, a replay was a replay. Now it's an acer predator replay. A baron buff was that, now it's an Axe 

baron buff. The analyst desk was just that, now it's the statefarm analyst desk. They tack on sponsor names to the beginning 

of the game-related element and it's cringey and does not make me want to support the sponsor at all, really. It's good that 
League has real sponsors but it's silly and saddening how it's implemented. We even have a skin in-game now that a Louis 

Vutton designer helped make and you can see the logo. When will it end?” 

188 

“I think there is a fine line that needs to be towed with esports and volume of sponsorship.” 211 

“Make the sponsorships/ads less repetitive.” 247 

“I do not have a problem with advertisements that pop up/rotate in the bottom corner. But if they consistently interfere with 

watching the content that is when advertising is a pain.” 

279 

“Sponsors shouldn't be too intrusive in the viewing experience. I don't want to get bombarded with ads when all I want to do is 

watch a game.” 

403 

“10 ads between every set during a fighting game tournament gets pretty aggravating.” 455 

Note. . . . = edited cut. 
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4.4.12. Additional main strategies 

 

It was possible to identify quotes alluding to four additional main strategies. These were: (1) 

Commit to long-term sponsorships, (2) Create personalized strategies, (3) Partner with other 

sponsors, and (4) Use social media to promote your sponsorships. Their data will be exposed in the 

following sub-chapters. 

 

 

4.4.12.1. Commit to long-term sponsorships 

 

Table 76 presents 10 quotes from 10 esports sponsorship experts alluding to the strategy of 

brands committing to long-term esports sponsorships. 

 

Table 76 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the strategy of brands committing to long-term sponsorships 

Quote  Expert 

“Those who are investing now, for the short term, may be disappointed in their investment, if they pull out too soon. . . . If 

you get a good evaluation on your investments and if you’re in it for the long term, then it’s a sustainable investment. I do 

think people who don’t do their homework, they end up paying too much, and if they’re looking for a quick ROI, if you’re 
just looking to get in and get out, I don’t think esports is right for you. . . . Some people will get out and not have a good 

experience with their investment, but those who are patient and are willing to wait it out will receive a return on their 

investment. . . . If you are in it for the long-term, you will be happy with your investment.” 

 EES2 

“Most of the time we increase followings in our social media accounts that maybe in the long-term those generate sales.”  EES3 

“The sponsorship itself will probably not increase your brand awareness on the long-term unless you have a long-term 

marketing strategy. . . . If you pursue a long-term strategy in esports then it’s a sustainable investment. . . . Another one I 
think has to do with brand loyalty and customer loyalty, provided that you pursue a long-term strategy. . . . Sponsorships 

should always be long-term activations or a long-term marketing tool . . . It should be something long-term. If you do 

something very short-term just to serve short-term marketing KPIs, I think you are losing momentum.” 

 NEES3 

“There’s immediate short-term gain and then there’s long-term gain. . . . I think this is less about the problems and more about 

educating brands about the benefits here and the long-term benefits here.” 

 NEES7 

“This is not a trend, this is not something for teenagers, this is a part of your marketing strategy for the next years.”  MA1 

“Commit to a longer sponsorship agreement. . . . Every brand that first comes in is celebrated like ‘Yeah, welcome to esports I 

hope you stay’. So that helps a lot because they create the narrative, they give us mainstream coverage, etc. . . . Longer 

time commitment.” 

 MA3 

“On the long term, yes, because if you look at the traditional brand objectives, most of the non-endemic brands like car 

manufacturers, insurances, etc., they are just entering esports so first they are trying to build awareness among the target 

audience, and then preference, and then latter on purchase intent and try to drive sales. But when a car manufacturer, like 
Mercedes is communicating in esports, today they probably know that the people who watch esports are around 25, they 

won’t be the ones buying the Mercedes car the next day but maybe in 10 or 15 years they will. . . . The market is growing 

so I’d say on the long term it’s a sustainable investment.” 

 MA4 

“Plan long-term and try to be seen as a supporter of the community.”  MA5 

“Mercedes has been sponsoring esports, a relatively expensive car brand, those I don’t expect to lead to a large increase in 

sales in the short-term.” 

 MA6 

“Sometimes sponsoring in esports is a long run, and you see, for example, Mercedes or Porsche, they’re not sponsoring 

esports because they expect to get things sold tomorrow, they definitely understand that the core audience of esports will 

not buy the Mercedes tomorrow. However, they understand that the audience of esports might be able to buy a Mercedes in 
5 or 7 years from now and this is the prime time to start investing in this audience.” 

 MA7 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut. 

 

It was also possible to identify five quotes from five fans who provided commentaries 

connected to the strategy of brands committing to long-term sponsorships. Table 77 presents these 

participants’ quotes. 
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Table 77 

Fan quotes alluding to the strategy of brands committing to long-term sponsorships 
Quote Fan ID 

“Sponsor things for the long run.” 66 

“Continued interest in current and future generations of the player base is what everyone wants for the games they love.” 107 

“It's very frustrating to see some sponsors basically sign on to teams that make big events, without really ever supporting any one 
team long-term. Anyways, it could be good to think about -- not only what action will bring you the most apparent benefit 

now, but also what impact your brand can have on the scene in the long term.” 

215 

“I actively play in eSports with trackmania but the scene is pretty small so we see multiple sponsors come and go in less 6 
months. I don't know much about the the rest of eSports and I do think that on the top scene, sponsors tend to stay longer than 

that.” 

299 

“For esports to grow a step further, I think it's fundamental for well-established brands to sign up long-term contracts once they 
have tested the waters, so all the other parts can increase their investment/commitment as well and increase the overall 

stability and interest, getting also better long-term structures and a potential increase in the spectators' fidelity to this form of 

entertainment and to the brands involved.” 

390 

 

 

4.4.12.2. Create personalized strategies 

 

Table 78 presents 13 quotes from 10 esports sponsorship experts alluding to the importance of 

brands creating personalized sponsorship strategies that are solely adapted to fully take advantage 

of esports. The quotes are divided into appropriate subthemes. 

 

Table 78 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the strategy creating personalized strategies 

Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Create strategies adapted to your goals   

“So it really depends on what kind of value you’re looking for. Are you looking for an increase on social media? Like both 

reach and followers? Are you looking for selling more products? Are you looking for more brand awareness or better 

brand awareness or better brand image? Like it really depends on what kind of goals you have and what you should then 
do because it all depends on what you would like to do and what kind of actions you should do.” 

 EES1 

Do not copy sport sponsorship strategies   

“I’ll say this, I think a lot of times, let’s say in traditional sports, I think a lot of brands sponsoring in traditional sports 
think ‘What can I get out of this?’, right? Like if I sponsor the Dallas Cowboys, NFL football team, how many people 

are seeing my logo, how many people are engaging with it, etc. The opposite needs to be the case in esports because the 

community just demands more from brands, so… which is because the community is younger and younger people 
demand more from brands.” 

 EES2 

“Stop playing by the rules of traditional sports.”  NEES7 

“When we look at the areas where it has gone wrong it is simply because they have treated it just like Rugby because them 
or one of their agencies has expertise in Rugby, football, basketball, and therefore have applied that same one. . . . What 

we have to recognize in esports today is that they have everything going against them to be able to achieve this, 

because, again, if it’s traditional sports, they know exactly how to go and do this, but they don’t know how to go and do 
this in esports. So you’d often go to either agencies or the teams themselves, the Manchester United, the Chicago Bulls, 

and they would already have this wonderful formulaic way of helping you deliver those things. Tried and tested with 

some of the biggest brands in the world over the last 10 to 20 years. You don’t have that in esports. Now you have a lot 
of teams especially and even companies like ESL and Riot to a certain degree get it because I’ve seen that work within 

sports, but you’re having big organizations trying to reinvent this wheel, and they are not people necessarily qualified to 

do so. So what I mean by that is that they’re trying to… they see the football, NBA, NFL, NHL way of doing all of that 
storytelling, and content for fans, and supporting tournaments, and all of these kinds of things, and promoting the good 

of the sport, and talking about the bad of the sport, and all of this kind of stuff. They know how to do it with those but, 

you have all of the organizations saying ‘Yeah we should do that, we should focus on this, we should focus on that’, but 
they’re just shooting from the head. They’re being… they don’t know. They’re not professionally experienced sports 

sponsorship people for esports because they haven’t been around long enough to make all the mistakes to learn from it 

and to do it right. So you have the brands that don’t know how to do this and you have the people that they looked in 
not knowing how to tell them.” 

 MA2 

“Absolutely. Because they had it from sports you know? They had it from the sports industry. They’re used like, since the 

1960s, they’re doing sports marketing of any kind pretty much, for radio, newspapers, TV, etc. and ever since not much 
changed, we just put the logos in a different place.”  

 

 MA3 
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Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Do not copy traditional sponsorship strategies   

 “Like literally someone comes with a new app, you put your logo in there and they call it innovation, but this is the digital 
age here you know? . . . The problem is that the current marketing managers, the high-seat levels division leaders, 

CEOs, etc., they are boomers mostly, so they are coming from the ‘Yeah, yeah, oh we have 50,000 people on our TV! 

Sponsor me and I’ll put your logo somewhere!’, it’s the same mentality . . . The reality is that often they don’t know. So 
again, it’s like a 50 year-old marketing guy, they just do whatever they have done in the past and innovation comes 

slow.” 

 MA3 

Create strategies adapted to esports   

“Within this market there is a fear of unauthenticity. So you have to go in with a very different mind-set.”  NEES6 

“I think, by nature of what esports is, you have people that are sitting down for way longer engaged with this content than 

they are in Instagram, etc. and you need to adapt your marketing accordingly to that extended viewership.” 

 NEES7 

“A lot of people go bankrupt. They have good a product, they’re really ready, they have good technologies or they run their 

companies well, but the reality is that if you build the company in 2019 you have to ask yourself ‘Can I survive with the 

monetization which I would consider standard in 2016?’” 

 MA3 

“Be ready to go new ways with your brand. For example, Mercedes has re-interpreted their brand personality in esports 

because this is a scene that’s very close-knit and has its own humour.” 

 MA5 

“Working with esports requires some adjustments. I mean, you cannot use the same advertisement which you would be 
using to address a 50 years-old granny or an 8-year-old kid. So they should be addressed properly.” 

 MA7 

Create different strategies adapted to different esports sectors   

“We mentioned the importance of communities and their language, I think one thing that’s important for brands is to 
understand that fans of one game or team are part of this unique community for that game. So the Overwatch fans are a 

very distinct group of an audience that should have their own type of strategy and plan behind it on how you can engage 

best with that community from Counter-Strike and Dota and League of Legends. So all of these games are very unique, 
you need to think about them as separate things as you would with football, tennis, basketball, and baseball, so don’t 

think about ‘I’m going to activate with all esports games or something very broad’ that’s something very difficult. I 

would say, as a brand, it’s better to focus, and focus on one game or even one team within a game and do that well and 
then expand into more teams or new games. But really take your time to get to know it and focus and don’t try to go 

into it too broad.” 

 MA6 

Create strategies adapted to the current evolutionary state of esports   

“You need to try different things, because, as you said it, esports are very much evolving, they’re very dynamic, the market 

is fragmented, new events, new players come in and out. What happens here is that… all you can have is your own 

story and try a different mix.” 

 NEES4 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut; … = 

interviewee break. 

 

 

4.4.12.3. Partner with other sponsors 

 

Table 79 presents three quotes from three esports sponsorship experts alluding to the strategy 

of esports sponsors partnering with other sponsors of competitive gaming. 
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Table 79 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the strategy of partnering with other sponsors 

Quote  Expert 

“Apparel partnerships with brands that have licenses is a good option. . . . Yeah, so one of the partnerships I’ve been working 
on is with an apparel brand. So, ULT Esports apparel, they’re a brand that I really like. They have one of the licences for 

Overwatch League and so we were able to partner with the apparel brand, we were able to do some cool activations with 

teams in Overwatch through the brand. So that’s another thing. You could look at… I’d have to think about other ones, but 
maybe some of the peripheral brands, maybe headsets, mouse, controller, keyboard brands. Like if you partner with those 

guys, they have partnerships with leagues and teams, and you can leverage those partnerships to be involved in their 
activations, if that makes sense. So yeah I would say some of those peripheral brands and apparel brands partnerships are 

also good options.” 

 EES2 

“I would say one strategy that they should keep in mind for sure that has been very successful for [EES7] is collaborations and 
that’s essentially just when two different companies work together to make a combined effort. You know, I’ll take Razer, 

for example, because they, to be honest, have very very good marketing on this end. But, in terms of their peripherals, 

they're constantly co-collaborating with different brands. They’re collaborating with Blizzard to make exclusive D.Va 
keyboards. They recently just came out with a Pokémon collaboration because Pokémon had a resurgence and so they have 

Pokémon mice and keyboard and things like that. You know, on our end, even though we make peripherals ourselves at 

[EES7] we still collaborate with brands like Corsair and HyperX to just do things to make it a little bit bigger and in the 
industry we kind of call this double dipping and it’s like where we kind of co-promote each other. Use our brands socials 

and use our brands’ strengths to kind of boost each other’s brand. And so, in the end, ideally we can get our audiences 

together and we can get awareness even higher.” 

 EES7 

“Currently, with the way it’s working right now, the strategy that is seeming to be the best is partnering with other brands to 

make experiences. Again, it can be very expensive currently, right now, in esports, and to combine partnerships helps both 

brands to get in, talk to a market and bring in experience. For instance, we partnered with HyperX, we partnered with 
Topgolf, Gears of War, and a few others so that we can put on events and do it in a monetary value that speaks to both of 

us. . . . Strategies for esports sponsorships, communication, a lot of communication and partnerships is a wonderful 

strategy.” 

 NEES6 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; . . . = edited cut; … = interviewee break. 

 

 

4.4.12.4. Use social media to promote your sponsorships 

 

Table 80 presents nine quotes from nine esports sponsorship experts alluding to the strategy of 

brands using social media platforms to promote their esports sponsorships. The quotes are divided 

into appropriate subthemes. 
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Table 80 

Experts’ quotes alluding to the strategy of using social media to promote esports sponsorships 

Subtheme and quote  Expert 

Fan-base heavily consumes social media   

“As a fan, you have a lot of things going on your feet. You’re just scrolling down, scrolling down on social media, you’re 

not really paying attention. You need to create something that actually catches their eyes.” 

 EES1 

“The youth today are normally masters of social media. They make your social media increase and decrease as they please, 
both in terms of followers and in making posts go viral, etc.” 

 EES4 

“There’s a large audience that only use smartphones and PCs and make little use of TVs, etc.”  EES7 

“That younger audience that isn’t watching television in the same way the older generation did, that isn’t utilizing the 

media in the same way . . . This is a very very social audience . . . Because of who this audience is, being young and 

very social.” 

 NEES5 

“I think one of the biggest ones has to do, of course, with the target demographic of esports and mainly a target 

demographic that’s under 35, majority is between 15 and 35, in terms of age and young generations are often interesting 

for brands in general to reach. What’s specifically interesting for esports is that the fans of esports and gaming in 
general are very difficult to reach for other forms of media, in part because they don’t watch a lot of TV anymore, they 

don’t listen to a lot of radio anymore, also don’t really read a newspaper or magazine so their consumption is very 

digital in general." 

 MA6 

Use social media to promote your esports sponsorships   

“As I’ve said, brand awareness, most of the time we increase followings in our social media accounts.”  EES3 

“You are targeting an audience that does not watch or read traditional media . . . If I was a brand and I did any sponsorship 
in esports I’d just sponsor like an armband on Astralis. I would have social media content as my big juicy worm-on-a-

hook to pull audiences into my brand on an hourly basis. I would use Instagram, and Snapchat, and Twitter, and 

Facebook, and again this is what we do for our clients. It is about making sure that you’ve got a message that ties and 
shows an affinity to esports and there is no better way to do that than through social media. So even if I just had this 

little esports interaction with a fairly good team or a player, etc. I would just milk that for 6 months solid just doing 

social media because that’s how you’re going to be able to connect with a fan that’s going to connect with the brand and 
you can track them and retarget them with more messaging and stuff so that for me is a massive one.” 

 MA2 

“You don’t have to push 10 ads a minute, you can push just 2 a minute and then take other funnels to social media.”  MA3 

“Promote this ad that you would do with any ad to the right target-audience on video platforms or on Twitter, simply using 
the traditional targeting options that these platforms offer to esports fans. That might be a right way to do it.” 

 MA4 

Note. EES = Endemic esports sponsor; NEES = Non-endemic esports sponsor; MA = Marketing agency; . . . = edited cut. 
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CHAPTER 5 – DISCUSSION 

 

The discussion is a section that immediately follows the results (Morling, 2018; Tavakoli, 

2012). After moulding the raw empirical data into easily readable information in the results, comes 

the process of examining, scrutinizing, interpreting, evaluating, and qualifying its meanings and 

contrasting them with the research hypotheses in order to draw quality and viable inferences and 

conclusions (Tavakoli, 2012). 

The discussion can be divided into three main subsections (Morling, 2018). The first 

subsection should open with a clear statement on the confirmation or refutation of the original 

research hypotheses (Tavakoli, 2012) and an indication of the extent to which the hypotheses were 

confirmed or refuted (Morling, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018). An explanation should follow 

(Tavakoli, 2012), mentioning which data supported the hypotheses and which did not (Morling, 

2018). 

In the second subsection, the empirical findings should be tied back to the literature (Frey, 

2018; Morling, 2018; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Tavakoli, 2012) that was used to develop the 

hypotheses (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Any differences or similarities between the results and the 

literary data should be highlighted to clarify, confirm, and contextualize the drawn conclusions 

(Tavakoli, 2012) and, if applicable, an explanation should be provided for why some results 

differed from the literature (Morling, 2018). 

Finally, the third subsection should connect the results to the field under study (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). Specifically, a logical and justified commentary on the relevancy (Morling, 2018; 

Patten & Newhart, 2018; Tavakoli, 2012) and significance of the findings should be presented 

(Patten & Newhart, 2018). This includes connecting the results to the larger issues of the research 

field that may be dependent on the findings, especially the practical or theoretical implications and 

consequences of the results (Tavakoli, 2012). Here, a proposition should also be offered for what 

actions a particular person or entity should take based on the findings (Patten & Newhart, 2018).  

In essence, the discussion section relates the main results to the hypotheses, connects the 

empirical data to the literary data, and ends with conclusions on the implications that might be 

applicable to the field of study (Frey, 2018). Each of the following subchapters will cover one of 

the hypotheses of the research and will follow the aforementioned three suggestions on how to 

structure the discussion of the results. 

 

 

5.1. MAIN BENEFITS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

This section contains six subchapters. The first five subchapters discuss the results of the five 

hypotheses connected to the main benefits of sponsoring esports. The discussion reveals that all 

five hypotheses were confirmed. The last subchapter covers four potential new main benefits that 

were uncovered from the open-ended empirical data. 

 

 

5.1.1. H1a – Low sponsorship costs 

 

The overall results confirmed H1a that esports are cheaper to sponsor than sports. Both the 

experts and the fans’ empirical data strongly supported this hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that the vast majority of experts (i.e. 81.8%; n = 18/22) 

were in agreement with the statement “Esports are cheaper to sponsor than regular sports”. Only a 

small group expressed disagreement (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22). Since the bulk of experts showed 
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agreement with the statement, this indicated that the experts’ data strongly supported the 

hypothesis. The highest concentration of votes was on “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 36.4%; n = 8/22), 

followed by “Agree” (i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22), “Strongly agree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22), “Somewhat 

disagree” (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), and “Disagree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22). By and large, the options of 

“Somewhat agree” and “Agree” comprised more than half (i.e. 63.7%; n = 14/22) of the stances of 

the esports experts. Also, there was not a single level of disagreement that received more votes than 

a level of agreement. Likewise, while most experts who demonstrated disagreement had a low level 

of confidence with their stance, most of those who demonstrated agreement had a low to medium 

level of confidence. Interestingly, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who 

considered this as a benefit were disproportional (i.e. 57.1% or n = 4/7 EESs vs 87.5% or n = 7/8 

NEESs), so the data points to non-endemic brands considering this more of a benefit than endemic 

ones. 

In general, the experts’ data indicated that, although the large majority believes that esports are 

cheaper to sponsor, not all esports are cheaper. Some of the most popular esports can cost more to 

sponsor than some lesser popular sports. Some of best professional esports players and teams can 

be more expensive than some low-tier players and teams from popular sports, like football. 

Moreover, if the brand’s goal is to target a very specific geographical area, then esports’ worldwide 

audience will not provide the desired ROIs and, as such, will end up costing more. Nevertheless, 

the data indicated that, in general, esports are cheaper to sponsor than sports, which means that 

brands can benefit from lower sponsorship costs. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the large majority of esports fans (i.e. 66.8%; n = 

3,767/5,638) wish for more brands to sponsor esports and that a significant percentage (i.e. 29%; n 

= 1,635/5,638) thinks that the current number of sponsors in esports is ideal. Only a minor group 

(i.e. 4.2%; n = 236/5,638) stated that there should be a lower number of esports sponsors. In the 

same vein, most fans indicated to be indifferent to the presence of sponsors in esports (i.e. 47.8%; n 

= 2,700/5,638) or to enjoy their presence (i.e. 41.5%; n = 2,340/5,638). Only a minor group stated 

to dislike seeing sponsors in esports (i.e. 10.6%; n = 598/5,638). Interestingly, the large majority of 

fans reported to understand the necessity of sponsors in esports (i.e. 82.6%; n = 4,662/5,638). 

In general, the fans’ data showed that most fans are open minded in terms of more brands 

entering the esports scene as sponsors. Likewise, most fans have neutral or positive feelings 

towards the presence of esports sponsorships and most are aware that sponsors are necessary to 

sustain esports’ current large scale events and high player salaries. The fans’ high acceptance of 

sponsors in esports is a vital element. No matter how cheap it is to sponsor, a sponsorship cannot be 

said to be truly cheap if it does not provide the desired ROIs or an appealing cost-benefit ratio. The 

fans’ lack of acceptance of the sponsorship can significantly hinder any type of positive ROIs and 

make the sponsorship not cost-effective. If fans do not accept the sponsorship, the resulting 

backlash may lead to high expenses in PR and in other marketing strategies to resolve the situation 

and repair the brand’s image. Since this study showed that esports fans have a high acceptance of 

sponsors, the sponsoring costs can be considered to be cheap in the sense that there is a very low 

chance of backlash, which increases the chances of having positive ROIs. As such, we consider that 

the fans’ data also supported the hypothesis. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

Most of the sample of experts agreed that esports are cheaper to sponsor than sports, which 

corroborates with Korpimies (2017), who clearly states that esports are much cheaper to sponsor 

than regular sports, with CGC Europe (2015), Stein and Scholz (2016), and Winnan (2016), who 

indicate that it is relatively cheap to sponsor esports, and with Ströh (2017) and Winnan (2016), 

who point out that online tournaments are even cheaper to sponsor than offline ones. Several 

experts also stressed that esports are only cheap to sponsor when compared to the most popular 
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sports in the world or when we compare low tier esports with low tier sports, middle tier esports 

with middle tier sports, and high tier esports with high tier sports, which is consisted with Winnan 

(2016), who draws attention to the fact that esports are only cheap when compared to other 

entertainment sectors with similarly large audiences. 

Most of the sample of fans stated to want more esports sponsors, which is in accordance with 

Ströh (2017), who reports that esports fans wish that more brands sponsor esports. The majority of 

the sample of fans showed neutral or positive feelings towards the presence of esports sponsors, 

which is consistent with authors like Franke (2015), Nielsen Esports (2017), Pitkänen (2015), 

Shabir (2017), and Ströh (2017), who indicate that esports fans accept and have favourable 

attitudes towards esports sponsors. Also, most of the sample of fans demonstrated to understand the 

necessity of sponsors in esports, which is in conformity with Ströh (2017), who points out that fans 

understand that esports cannot exist without sponsors.  

Still, there were some visible differences between the empirical data and the literature. 

Contrary to the large literature which indicates that esports are dependent on sponsors (AEVI, 

2018; Lokhman et al., 2018; Mooney, 2018; Nichols, 2017; O‘Beirne, 2010; ONTIER, 2018; Seo, 

2013; Shabir, 2017; Simon, 2016; Ströh, 2017; SuperData, 2015, 2017b, 2018; Taylor, 2012; TEO, 

2018; Winnan, 2016), interestingly, for this particular hypothesis, no expert mentioned that esports 

are dependent on sponsors or that this might contribute to esports’ low sponsorship costs. It could 

be that the experts may have preferred to not mention sensitive subjects like this to avoid giving the 

impression that they might be exploiting this market’s weakness. Also, Korpimies (2017) states 

that esports entities are constantly competing with each other to acquire the best sponsors, which 

leads us to infer that they may ask for low sponsorship fees to attract sponsors, but both EES2 and 

EES4 indicated that some esports entities tend to ask exaggerated prices for sponsorship deals. 

Still, it may be that this is not a contradiction. There is the possibility that EES2 and EES4 are only 

referring to top tier esports entities asking for very high sponsorship fees and Korpimies is only 

referring to lower tier entities who, understandably, may have more difficulty in acquiring sponsors 

and, as such, need to compete among themselves to offer the most appealing deals. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports but who may be worried about not having a large enough 

sponsorship budget to cover for esports’ partnership expenses. The empirical data indicated that 

both big and small brands may have enough funds to cover the relatively low esports sponsorship 

fees. Since top tier esports entities are cheaper to sponsor than a top tier sports entities, this means 

that brands who may not have the funds to sponsor top tier sports, may be able to sponsor top tier 

esports and still acquire the desired ROIs. If top tier esports are still too expensive, brands can opt 

to sponsor middle or low tier esports, or even online esports, which require even lower sponsorship 

fees and may still deliver highly positive ROIs due to even these events also having considerably 

large fan-bases. Still, brands that wish to target very specific geographical zones should carefully 

study if the investment will be cost-effective since esports are broadcasted to the entire world, 

which means that the viewership numbers will not reflect the viewership of the desired audience. 

This may lead the brand to not achieve the desired ROIs. One solution to prevent this could be to 

sponsor a regional team (and not one whose members are spread around the world) or a regional 

offline tournament. The regional team’s fan-base should be mainly comprised of regional fans and 

the team should speak the native language of the brand’s target-audience. Regarding the regional 

offline tournament, most of the event’s attendees will probably be locals, which will allow the 

brand to perform on-site activations and effectively reach the desired audience. 

Still, the fact that most experts somewhat agreed, or agreed, with the hypothesis means that 

there is still the chance that brands may find offerings that are not cheap. It is important to keep in 

mind that the data showed that esports are cheaper to sponsor than sports in general, not always. As 
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such, in some instances, esports sponsorship costs can be higher than sports’, especially since EES2 

and EES4 reported that some esports entities may ask exaggerated sponsorship fees. This info is 

also in line with the numerous experts who pointed out that this low price is dependent on several 

factors, like the brand objectives or the type of sports that esports are being compared to. Hence, 

brands can enter esports expecting low sponsorship costs, but should be prepared to encounter 

some high fees depending on the scale of their objectives or on which esports entity they wish to 

sponsor. 

Since the data showed that almost every single esports fan has a neutral or positive opinion of 

esports sponsors, brands do not need to fear the possibility of suffering from backlashes due to fans 

not accepting sponsorships, which could heavily hamper their desired ROIs and positive cost-

benefit ratio of the sponsorship. If fans had negative feelings towards the presence of sponsors, the 

low sponsorship costs would not matter because the investment would either result in zero ROIs 

and be completely wasted or would even result in negative ROIs and require even further 

investments to mitigate the damage received. But, since the data indicated that most fans welcome 

and enjoy the presence of sponsors, brands can expect enhanced ROIs and an improved cost-

benefit ratio. The low sponsorship costs will most likely not result in poorly received activations. 

Ergo, brands should not be afraid to make their esports sponsorships known on as many 

communication channels as possible (as long as these are widely used by esports fans and the 

sponsorship is correctly activated) and make the most to benefit from the low sponsorship costs and 

positive fan reception. 

 

 

5.1.2. H1b – Increased brand awareness 

 

The overall results confirmed H1b that sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness. 

Both the experts and the fans’ empirical data strongly supported this hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that all experts (i.e. 100%; n = 22/22) were in agreement 

with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness”. Since all experts 

showed agreement, this indicated that the experts’ data strongly supported the hypothesis. The 

highest concentration of votes was on “Agree” (i.e. 45.4%; n = 10/22), followed by “Strongly 

agree” (i.e. 36.4%; n = 8/22) and “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22). As can be seen, the 

option of “Agree” comprised almost half the stances, with “Strongly agree” not far behind. Also, 

most experts who demonstrated agreement had a high to medium level of confidence with their 

stance. Moreover, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as a 

benefit were equal (i.e. 100% or n = 7/7 EESs vs 100% or n = 8/8 NEESs), so the data did not point 

to this being a significantly greater benefit to a particular type of brand. 

In general, the experts’ data indicated that, although all experts believe that the brands that 

sponsor esports may benefit from increased brand awareness, this increase can be hindered, or 

promoted, by various variables. Most of the arguments seem to connect with the notions that the 

increase is dependent on the type of brand or with the sponsorship strategy. Regarding brand type, 

EES2 made some solid arguments about how brands with a global target-audience are the ones that 

benefit the most from increased awareness. Although esports have hundreds of millions of fans, 

even the USA comprises just a small portion of that. Hence, for example, a brand that operates just 

in the USA, despite reaching esports fans from all over the world, will not be making the most out 

of their investment because everyone outside the USA cannot consume the brand’s products. An 

example of such type of company could be an insurance brand like NEES5. It is also important to 

compare some contradicting opinions, while NEES7 and MA3 indicated that some non-endemic 

brands may not increase awareness due to not appealing to the esports demographic, EES4 stressed 
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that endemic brands will not gain as much brand awareness as non-endemic ones because esports 

fans are already familiar with all brands that have some connection to the videogame environment 

but are little aware of the non-endemic brands. Both experts present valid arguments and the reality 

may be that the increase in awareness may be more dependent on how brands choose to activate the 

sponsorship. Several experts stressed this notion, with MA3 even pointing out that, since esports 

fans can be on their teens or above their 40s, all brands can find their desired target audience in 

esports and they will benefit from increased awareness as long as they correctly implement the 

sponsorship. 

Esports’ large audience and access to an elusive demographic were also pointed out as very 

appealing elements that promoted awareness. This may be why some experts stressed that 

increased awareness is the most important benefit that they are trying to acquire. Still, one expert 

mentioned another element that may hinder the increased awareness. Specifically, NEES3 pointed 

out that the esports scene is already suffering from sponsorship clutter, which also means that the 

viewership numbers may not be representative of the real number of fans who will actually be 

aware of (or recall) your brand. Lastly, although general gaming influencers are not the object of 

this study, it is important to note that MA2 (and some other experts in other questions of the 

interview) pointed out that general gaming influencers may provide greater benefits than those 

available through esports sponsorships and at lower costs. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the large majority of esports fans (i.e. 85.9%; n = 

4,845/5,638) remembered the name of at least one esports sponsor. Only a small percentage (i.e. 

14.1%; n = 793/5,638) was not able to recall the name of an esports sponsor. From the group that 

recalled the names of esports sponsors, the average fan was able to remember, through unaided 

recall, the names of 4.54 esports sponsors, with roughly 68% of fans remembering the names of 

between 1.32 and 7.76 esports sponsors (SD = 3.222). 

Table 17 which, in the results section, exposed the fans’ 100 most remembered esports 

sponsors, showed that there was a very good balance between the types of remembered brands, 

with half of the most remembered brands being non-endemic (i.e. 51/100) and the other half being 

endemic (i.e. 49/100). This seems to indicate that fans are being able to retain in their memories 

both brands that have a high chance of being interesting to them (i.e. endemic brands) and brands 

that may not be so in line with their immediate areas of interest (i.e. non-endemic brands). 

However, several of the brands from this top 100 list were recalled by a very small number of fans. 

For instance, the 100
th
 most recalled brand (i.e. Shell) was mentioned by only 26 fans, which 

translates to just 0.5% (i.e. n = 26/4,845) of this particular sample, which is not a significantly high 

value. As such, we limited the analysis to only the brands that were recalled by at least 5% of the 

sample, this gave us much more significant information. Here, we could see that 22 brands were 

recalled by at least 5% of fans. From these, 68.2% (i.e. 15/22) were endemic and only 31.8% (i.e. 

7/22) were non-endemic. These roughly two thirds of recalled endemic brands are a drastic change 

from the 100 list which presented very balanced values. This higher prevalence of endemic brands, 

in the top 22, as the most recalled brands is clearly visible in Figure 15 of the results section, which 

showed a word cloud of the 100 most recalled esports sponsors. In a similar line of thought, we 

also calculated the total sum of the number of times all brands were recalled (i.e. 18,665) and used 

that value to calculate the total percentage of recalled endemic and non-endemic brands. Thus, we 

calculated the number of times all endemic brands were recalled (i.e. 10,433) and compared it to 

the total sum of the number of times all non-endemic brands were recalled (i.e. 8,232). This 

allowed us to verify that endemic brands were just slightly more often recalled (i.e. 55.9%) than 

non-endemic brands (i.e. 44.1%). Although this difference is not as significant as the one present 

when counting the top 22, it is the most reliable method to calculate what the most recalled type of 

brand is. Hence, we can safely assume that the most recalled esports sponsors are endemic brands, 
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but just by a very small margin. Still, this latter difference in percentage is not very significant and 

it is important to note that the most recalled brand (i.e. Red Bull; 33.2%; n = 1,609/4,845) was a 

non-endemic brand and was recalled by a significantly higher percentage of fans than even the 

second most recalled brand (Intel; 23.4%; n = 1,136/4,845), which was endemic. 

In general, the fans’ data showed that the large majority of fans were able to recall at least one 

esports sponsor and that the average fan can remember, through unaided recall, the names of 

multiple esports sponsors. This supported the hypothesis that sponsoring esports leads to increased 

brand awareness. The data also showed that endemic brands benefit slightly more from increased 

brand awareness than non-endemic ones, but not by a significant margin. Hence, it can be assumed 

that a large percentage of both endemic and non-endemic brands can expect to highly benefit from 

increased brand awareness as a result of their esports sponsorships. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

Our entire sample of experts indicated that sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness, 

with three indicating that brand awareness is the main reason why they are sponsoring esports and 

two experts pointing out to esports’ large audience. This is in line with a large spectrum of authors 

who mention that esports provide a massive exposure (Funk et al., 2018; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017) 

to a very large audience (AEVI, 2018; Cunningham et al., 2018; Funk et al., 2018; Hiltscher & 

Scholz, 2017; Mooney, 2018; Shabir, 2017; Stein & Scholz, 2016; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

One expert stressed that esports are attractive for brands with a global audience, which is in sync 

with Chalmet (2015) and Stein and Scholz (2016) who point out to esports’ global audience as an 

attractive feature. Also, four experts reported that esports allowed brands to reach an elusive 

demographic, which is in line with multiple authors who allude to esports giving brands access to a 

new (Heere, 2018) and difficult to reach demography (Cunningham et al., 2018; Li, 2016; Nichols, 

2017; Nielsen Esports, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017). 

In our research, 85.9% of fans remembered, through unaided recall, at least one esports 

sponsor, this data is extremely close to a study by Bouaoui (2016), which found that 87% of esports 

fans also correctly recalled at least one esports sponsor. Still, these values are significantly lower 

when compared to a similar study by Walsh, Kim, and Ross (2008), which reported that 97.1% of 

consumers were able to remember, through unaided recall, at least one NASCAR sponsor. In the 

same vein, our research showed that the average esports fan was able to recall 4.5 esports sponsors. 

This value is significantly lower when compared to a study by Walsh et al. (2008), which showed 

that the average consumer was able to recall 5.8 NASCAR sponsors. Still, it must be noted that, in 

the research done by Walsh et al. (2008), participants were asked the names of NASCAR sponsors 

immediately after watching a 15 minute video of a NASCAR competition. Comparatively, in our 

research, participants did not watch such type of testing videos. Hence, our sample of esports fans 

may have presented a smaller recall value due to not having the esports sponsors as fresh in their 

minds. Still, despite these lower values, it should be emphasized that, while an aided recall test of 

the 2002 Winter Olympics, conducted by Roy and Graeff (2003), found that only 35% of 

respondents were able to identify Coca-Cola as a sponsor, our unaided recall test found that 33% of 

esports fans were able to recall Red Bull as a sponsor. Although the percentages are similar, the 

fact that the test performed on the Winter Olympics was an aided recall test and ours was unaided 

means that esports fans can more easily remember the names of popular sponsors. Overall, our 

esports fans’ data is in line with Bouaoui (2016) and Ströh (2017), who also report that esports are 

very efficient at creating a lasting brand recall. 

Still, there were some visible differences between the empirical data and the literature. For 

instance, while MA6 mentioned that esports have smaller audiences than regular sports, Shabir 

(2017) states that, in terms of following and interest, esports are already on par with some of the 

most popular sports. Likewise, although NEES2 referred that esports are smaller than the NFL, 
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Winnan (2016) points out that the esports audience is already bigger than the entire American 

Football audience. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how their brand awareness will be 

benefited as a result of investing in esports sponsorships. Since our sample of experts is comprised 

of endemic sponsors, non-endemic sponsors, and marketing agencies and all of them agreed that 

sponsoring esports leads to increased brands awareness, with three (i.e. two endemic and one non-

endemic) even stating that increased awareness was the main reason why they were sponsoring 

esports, we can confidently assume that all types of brands, regardless of this endemic status, have 

the chance of increasing their brand awareness when sponsoring competitive gaming. The fans’ 

data was also in line with this. The fact that our sample of esports fans, which did not see a video to 

help them better recall the names of esports sponsors, remembered just a slightly lower number of 

sponsors than a sample of consumers who had just been exposed to a 15 minute video of NASCAR 

(which is famed for being too cluttered with sponsors), means that the large majority of esports 

fans can easily remember multiple sponsors. Also, the fact that there was no significant difference 

between the number of recalled endemic and non-endemic sponsors suggests, again, that all types 

of brands can sponsor esports and safely expect an increase in awareness. 

Still, the fact that four experts suggested that the increase in awareness was dependent on the 

type of brand may raise some doubts. For instance, EES4 presented some very solid arguments by 

stating that, since esports fans probably already know and have an interest for endemic brands (like 

Razer), endemic brands will not gain as much awareness as non-endemic ones. According to EES4, 

endemic brands will benefit more from validation than awareness. But, it is important to remember 

that, since esports attract a very young demographic, there is a very large chance that esports events 

will be the first time that these new young consumers will be presented with several of these 

endemic (and non-endemic) brands. This assumption is validated by the fans’ balanced total 

number of recalled endemic and non-endemic esports sponsors. Therefore, both non-endemic and 

endemic brands should not be afraid of not gaining much awareness. However, it is extremely vital 

to point out that several experts stressed that the increase in awareness was intimately tied to how 

the brand would activate and conduct the sponsorship. As such, interested brands must bear in 

mind that they can only expect increased awareness if they develop reliable and effective esports 

sponsorships. Ergo, the better the activation, the larger the increase in awareness will be. 

 

 

5.1.3. H1c – Improved brand image 

 

The overall results confirmed H1c that sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image. 

While the experts’ empirical data strongly supported this hypothesis, the fans’ empirical data only 

somewhat supported it. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that all experts (i.e. 100%; n = 22/22) were in agreement 

with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image”. Since all experts 

showed agreement, this indicated that the experts’ data strongly supported the hypothesis. The 

highest concentration of votes were on both “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 40.9%; n = 9/22) and “Agree” 

(i.e. 40.9%; n = 9/22), which were followed by “Strongly agree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22). By and 

large, the options of “Somewhat agree” and “Agree” comprised almost the totality of the stances. 

Also, most experts who demonstrated agreement had a medium to low level of confidence with 

their stance. Moreover, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as 

a benefit were equal (i.e. 100% or n = 7/7 EESs vs 100% or n = 8/8 NEESs), so the data did not 

point to this being a significantly greater benefit to a particular type of brand. 
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In general, the experts’ data indicated that, although all experts believe that esports sponsors 

can benefit from improved brand image, this improvement is dependent on multiple variables, with 

the chance of some brands’ image even being damaged. The arguments that the experts presented 

clearly reflect why most agreed but had a low or medium level of confidence with their stance. Just 

like several experts indicated, the (positive or negative) effects on brand image are highly 

dependent on brand type, target-audience, and sponsorship activation method. On the one hand, a 

large and popular fast moving consumer goods (FMCG) company is not restricted to a narrow 

target-audience and will very probably have a large budget to perform good sponsorships and, thus, 

will be more prone to greatly benefit from improved brand image. On the other hand, a small and 

not very known company with a very specific target-audience is likely to not have significant 

budgets to perform very complex sponsorships and, thus, will have a much harder time trying to 

benefit from improved brand image as much as the previously mentioned brand.  

The analysis of the experts’ arguments also allowed to verify that the fans’ high passion for 

esports can act as a double-edged sword. When fans highly enjoy a sponsorship, they will actively 

praise the brand and spread positive messages about the brand on social media. But, when the 

brand’s sponsorship does not correlate with the fans’ likes, they will very aggressively criticize and 

actively try to damage the brand’s image by spreading negative messages on social media. The 

arguments also allowed to specify which elements will improve the brand image. Particularly, a 

brand that performs a good esports sponsorship will be seen as more valid, relevant, cool, and 

rejuvenated. These elements are in line with esports’ innovativeness and young market. 

It was also possible to verify that, just like in any other sport, esports sponsors are susceptible 

to having their brand image damaged by disreputable behaviours from the sponsored party. 

Unfortunately, brands cannot easily prevent pro-players from cheating nor can they have total 

control over how they act on social media. Also, since these are younger individuals, they are more 

prone to not be as professional as sport players for instance. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the majority of fans (i.e. 67.5%; n = 3,804/5,638) 

did not start liking more a brand as a result of them sponsoring esports. Still, a significant 

percentage (i.e. 32.5%; n = 1,834/5,638) reported to start liking more a brand after they began 

sponsoring esports. From the group that perceived brands more positively after they began 

sponsoring esports, the average fan had a more positive impression of 1.8 esports sponsors, with 

roughly 68% of fans having a more positive perception of between 0.4 and 3.2 esports sponsors 

(SD = 1.384).  

Table 20 which, in the results section, exposed the fans’ 100 most positively-perceived esports 

sponsors, showed that there was a good balance between the types of brands that were more 

positively-perceived, with half of them being non-endemic (i.e. 58/100) and the other half being 

endemic (i.e. 42/100). However, several of the brands from this top 100 list were more positively-

perceived by a very small number of fans. For instance, the 100
th
 most positively-perceived brand 

(i.e. Panda Global) was mentioned by only 4 fans, which translates to just 0.2% (i.e. n = 4/ 1,834) 

of this particular sample, which is not a significantly high value. As such, we limited the analysis to 

only the brands that were more positively-perceived by at least 2% of the sample; this will give us 

much more significant information. Here, we could see that 18 brands were more positively-

perceived by at least 2% of fans. From these, 66.6% (i.e. 12/18) were endemic and 33.3% (i.e. 

6/18) were non-endemic. These roughly two thirds of more positively-perceived endemic brands 

are a drastic change from the 100 list which presented very balanced values. The higher prevalence 

of endemic brands, in the top 18, as the most positively-perceived brands is clearly visible in Figure 

19 of the results section, which showed a word cloud of the 100 most positively-perceived esports 

sponsors. In a similar line of thought, we also calculated the total sum of the number of times all 

brands were more positively-perceived (i.e. 2,834) and used that value to calculate the total 



450 

 

percentage of more positively-perceived endemic and non-endemic brands. Thus, we calculated the 

number of times all endemic brands were more positively-perceived (i.e. 1,574) and compared it to 

the total sum of the number of times all non-endemic brands were more positively-perceived (i.e. 

1,260). This allowed us to verify that endemic brands were positively-perceived more often (i.e. 

55.5%) than non-endemic brands (i.e. 44.5%). Although this difference is not as significant as the 

one present when counting the top 18, it is the most reliable method to calculate what the most 

positively-perceived type of brand is. Hence, we can safely assume that the most positively-

perceived esports sponsors are endemic brands, but just by a very small margin. Still, this latter 

difference in percentage is not very significant and it is important to note that the most positively-

perceived brand (i.e. Red Bull; 17.2%; n = 316/1,834) was a non-endemic brand and was more 

positively-perceived by a significantly higher percentage of fans than even the second most 

positively-perceived brand (Logitech; 11.9%; n = 219/1,834), which was endemic. 

In general, the fans’ data showed that, despite not being in the majority, a significant 

percentage of fans perceived more positively the brands that sponsor esports and that, from these, 

the average fan will perceive more positively multiple brands. The data also showed that endemic 

brands benefit slightly more from improved brand image than non-endemic ones, but not by a 

significant margin. Hence, it can be assumed that roughly a third of both endemic and non-endemic 

brands can expect to benefit from improved brand image as a result of their esports sponsorships, 

which is a significantly high enough percentage to validate the hypothesis. 

From the (optional) last question of the survey, which invited fans to openly comment on the 

topics of the research
240

, it was possible to identify a small group of fans (i.e. 15.1%; n = 71/470) 

who purposefully commented that the esports audience accepts esports sponsorships
241

. However, 

this does not mean that fans actually enjoy these sponsorships per se. It seems more like they have 

a high tolerance to the presence of sponsors because they understand that, without them, esports 

would not exist in its current scale
242

. All in all, the fan quotes provided strong indications that fans 

understand that esports sponsorships are necessary for this industry to maintain its current large 

scale, so esports sponsors are unlikely to have their images damaged due to being seen as 

bothersome by the esports audience. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

The expert and fan data were in line with Bouaoui (2016), Carrillat and d’Astous (2012), Franke 

(2015), Korpimies (2017), Lu (2017), Pitkänen (2015), Seo (2016), Shabir (2017), and Ströh 

(2017), who indicated that sponsoring esports improves the brand’s image. Although roughly only 

one third of our sample of fans indicated to perceive more positively a brand if it sponsors esports, 

a sponsor will be highly benefited if one third of an audience perceives more positively his brand. 

Hence, we believe this value to be significant. In the same vein, just like some experts mentioned 

that brands become more relevant or rejuvenated after sponsoring esports, Ströh (2017) defended 

that companies that sponsor esports will be seen as more modern. Moreover, both some experts and 

Nielsen Esports (2017), Pitkänen (2015), Ströh (2017), Taylor (2012), and Winnan (2016) 

indicated that the esports audience is very passionate. 

                                                           
240 In total, 8.3% (i.e. n = 470/5,638) of the sample of esports fans filled out this item. 
241 Some examples of the most interesting answers include: “One minor thing I would like to be focused on from all 

parties in esports, especially when it comes to tournament organisation, is the importance of sponsorship and the scene's 

reliance on it to keep a steady growth” (Fan ID 109); “I think most people who watch esports understand that everyone 

needs to make money and that the sponsors make that happen” (Fan ID 226); “I hope that these results motivate sponsors 

that we, the esports fans, love to support the brands that support the games we love!” (Fan ID 252); and “The amount of 

sponsors can definitely increase since it usually means a tournament has more money either for price pools or being able 

to set up facilities and catering for the players” (Fan ID 259). 
242 Some examples of quotes alluding to this include: “Sponsors are like a necessary cancer. Teams need them to 

function” (Fan ID 73); “It’s a sort of necessary evil to have quality events and a lot of them” (Fan ID 104); and “I don’t 

really care what sponsors do, I know they are a necessary evil under capitalism” (Fan ID 276). 
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Several fans indicated to accept esports sponsorships because they know they are necessary for 

this industry’s sustainability. This data is in accordance with multiple authors, like Franke (2015), 

Nielsen Esports (2017), Pitkänen (2015), Shabir (2017), and Ströh (2017), who defended that fans 

accept and have favourable attitudes towards esports sponsors. Very interestingly, just like three 

fans stated that they see esports sponsors as a necessary evil, Ströh (2017) stated that although fans 

do not see sponsors as altruistic entities, but they realize that they are an economic necessity. Also, 

just like the fans’ data showed that they start liking more both endemic and non-endemic sponsors 

at relatively equal levels, AEVI (2018), CGC Europe (2015), Franke (2015), Härig (2015), 

Lokhman et al. (2018), Newzoo (2016a), Nichols (2017), Nielsen Esports (2017), Seo (2013), 

Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and Taylor (2012) stated that fans welcome the presence of both 

endemic and non-endemic sponsors. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how their brand image will be 

benefited as a result of investing in esports sponsorships. Since our entire diversified sample of 

experts (which included endemic sponsors, non-endemic sponsors, and marketing agencies) agreed 

that sponsoring esports improves the brand’s image, we can confidently assume that all brand 

types, regardless of their endemic status, have the chance of improving their brand image. The 

fans’ data also showed that endemic and non-endemic sponsors equally benefit from improved 

brand image. As such, non-endemic brands must not fear being negatively perceived for sponsoring 

esports
243

. Although only a third of fans indicated to perceive more positively the brands that 

sponsor esports, this is to be expected since most experts had a low or medium level of agreement, 

which means that not all companies will immediately improve their image only by the simple act of 

performing standard sponsorships. This is why EES2 suggested that brands should bring relevant-

added value with their sponsorships and several other experts indicated that incorrectly activated 

sponsorships will backfire. What this means, in essence, is that, although the hypothesis was 

confirmed that sponsoring esports improves the brand’s image, this is only true if the sponsor 

correctly develops and conducts the sponsorship. To do this, brands must study the esports market 

before starting the sponsorship, make sure that their activations are in line with the fans’ likes, and 

bring relevant-added value to the audience. This will greatly increase the chances of the sponsor 

benefiting from an improved brand image. 

The fact that brands that sponsor esports become more relevant, valid, cool, and rejuvenated 

explains why so many brands are being attracted to the esports market. Since esports are a new and 

technologic-centred phenomenon, they are easily perceived as being on the vanguard of 

entertainment. As a result, all brands that associate themselves with this emerging industry will 

benefit from the brand image transfer effect and will be associated as being vanguard brands. This 

can be very attractive, for instance, for both the endemic brand that is struggling to maintain its 

relevancy in the technology market and the non-endemic brand that wants to be perceived as a 

young and innovative company. Ergo, and considering the relatively low costs of sponsoring 

esports when compared to sports, brands that need to renew their image should consider esports as 

an attractive, efficient, and cost-effective option, provided that esports fans are part of their target-

audience. 

The double-edged sword effect of having a very passionate audience means that brands 

interested in entering the esports scene should very carefully plan the sponsorship. Especially, they 

should, again, try to acquire as much esports expertise as possible before starting the sponsorship. 

Regarding the susceptibility to disreputable behaviour from the sponsored party, a good option 

would be for brands to only sponsor players and entities with a long history of positive behaviour 
                                                           
243 This only applies as long as their brands do not promote unhealthy lifestyles or belong to the porn industry, 

which is a topic that will be covered in H2e related to poor performance. 
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and avoid sponsoring those who are still too new, unknown, and unpredictable. This will allow 

brands to make an informed decision and to select those who are the most professional. 

 

 

5.1.4. H1d – Increased sales 

 

The overall results confirmed H1d that sponsoring esports leads to increased sales. While the 

experts’ empirical data strongly supported this hypothesis, the fans’ empirical data only somewhat 

supported it. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that the vast majority of experts (i.e. 72.7%; n = 16/22) 

were in agreement with the statement “Sponsoring esports leads to increased sales”. Still, a relevant 

group expressed disagreement (i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22). Since most experts showed agreement with 

the statement, this indicated that the experts’ data supported the hypothesis. The highest 

concentration of votes was on “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 40.9%; n = 9/22), followed by “Agree” (i.e. 

27.3%; n = 6/22), “Disagree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22), “Somewhat disagree” (i.e. 9.1%; n = 2/22), 

and “Strongly agree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22). By and large, the options of “Somewhat agree” and 

“Agree” comprised more than half (i.e. 68.2%; n = 15/22) the stances of the esports experts. Still, 

attention should be called to the fact that the levels of disagreement still received a significant 

number of votes. Interestingly, while most experts who demonstrated disagreement had a medium 

level of confidence with their stance, most of those who demonstrated agreement had a low to 

medium level of confidence. Also, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who 

considered this as a benefit were disproportional (i.e. 57.1% or n = 4/7 EESs vs 87.5% or n = 7/8 

NEESs), so the data points to non-endemic brands considering this more as a benefit than endemic 

ones. 

Although the large majority of experts believe that sponsoring esports leads to increased sales, 

some of their arguments must be further discussed. First, brands should not expect to see an 

immediate increase in sales as these will mostly only increase in the long-term. Second, the fact 

that esports fans also like to play videogames makes them immediately different from sport fans, 

whose majority prefers to only watch and does not practice the sport. In essence, this means that, 

unlike most sports fans, esports fans have a high probability of buying products endemic to esports. 

This is a very attractive feature for endemic brands and for non-endemic brands that can market 

their products as esports-related items. Third, just like with several other benefit-related 

hypotheses, several experts defended that the increase will always be dependent on the brand or on 

how well it conducts the sponsorship. This seems to be a common theme to achieve any of the 

desired benefits. And fourth, although one expert stated that the revenues from the received sales 

do not cover the esport sponsorship expenses, it must be kept in mind that when fans buy their 

products, brands are not just acquiring a sale, they are also gaining the chance to have a satisfied 

and loyal customer who will continue to consume their products in the future and, just like Tsiotsou 

and Alexandris (2009) suggest, may even recommend the brand and its products to others. Hence, 

the sponsor should not restrict its analysis of the sponsorship effectiveness and the value of the 

obtained ROIs to only the immediate direct sales. 

Another double-edged sword element was also identified. On the one hand, if a popular 

sponsored-player wins while using an endemic product (e.g. a mouse and keyboard) of the sponsor, 

there is a high chance that the sales of that specific product will have a significant increase as fans 

will associate those products with high performance (i.e. positive brand image transfer). On the 

other hand, if the same player loses while using those products, their sales will most likely decrease 

due to being associated with low performance (i.e. negative brand image transfer). 
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There were some divergences on the experts’ arguments. For instance, although two experts 

stated that it is difficult to analyse if the esports sponsorship is driving sales, one expert pointed out 

that they can easily track this through affiliate links, which seems to be a very reliable method of 

analysing the sponsorship effectiveness. Also, although some mentioned that these sponsorships do 

not drive sales, one expert stressed that some pro-players can very easily boost their sponsor’s sales 

just by making simple posts on social media about them and another expert reported that the non-

endemic product they were promoting in esports became so popular that it has even surpassed the 

sales of their most popular non-endemic product, which had been their best-selling product for 20 

years. 

Five experts also stated that endemic brands will benefit more from increased sales. Yet, 

surprisingly, from all the six experts who disagreed with the statement, three were endemic brands 

and only one was a non-endemic brand (the other two were marketing agencies), which means that 

more non-endemic brands agreed that sponsoring esports increases their sales than endemic brands. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the majority of fans (i.e. 60.4%; n = 3,403/5,638) 

have not bought something from an esports sponsor
244

. Still, a significant percentage (i.e. 39.6%; n 

= 2,235/5,638) reported to have bought something from an esports sponsor. From the group that 

bought something from esports sponsors, the average fan bought 4.2 products, with roughly 68% 

buying between 0 and 8.9 products (SD = 4.657). 

In general, the fans’ data showed that, despite not being in the majority, a very significant 

percentage of fans have bought something from an esports sponsor and that, from these, the 

average fan has bought multiple products from these sponsors. This supported the hypothesis that 

sponsoring esports leads to increased sales. The fans’ qualitative answers also allowed to discern 

that fans probably feel more compelled to buy products from brands that sponsor esports than those 

that do not. This is especially true for the brands that bring relevant-added value to esports with 

their sponsorships or sponsor pro-players and improve their products based on pro-player feedback. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

The expert and fan data were in line with Franke (2015), Li (2016), Lu (2017), Peša et al. (2017), 

Pitkänen (2015), Shabir (2017), TEO (2018), and Winnan (2016), who indicated that esports 

provide sponsors with the chance to increase their sales. Likewise, both Heere (2018) and Winnan 

(2016) and EES7 and NEES5 alluded that esports are attractive for brands since it exposes them to 

a new market and audience. Eventbrite (2015) stated that all types of brands can benefit from 

increased sales, which is in sync with the large majority of our diversified sample (i.e. endemic, 

non-endemic, and marketing agencies) which indicated that sponsoring esports lead to increased 

sales. The statement from CGC Europe (2015) indicating that pro-players are the strongest 

influencers, especially from a social media standpoint, is extremely in line with NEES7’s report 

that pro-players can highly influence sales just by talking about their sponsors’ products on social 

media. The indication from Taylor (2012) that sponsors want pro-players to use their endemic 

products (e.g. monitors) during tournaments is in line with EES4, who stated that esports fans are 

much more prone to buying endemic products than sports fans, and with EES5 and NEES7 who 

indicated that, if the sponsored party is performing well while using the sponsor’s endemic 

products, the sales from those products will significantly increase. 

There were also some interesting convergences between the literature, especially Franke 

(2015), and the sample of fans. For example, Franke indicated that 36.7% of esports fans have 

bought some item from esports sponsors. This percentage is extremely close to our sample of fans 

which showed that 39.6% have bought something from an esports sponsor. Both Franke and Fan 

                                                           
244 When asked to indicate if they had bought something from esports sponsors, fans were informed that this did not 

include regular buying items like food, beverage, etc. 
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ID 243 suggested that esports fans desire esports-themes products. Lastly, both Franke and Fan ID 

32 alluded that fans prefer to buy products from an esports sponsor over a non-esports sponsor. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how their sales will be benefited 

as a result of investing in esports sponsorships. Although increased brand awareness or improved 

brand image are always desired ROIs for any brand, the end purpose of all this is always to make a 

sale (and hopefully gain loyal customers). In this sense, the data showed that both endemic and 

non-endemic esports sponsors can expect an increase in sales as long as they correctly conduct the 

sponsorship. This increase may only happen in the long-term, especially only after the brand has 

increased its awareness and improved its image in the esports market, so patience will be required. 

Even, if the brand is able to track (through affiliate links) if fans are buying their products due to 

the esports sponsorship and calculate that the revenue from these sales does not cover the 

sponsorship expenses, brands should bear in mind that analysing sponsorship effectiveness through 

affiliate links only provides a partial picture of the ROIs. Data from affiliate links does not account 

for satisfied customers who will consume from the brand again in the future nor do they account 

for positive word of mouth from satisfied customers which may influence others to buy the brand’s 

products and who may not buy through affiliate links. The general consensus seems to be that, 

although it is difficult to know how much sales increase as a result of the sponsorship, esports do 

provide an avenue to benefit from increased sales. 

Esports are very attractive for endemic brands because, unlike sports fans, virtually every 

esports fan likes to play what they are watching, which means that they have a high interest in 

buying gaming-related products. Ergo, for instance, Alienware has much higher chances of selling 

keyboards, mice, and headsets through esports sponsorships than Nike has of selling cleats, shin 

guards, and goalkeeper gloves through football sponsorships. This suggests that endemic esports 

sponsors have much higher chances of benefiting from increased sales than endemic sports 

sponsors. Regarding non-endemic esports sponsors, these can also benefit from increased sales, 

especially if they correctly tie their non-endemic products with esports. The empirical data suggests 

that esports fans will consume more non-endemic products if, for example, brands like Coca-Cola 

sell esports-themed cans (e.g. cans with pictures esports videogame characters or of pro-players) or, 

like Taylor (2012) indicates, a bank brand sells bank accounts that offer V.I.P. seats at select 

esports tournaments. 

Still, endemic esports sponsors should be cautious about the double-edged sword effect of 

having pro-players use their products during tournaments. If the player performs well, fans will 

perceive that the pro-player won because the endemic product was of high quality (and also 

because the player was good) and will feel compelled to buy the same item in hopes of achieving 

his level of professionalism. But, if the pro-player loses, fans will perceive the products as of low 

quality and will avoid it. This may even have adverse effects in the brand’s image and sales. 

Lastly, brands must understand that esport fans already perceive pro-players as celebrities on 

the same level as football superstars. Hence, they can heavily influence sales through brand 

endorsements (e.g. posts on social media). Having good relationships with pro-players will very 

likely drive sales. Any brand that doubts esports’ capability to drive sales should read NEES6’ 

statement that their mainstay beer, which had been their best-selling product since the brand was 

created 20 years ago, was outsold by another type of beer that they decided to promote in esports. 
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5.1.5. H1e – Sustainable investment 

 

The overall results confirmed H1e that sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment. Both the 

experts and the fans’ empirical data strongly supported this hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that the vast majority of experts (i.e. 86.4%; n = 19/22) 

were in agreement with the statement “Sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment”. Only a 

small group expressed disagreement (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22). Since the bulk of experts showed 

agreement with the statement, this indicated that the experts’ data strongly supported the 

hypothesis. The highest concentration of votes was on “Agree” (i.e. 45.5%; n = 10/22), followed by 

“Somewhat agree” (i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22), “Strongly agree” (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), “Disagree” (i.e. 

9.1%; n = 2/22), and “Somewhat disagree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22). By and large, the options of 

“Agree” and “Somewhat agree” comprised more than half (i.e. 72.8%; n = 16/22) the stances of the 

esports experts. Also, there was not a single level of disagreement that received more votes than a 

level of agreement. Still, while most experts who demonstrated disagreement had a medium level 

of confidence with their stance, most of those who demonstrated agreement had a medium to low 

level of confidence. Also, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this 

as a benefit were relatively equal (i.e. 85.7% or n = 6/7 EESs vs 87.5% or n = 7/8 NEESs), so the 

data did not point to this being a significantly greater benefit to a particular type of brand. 

In general, the experts’ data indicated that, although most experts believe that sponsoring 

esports is a sustainable investment, the sustainability of these investments may be affected by 

multiple variables. Arguments from experts indicating that the esports market is growing, along 

with reports that the audience size, number of sponsors, and ROIs are increasing, support the 

hypothesis that sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment. However, sponsors must proceed 

with caution as experts also stressed that some uninformed brands and cunning esports entities are 

significantly inflating sponsorship costs, which can put the sponsors’ prospect of benefiting from 

long-term positive ROIs at risk and may even lead some brands to abandon esports due to the 

inflated sponsorship costs. Another threatening element is esports’ volatile environment which 

makes it very hard for sponsors to accurately predict the future of esports and what ROIs they can 

expect to obtain. Moreover, sponsors must bear in mind that this sustainability is affected by the 

type of brand, type of sponsored-entity, by how much the sponsor invests into esports, and by the 

market’s growth rate. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the majority of fans (i.e. 58.7%; n = 3,311/5,638) 

are becoming increasingly more interested in esports and a significant percentage (i.e. 29.7%; n = 

1,674/5,638) is maintaining the same level of interest in esports. Still, a somewhat small group (i.e. 

11.6%; n = 653/5,638) reported that their interest in esports is decreasing. 

In general, the fan data showed that more than half of the audience is becoming more and more 

interested in competitive gaming and that roughly one third is maintaining a stable level of interest. 

This strongly supports the hypothesis that sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment. Since 

only a small group indicated to be increasingly less interested in esports, sponsors can securely 

expect that their sponsorships will continue to be seen by a large audience of passionate fans who 

will provide them with numerous opportunities to obtain positive ROIs in a steady long-term. If 

most fans had showed a decreasing level of interest in esports, this would allude to the possibility 

that the esports audience was decreasing both in size and in engagement, which would put the 

prospect of esports sponsors benefiting from long-term positive ROIs at risk. Fortunately, this was 

not the case. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

The experts’ data were in line with Funk (2017), Peša et al. (2017), Keiper et al. (2017), Mooney 

(2018), Nielsen Esports (2017), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), CGC Europe (2015), Gifford (2017), 
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Hiltscher and Scholz (2017), Winnan (2016), Lu (2017), and Sylvester and Rennie (2017) who 

indicate that the esports market is continuously growing and developing, with Nielsen Esports 

(2017) and Lu (2017) who report that the esports industry is sustainable, and with AEVI (2018) 

who defends that it has a promising future. In the same vein, the fact that more than half of fans are 

becoming increasingly more interested in esports and roughly one third are maintaining that level 

of interest intimately resonates with CGC Europe (2015), which mentions that esports do not seem 

to be a passing fad. 

Both EES1 and Winnan (2016) stated that more and more sponsors are entering the esports 

market. The statement from NEES7 defending that 10 years from now esports may be as popular as 

the NBA is somewhat in line with Lokhman et al. (2018) and Shabir (2017) who mention that 

esports will eventually become more popular than most established sports. Also, just like EES1 

alluded that esports are sustainable because more and more companies are becoming interested in 

esports, Shabir (2017) stated that the Olympic committee and the individuals responsible for the 

Asian Games are interested in including esports in their events, and Ströh (2017) noted that the 

Chinese Investment Corporation is interested in turning Yinchuan into an esports metropolis. 

Despite some of the experts’ arguments against esports sponsorships being a sustainable 

investment, both Mooney (2018) and Shabir (2017) point out that the esports industry has always 

been able to overcome all of the obstacles that threaten the scene. Also, although some experts 

pointed out that the volatility of esports may threaten the sustainability of their investments, Franke 

(2015) defends that this volatility is becoming an increasingly lesser issue as the market is quickly 

evolving, maturing, and becoming more established and stable. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand if their investments will provide 

long-term positive ROIs. It is common knowledge in both marketing and management that 

companies with short-term visions have a much higher chance of failure than those with long-term 

strategies. It is also common knowledge that there are far too many industries that, despite seeming 

very promising at first, end up being just a passing fad. It is here that companies with short-term 

visions tend to stumble; often making investments that will not turn into positive ROIs or long-term 

positive ROIs. In this sense, brands that wish to understand how sustainable esports are and if it is 

possible to use esports as a tool to obtain long-term positive ROIs can enter this market knowing 

that that is a possibility. The literary data of authors like Ströh (2017) indicated that the esports 

industry is sustainable and experiencing tremendous growth and the empirical data of this research 

showed that esports sponsors can expect to benefit from long-term profitable partnerships. 

Although esports sponsorships have proven to be a sustainable investment, brands must 

understand that this sustainability only applies to companies that conduct appropriate sponsorships. 

In this sense, brands must ensure that they carefully study the esports market to avoid making the 

mistake of paying higher than average sponsorship fees. Just like EES2 pointed out, this negatively 

affects both the sponsor that made the high payment and other brands that will see sponsorship 

costs inflate as a result. Also, sponsors must bear in mind that the sustainability of their investments 

is naturally dependent of who they chose to sponsor. For instance, like Winnan (2016) points out, 

while well-known and popular esports teams have a high chance of being in the esports scene for 

several years, most of the recently formed teams usually do not last more than a couple of years. 

 

 

5.1.6. Additional main benefits 

 

Some of the empirical data from the open-ended questions presented to both samples alluded 

to four additional main benefits of sponsoring esports that were not hypothesised in this research 
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(due to not being very prominent in, or absent from, the literature). Although there is not enough 

data to confirm if these are indeed main benefits, the fact that the samples felt compelled to provide 

this information without being directly asked about it makes this data quite interesting and 

significant. Hence, they will be briefly discussed here. 

 

 

5.1.6.1. Product improvement based on fan and player feedback 

 

Two experts provided comments alluding that sponsoring esports allows to improve the 

brands’ products based on feedback. Although these two experts only represent a very small 

percentage of the total sample (i.e. 9.1%; n = 2/22), we believe that the information they provided 

is extremely relevant. While NEES3 reported that they improve their products based on the whole 

esports industry’s feedback, EES6 stated that they improve their products specifically through the 

feedback from pro-players. 

The data from the experts is in sync with multiple authors. For example, Vivek et al. (2018) 

mention that brands must communicate with consumers and use this dialogue to improve the brand 

as well as its products and business-models. Similarly, both Taylor (2012) and Pitkänen (2015) 

note that some endemic esports sponsors directly ask pro-players to try their upcoming products 

and provide feedback so that they can improve these products to possess the necessary qualities and 

be up to the standards of the most demanding players. Pitkänen (2015) specifically points out that, 

since pro-players have a deep knowledge about how good gaming gear should be, their input is 

quite valuable. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Although the literature makes 

reference to feedback-based product improvement being mostly beneficial to endemic esports 

sponsors, the information about this benefit was provided by one endemic and one non-endemic 

sponsor. Ergo, it can be assumed that both types of brands can enjoy this benefit. Still, the non-

endemic sponsor that provided this information (i.e. NEES3) was a smartphone manufacturer, 

which can be perceived by some as a semi-endemic brand. Hence, it can be assumed that at least 

endemic brands and electronics-based companies can benefit from feedback-based product 

improvement. Nevertheless, non-endemic brands that create endemic or semi-endemic products for 

esports can also significantly benefit from this. An example would be a regular office chair 

manufacturer that decides to develop gaming chairs. In this example, feedback from pro-players 

would be extremely beneficial. 

 

 

5.1.6.2. Attractive grassroots 

 

Five experts provided comments alluding to the benefit of how esports grassroots (i.e. low tier 

professional players and tournaments) are an attractive and cost-effective area for brands to 

sponsor. Although these five experts only represent a small percentage of the total sample (i.e. 

22.7%; n = 5/22), we believe that the information they provided is very relevant. 

While NEES1 showed clear preference for grassroots by hinting that, when they sponsor a 

team, it is always smaller local engagements, the other four experts specifically implied that 

grassroots provide better cost-effectiveness ratios. Particularly, EES5 indicated that, while 

sponsoring anything related to popular esports games like League of Legends or Overwatch is 

extremely expensive, lesser popular games like Apex Legends require far lower sponsorship fees 

and there is a chance of these less known games becoming very popular in the future. Hence, there 

is the possibility of brands benefiting from high ROIs if the esports game they are connected to 
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becomes more popular during the sponsorship contractual period. EES5 also pointed out that, 

alternatively, brands can sponsor less popular teams that seem to have promising pro-players. 

Although both of these examples can be seen as gambles, there is the chance of these small 

investments reaping very positive ROIs. In the same vein, NEES5 suggested that lesser known pro-

players can still make a big impact, especially when considering the lower investment costs that 

they require. 

Interestingly, MA2 stresses that the gap between a top pro-player and a not very known pro-

player is not as wide in esports as it is in regular sports. While in regular sports there is almost zero 

interest in sponsoring grassroots, in esports brands are actually quite interested in sponsoring these 

less popular players as they can provide a better return on investment than the top pro-players. 

According to MA2, just showing that the brand supports and is part of esports grassroots can lead 

to very positive ROIs. While a company that sponsors regular sports grassroots may be seen as a 

lesser brand and thus suffer from negative brand image transfer, brands that sponsors esports 

grassroots are actually benefited as they are seen as supporters of a struggling esports game or 

player, which results in positive brand-image transfer. Yet, costs do not seem to be the only 

advantage as, according to NEES4, sponsoring national tournaments (instead of international ones) 

can help the brand to better target its specific audience of interest. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the subject of sponsoring esports grassroots. 

Still, some connections were found. For example, Shabir (2017) defends that, although most brands 

always try to sponsor the best pro-players, companies with lower budgets can chose to sponsor 

lower tier players who might one day become tier 1 players. Also, Ströh (2017) mentions that there 

are several small scale esports games with highly passionate fan-bases. Still, Winnan (2016) 

stresses that brands should avoid the risk of sponsoring completely unknown or obscure teams. The 

sponsored team should at least already be well established in the competitive scene. This is to 

ensure that these teams can professionally promote their sponsors and to make sure that it is not a 

volatile team. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Although the idea of sponsoring 

grassroots may at first seem more appropriate only for small brands, it was possible to verify that, 

from the five experts who commented on the benefit of sponsoring grassroots, four were employed 

at large brands (i.e. EES5, NEES1, NEES4, and NEES5) and one worked at a marketing agency 

(i.e. MA2). This shows that large brands are also being attracted to esports grassroots. This could 

probably be due to the smaller required investments which mean a smaller risk in an industry that is 

known for being quite volatile. Another advantage is the possibility of these investments providing 

better cost-effectiveness ratios than top tier sponsorships. Also, unlike sports, sponsoring low tier 

esports results in positive brand image transfer instead of negative brand image transfer. In this 

sense, although esports grassroots do not expose brands to audiences as large as top tier esports, 

they offer the possibility of making smaller investments, present far less risks, and still offer the 

chance of benefiting from positive ROIs. Ergo, sponsoring esports grassroots seems to be 

appropriate for brands that are sponsoring esports for the first time or want to avoid large 

investments or risks.  

The smaller nature of esports grassroots means that they are also very appealing for brands that 

want to accurately target a geographically-specific consumer group. MA2 indicated that sponsoring 

esports could even be more expensive than sponsoring sports if, for instance, the brand just wanted 

to target the USA and only 20% of the audience of the team that they were sponsoring resided in 

the USA. Hence, sponsoring esports grassroots means that brands can choose to sponsor a smaller 

team or tournament and whose audience will most likely be from the same country as them, which 

will allow to better target the desired consumers and obtain a more cost-effective sponsorship deal. 
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5.1.6.3. Employer branding 

 

Two experts provided comments suggesting that sponsoring esports may allow for employer 

branding
245

. Although these two experts only represent a very small percentage of the total sample 

(i.e. 9.1%; n = 2/22), we believe that the information they provided is extremely relevant. While 

NEES3 indicated that some electronics-based companies are in the esports market in order to 

engage with the technologically savvy esports audience, which is likely to be very interested in 

being hired by these types of brands, MA3 specifically stated that sponsoring esports makes the 

brand seem cooler and rejuvenated to possible employees and allows them to scout and recruit 

quality individuals. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the subject of using esports sponsorships for 

employer branding. In fact, Cornwell (2014) states that there is even a lack of literature on how 

general sponsorships may allow for employer branding. Still, it was possible to verify that 

Cornwell mentions that sponsorships are not only targeted at consumers, they are also targeted at 

employees (or potential employees), for instance. The author also notes that it is difficult to analyse 

how effective the sponsorship is in promoting employer branding. Cornwell and Lee (2016) 

indicate that sponsorships can be important for employer branding and serve as a marketing tool to 

attract employees. The authors note that the sponsorship communication can hold pieces of 

information about the brand that promote the functional benefits of being employed by the 

company. Yang et al. (2008) point out that sponsorships help in the creation of networks within a 

target market. Yet, the most insightful literary data seems come from Crompton (1994), who states 

that sponsorships establish a communication with employees, drive the employees’ unity and pride 

with their employer (i.e. the sponsor), and facilitate employee recruitment. Also, according to 

Barrow and Mosley (2005), companies that develop a robust employer brand can benefit from 

improved customer satisfaction, reduced costs, and better financial results
246

. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. All of the sponsorship benefits 

covered until now in this research were focused on targeting people as consumers to reap positive 

ROIs, but this benefit is focused on targeting people as potential employees so that the company 

can acquire quality and talented individuals. We believe that there are a number of reasons why 

companies may want to use esports for employer branding and that both endemic and non-endemic 

sponsors may benefit from it. For example, while endemic and electronics-based companies can 

definitely benefit from becoming more appealing to the technologically savvy esports audience and 

lead them into applying for jobs at that particular brand, non-endemic brands can use this same 

appeal to acquire esports experts who will provide them with valuable insights on how to conduct 

good sponsorships that intimately connect with the passionate esports audience. In this sense, when 

sponsoring esports, companies should make sure that their communications appeal to individuals 

both as consumer and as potential employees to make them both consume the brand and apply to 

work at it. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
245 Although employer branding may be akin to brand image, we decided to include it as a separate benefit since, as 

Barrow and Mosley (2005) notes, brand image is often more connected to how people perceive the brand from a 

consumer perspective and employer branding is more connected with how people perceive the company from an 

employee (or possible employee) standpoint. According to the author, in short, employer branding is related to the 

reputation and image of the brand as an employer and as a place to work. 
246 For more insight into employer branding and its benefits, we advise the reading of Barrow and Mosley (2005). 
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5.1.6.4. Investee branding 

 

Two experts provided comments suggesting that sponsoring esports may allow for investee 

branding
247

. Although these two experts only represent a very small percentage of the total sample 

(i.e. 9.1%; n = 2/22), we believe that the information they provided is extremely relevant. For 

example, NEES4 indicated that sponsoring esports makes the brand look good and cooler to 

investors because it is in a trendy industry and that that is very important. Still, NEES4 noted that 

this benefit is only important for companies that are interested in targeting investors. Similarly, 

MA3 pointed out that sponsoring esports helps with the investment side of things. It makes the 

brand more attractive for investors because it makes the brand seem more innovative and updated 

with the current trends, which might even increase the value of the company’s stocks in the stock 

market. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the subject of using esports sponsorships for 

investee branding. Regarding how general sponsorships may allow for investee branding, Cornwell 

(2014) states that, besides targeting consumers, sponsorships can target financial institutions to gain 

the awareness of potential investors who may become interested in injecting valuable capital into 

the brand. Crompton (1994) adds that sponsorships promote the company’s profile with financial 

institutions and shareholders. Likewise, Bennett (1999) indicates that sponsorships help to build a 

corporate image. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Despite the extreme lack of 

literature on this topic, its significance seems to be quite large. When a brand sponsors something, 

their communications are not only seen by consumers, they are also seen by current and potential 

investors. Thus, it is quite important to make sure that the brand choses wisely which areas to 

sponsor and how to convey their message as this will influence both who the sponsor reaches and 

how the brand is perceived as a result of associating itself with a particular area. Fortunately, 

according to the experts, sponsoring esports is a great way to improve how investors perceive the 

brand. Since esports are seen as a new and avant-garde area, the sponsor tends to be perceived as an 

up-to-date and visionary company. Ergo, brands that wish to both be perceived as more modern 

and become more appealing to investors should consider sponsoring esports. 

 

 

5.2. MAIN RISKS OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

This section contains six subchapters. The first five subchapters discuss the results of the five 

hypotheses connected to the main risks of sponsoring esports. From these five hypotheses, four 

were confirmed (i.e. negative public view on videogames, disreputable behaviour and corruption, 

infancy of the industry, and poor performance) and one was refuted (i.e. videogames’ short 

lifespan). The last subchapter covers four potential new main risks that were uncovered from the 

open-ended empirical data.  

 

 

 

                                                           
247 Although investee branding may be akin to brand image and employer branding, we decided to include it as a 

separate benefit. This is because brand image is often more connected to how people perceive the brand from a consumer 

perspective, employer branding is more connected with how people perceive the company from an employee (or possible 

employee) standpoint (Barrow & Mosley, 2005), and investee branding is more linked with how people perceive the 

brand from an investor perspective (Cornwell, 2014). 
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5.2.1. H2a – Negative public view on videogames 

 

The overall results confirmed H2a that the negative public view on videogames is a risk to 

esports sponsors. While the experts’ empirical data only somewhat supported this hypothesis, the 

fans’ empirical data moderately supported it. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that the experts were evenly split between agreeing (i.e. 

50%; n = 11/22) and disagreeing (i.e. 50%; n = 11/22) with the statement “The negative public 

view on videogames (which may come from the virtual violence or from gaming or gambling 

addiction) is a risk to esports sponsors”. Although the experts were equally divided between 

agreeing and disagreeing with the statement, we believe that 50% of the sample of experts agreeing 

that the negative public view on videogames is a risk to esports sponsors is very significant. Hence, 

we considered that their data supported the hypothesis. The highest concentration of votes was on 

“Disagree” (i.e. 40.9%; n = 9/22), followed by “Agree” (i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22), “Somewhat agree” 

(i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22), “Strongly disagree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22), and “Somewhat disagree” (i.e. 

4.5%; n = 1/22). By and large, the options of “Disagree”, “Agree”, and “Somewhat agree” 

comprised almost the totality of stances (i.e. 90.9%; n = 20/22). Moreover, while most experts who 

demonstrated disagreement had a medium level of confidence with their stance, most of those who 

demonstrated agreement had a medium to low level of confidence. Also, the numbers of endemic 

and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as a risk were relatively equal (i.e. 42.9% or n = 3/7 

EESs vs 50% or n = 4/8 NEESs), so the data did not point to this being a significantly greater risk 

to a particular type of brand. 

In general, the experts’ data indicated that the experts are evenly divided both between the 

number of votes for and against the hypothesis and in the number of arguments supporting or 

refuting it, with both sides presenting very interesting points of view. Many of the arguments 

supporting the hypothesis seem to centre on the violent aspect of videogames. Violent videogames 

are seen as promoters of aggressiveness and real-word shootings and this belief is further 

strengthened whenever there are any acts of violence in the real world. It seems that videogames 

suffer from collateral damage from all types of real world violence. For instance, MA4 makes a 

very touching and interesting statement that the recent terrorist attacks in France (which had 

nothing to do with videogames) made people have an even worse perception of violent 

videogames, especially games like Counter-Strike which include terrorists planting bombs. MA4 

indicates that the more these events happen the more likely it is that brands will want to distance 

themselves from violent videogames. 

Another point that was also touched was the addictive element of videogames. This is not only 

connected to the common notion that videogames lead to addiction, it is also linked to the gambling 

aspect of esports, which is leading several esports fans to experiment with gambling and become 

addicted to it. To make matters worse, it seems that several third parties, like uninformed 

politicians and the media, are promoting these negative views. This is quite troublesome and 

drastically increases the risk of brands being negatively affected as these entities are seen as 

reliable sources of information. Maybe it is because of this that it was suggested that society’s 

uninformed negative views of videogames must be changed. 

With regards to the experts’ arguments against the hypothesis, they seem to point out that it is 

not that big of a risk and that the brands that sponsor esports will in fact be benefited for showing 

support to an area that is often misjudged. Another mentioned element is that, since these 

sponsorship promotions are targeted at esports fans and seen through channels that are not very 

used by non-esports fans, it is expected that these communications will mostly be seen by the 

esports community and very few non-fans will actually see it, which drastically reduces the risk of 

sponsors being negatively associated with the supposed negative aspects of videogames. Moreover, 
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the popularity of videogames is increasing exponentially every single year and this popularity is 

already so high that those who blame videogames for real-word acts of violence or have negative 

views about these games are seen as uninformed or ignorant individuals. Finally, increasingly more 

studies are showing that there is not a correlation between playing videogames and displaying signs 

of aggressiveness and it is easy to see that there were shooting incidents long before the invention 

and commercialization of videogames. 

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that the severity of the negative public view 

seems to be dependent on the type of videogame, with violent videogames understandably being 

more affected. The perception is also dependent on the type of country, with NEES4 indicating 

that, in Germany, this issue is more severe and EES6 and MA5 mentioning that there is very little 

negativity in China and other Asian markets. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the majority of fans (i.e. 67%; n = 3,779/5,638) 

believe that some people have negative views on videogames and a very considerable group (i.e. 

28.7%; n = 1,615/5,638) think that most people have these adverse perspectives. This means that 

almost the entire sample (i.e. 95.7%; n = 5,394/5,638) considers that there are individuals who do 

have negative opinions on videogames and only a minor group (i.e. 4.3%; n = 244/5,638) believes 

that people do not have these unfavourable views. Entering into more detail, from the group that 

believes that there are people who have negative opinions on videogames (i.e. 95.7%; n = 

5,394/5,638), more than half (i.e. 56.2%; n = 3,031/5,394) indicated to have felt the need to hide, to 

some extent, their interest for esports from society. Specifically, almost half (i.e. 48.1%; n = 

2,593/5,394) has sometimes hidden this interest and a small group (i.e. 8.1%; n = 438/5,394) has 

always hidden it. Still, almost half of fans (i.e. 43.8%; n = 2,363/5,394) defended that they have 

never felt the need to hide their interest for esports from the public. 

In general, the fans’ data showed that almost every member of the fans’ sample believes that 

society has, to some extent, negative views of videogames and that, from these, more than half has 

felt the need to hide their interest for esports. This supported the hypothesis that the negative public 

view on videogames is a risk to esports sponsors. The fans’ open-ended answers also allowed to 

discern that fans agree that society thinks videogames lead to aggressive behaviours and that this is 

not true. However, interestingly, the fans seem to agree that gaming and esports can lead to 

addiction and that preventive measures should be installed to avoid this. Still, the most common 

argument was that videogames are suffering from a high lack of acceptance from society and that 

people should be educated to not believe in the negative and unfounded rumours that haunt the 

gaming scene and instead understand that gaming can be beneficial. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

The experts and fans’ data were in line with AEVI (2018), Brookey and Oates (2015), Franke 

(2015), Hilvoorde (2016), Li (2016), Newman (2008), Peša et al. (2017), Shabir (2017), Tavinor 

(2009), and Taylor (2012), who indicate that the general public tends to have a negative view of 

videogames and with Peša et al. (2017), who states that gaming is not well accepted by some 

people. Several experts, fans, as well as Hilvoorde (2016), Newman (2008), Scholz (2010a), Shabir 

(2017), and Ströh (2017) mentioned that people tend to believe that videogames promote real-

world acts of violence. Particularly, EES2, NEES4, MA4, and Ströh (2017) reported that real-word 

shootings and other acts of violence significantly increase the risk of sponsors of violent 

videogames having their brand image damaged. Likewise, both NEES7 and Ströh (2017) reported 

that the media is partially responsible for spreading the negative views of videogames. 

Interestingly, although NEES7 and Ackerman (2016), Newman (2008), Scholz (2010b), Shabir 

(2017), and Tavinor (2009) indicated that society wrongly believes videogames lead to addiction, 

Fan ID 14 and 113 stated that they believe gaming can in fact be addictive to some and that 

appropriate preventive measures should be employed. This is in line with Shabir (2017), who 
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reports that several studies have confirmed that playing videogames for too much time can create 

an addiction. In a similar vein, both EES7 and MA1 as well as Gainsbury et al. (2017a), Gainsbury 

et al. (2017b), Macey and Hamari (2018), Teichert et al. (2017), and Winnan (2016) noted that 

esports can promote gambling addiction. 

 Both NEES7 and Brookey and Oates (2015), Holden et al. (2018), Newman (2008), Shabir 

(2017), and Tavinor (2009) pointed to society’s beliefs that videogames are unhealthy and 

unproductive activities. Both Fan ID 108 and Brookey and Oates (2015), Liboriussen and Martin 

(2016), Newman (2008), and Peša et al. (2017) indicated that society believes videogames promote 

isolation and antisocial behaviours. Fan ID 108 also stressed that society perceives gamers as nerds, 

which is in line with reports from Li (2016) and Taylor (2012). Finally, Fan ID 186, 200, 208, 244, 

and 410, as well as AEVI (2018) stated that people who turn gaming into a career are not taken 

seriously. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how the negative view that the 

general public has on videogames can negatively affect their brands. Just like Newman (2008) 

states, since their inception, videogames have been negatively perceived by the general public. 

Hence, it is completely understandable that brands may be reluctant to associate themselves with 

them and the empirical data showed that this fear is indeed justified. Although some experts 

defended that the risk of brands being negatively perceived by the general public for sponsoring 

esports is low because these sponsorship communications are transmitted through channels that are 

mostly used by esports fans, the fact remains that it is possible for the general public to view these 

communications. For instance, whenever there are offline events, it is common for sponsors to 

place posters with their brands’ logos outside the stadium where the tournament will be held. 

Another example is through the esports fans themselves. If a young fan is watching a tournament, 

there is a high chance of his parents also catching a glimpse of the action and seeing who is 

sponsoring these events. But, the most likely method by which the general public will know of the 

brands that sponsor esports is whenever the media covers any large tournament that happens in 

their local area. Hence, although it is much harder for the general public to view these sponsorships 

than those present in football for instance, it is still completely possible. 

The danger of the sponsor suffering from negative brand image transfer becomes even greater 

if it is sponsoring a violent videogame or if there have been any particularly violent real-world 

events in their country in the recent years. Although several scientific studies have shown that 

gaming does not promote aggressiveness, and despite the large acts of violence in the world not 

being connected to videogames, those who sponsor violent games will suffer from collateral 

damage and have their image negatively affected. Ergo, brands that sponsor non-violent esports 

games will be much better shielded from this risk. Still, it may be better to not make any public 

announcements stating that the brand does not support violent videogames as this may lead the 

esports community to have a negative perception of the sponsor. 

However, even brands that solely sponsor non-violent videogames are still susceptible to being 

negatively perceived due to associating themselves with videogames. Here, we propose that the 

decision to sponsor esports should be based on two factors. The first is the brand’s target audience. 

In theory, an endemic brand will not be affected by this risk since only gaming fans will consume 

the brand’s products. Even if the general public starts developing a negative perception of the 

brand, they would never buy any of the brand’s products despite them being connected or not to 

esports. Regarding non-endemic brands (whose target audience is not limited to gaming fans), 

these should carefully consider if the esports demographic is attractive enough to justify taking this 

risk and if their general target-audience resides in a country known to have negative perceptions of 

videogames. Still, non-endemic brands should not fear that they will be under a greater risk than 
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endemic brands as there were an equal number of endemic and non-endemic sponsors indicating 

that this was not a risk. The second factor is the brand’s shareholders, investors in general, and 

partners. On the one hand, if the brand’s business connections value a company that is modern and 

up-to-date with the current trends, then sponsoring esports will most likely increase the perceived 

value of the brand. On the other hand, if the brand’s business connections are more conservative, it 

may be better to not partner with esports.  

Nevertheless, just like several experts, fans, and authors stated, gaming and esports are 

becoming increasingly more accepted by the general public. Although, at present, brands that 

sponsor esports may be negatively perceived for associating themselves with gaming, the severity 

of this risk is steadily decreasing. The tie between the number of experts who agreed and disagreed 

with the statement proves that this once large risk is already decreasing in strength. Hence, in the 

near future, it is expected that this will be a very low risk. 

 

 

5.2.2. H2b – Disreputable behaviour and corruption 

 

The overall results confirmed H2b that disreputable behaviour and corruption are a risk to 

esports sponsors. Both the experts and the fans’ empirical data somewhat supported this 

hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that most experts (i.e. 59.1%; n = 13/22) were in 

agreement with the statement “Disreputable behaviour and corruption (for example: toxic 

behaviour, sexism, illegal and unregulated gambling, match-fixing, cheating, cyberattacks, and 

doping) are a risk to esports sponsors”. Still, almost half expressed disagreement (i.e. 40.9%; n = 

9/22). Since most experts showed agreement with the statement, this indicated that the experts’ data 

supported the hypothesis. The votes were somewhat evenly dispersed, with the highest 

concentration of votes being on “Strongly agree” (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22), followed by a tie between 

“Agree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22), “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22), “Somewhat disagree” 

(i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22), and “Disagree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22). The least voted option was “Strongly 

disagree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22). Although most experts agreed with the statement, there were still a 

very relevant number of experts who disagreed. Also, while most experts who demonstrated 

disagreement had a medium to low level of confidence with their stance, most of those who 

demonstrated agreement had an almost evenly distributed high to medium to low level of 

confidence. Interestingly, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this 

as a risk were somewhat disproportionate (i.e. 57.1% or n = 4/7 EESs vs 75% or n = 6/8 NEESs), 

so the data points to non-endemic brands considering this more as a risk than endemic ones. 

In general, the data indicated that most experts see disreputable behaviour and corruption as a 

risk to esports sponsors. The most common types of disreputable behaviours seem to be toxic 

attitudes, sexism, illegal and unregulated gambling, match-fixing, cheating and cyberattacks, 

doping, swatting, and not honouring promises. Although most of these issues were already covered 

in the literature, swatting and not honouring promises are new elements here. According to Gard 

and Gard (2017), swatting most commonly happens when someone who knows the address of a 

person who is streaming a playing session calls the police or an emergency number and gives a 

false report stating that a crime (e.g. bomb threat or murder) has happened at that particular 

address, which results in the police or a SWAT team raiding the streamer’s house. Gard and Gard 

mention that this is a very serious offense and has resulted on several criminal penalties, including 

twenty-five years to life in prison. Unfortunately, Delaney and Madigan (2016) report that this is 

becoming a common issue. This problem becomes even more severe when we bear in mind that 

some experts indicated that several brands are not aware of esports issues with disreputable 
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behaviour, which means that there is no way for them to implement appropriate preventive 

measures against this risk unless they acquire esports expertise prior to starting the sponsorship 

(this will be covered in the subchapter related to H3a). Still, even if preventive measures were 

implemented, one expert reported that it is difficult to prevent disreputable behaviour. This could 

be due to, as two experts stated, esports entities and pro-players still being very immature. 

However, this immaturity is surprising since esports fans seem to very sensitive towards 

disreputable behaviour. One expert even reported that the sponsors that do not issue public 

statements and distance themselves from the sponsored-parties who engage in disreputable 

behaviour will have their brand image damaged. This shows that the fan-base has a clear repulse 

towards these disreputable acts and the only reason why esports entities still continue to behave this 

way is due to their immaturity. 

Despite some experts defending that this risk is also present in all kinds of sports, it does not 

lower the gravity of this risk. Some experts even alluded that, just like general sports have had to 

learn to deal with disreputable behaviour, esports will also need to do the same because this risk 

will always exist in both fields. 

Although two experts defended that this risk is decreasing, one stressed that it is increasing. 

These differing views do not provide a clear notion of how disreputable behaviour is evolving in 

esports. Furthermore, one expert stated that brands that are cautious about their image will not want 

to sponsor esports if they become aware of this risk. This, in turn, creates a problem for the sports 

industry. Since it cannot survive without sponsors, it would be very dangerous if this risk led 

brands to avoid competitive gaming. Maybe this is why EES2 defended that this is a bigger risk to 

the esports industry than to the sponsors. Still, since it was pointed out that heavier regulations are 

being implemented and that some esports entities are trying to become positive role-models, it is 

expected that this risk will become less severe in the long-term and possibly be at the level that 

disreputable behaviour presents to general sports. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the majority of fans (i.e. 67.6%; n = 3,811/5,638) 

have not disliked a sponsor because of disreputable behaviour. Still, a significant percentage has 

(i.e. 32.4%; n = 1,827/5,638). According to this latter group, the types of disreputable behaviours 

that made them dislike esports sponsors the most were: corruption (i.e. 77.1%; n = 1,408/1,827), 

toxic behaviours (i.e. 41.4%; n = 757/1,827), illegal and unregulated gambling (i.e. 40.1%; n = 

733/1,827), match-fixing (i.e. 28.4%; n = 518/1,827), sexism and lack of female pro-players (i.e. 

23.2%; n = 424/1,827), cheating and cyberattacks (i.e. 22.8%; n = 417/1,827), other (i.e. 14.6%; n 

= 266/1,827), and doping (i.e. 10.5%; n = 191/1,827). 

In general, the fans’ data showed that roughly one third of fans have disliked a sponsor due to 

disreputable behaviour. Having a third of fans disliking sponsors due to these acts is very relevant 

so this supports the hypothesis. The types of disreputable behaviours that negatively affect sponsors 

the most are corruption, toxicity, and illegal and unregulated gambling, with match-fixing, sexism 

and lack of female pro-players, and cheating and cyberattacks also being commented by a 

significant percentage of fans. Although the experts only talked about how the sponsored party’s 

disreputable behaviour is a risk for their image, the fans added some notions pertaining to how the 

sponsors’ own disreputable acts can damage their brand image. Particularly, fans showed a high 

discontent towards sponsors that do not pay the sponsored pro-players and towards illegal and 

unregulated gambling companies that sponsor esports. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

The experts and fans’ data were in line with Crompton (1994), Holden, Rodenberg, et al. (2017), 

and Manoli (2018), who point out that, when forming a sponsorship, there is the risk that any kind 

of disreputable behaviour will taint the sponsor’s image. Both EES5 and Fan ID 210, as well as 

Winnan (2016) alluded that, whenever there is money involved, there will be corruption. EES7, 
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NEES2, MA2, MA6, 757 fans, and Blackburn and Kwak (2014), Li (2016), and Neto et al. (2017) 

stated that esports suffer from toxic behaviours. NEES2, NEES3, MA2, MA5, and 424 fans were in 

sync with Cunningham et al. (2018), Mooney (2018), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016), who 

indicate that there are issues of sexism in esports and with AEVI (2018), CGC Europe (2015), 

Cunningham et al. (2018), Funk et al. (2018), Mooney (2018), SuperData (2015), Winnan (2016), 

and Zolides (2015), who mention that there is a lack of women in esports. NEES5, MA2, 733 fans, 

and Gainsbury et al. (2017a), Gainsbury et al. (2017b), Griffiths (2017), Holden (2017), Holden, 

Rodenberg, et al. (2017), Martinelli (2017), Mooney (2018), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), Sylvester 

and Rennie (2017), and Winnan (2016) reported the issues of illegal or unregulated gambling in 

esports. NEES4, NEES5, MA2, 518 fans, and Brickell (2017), Esports Integrity Coalition (2016), 

Li (2016), Mah (2011), Stivers (2017), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016) noted that match-fixing is 

occurring in esports. NEES5, MA6, 417 fans, and Mooney (2018), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), 

and Winnan (2016) stated that cheating is happening in esports competitions. And NEES4, 

MA2, 191 fans, and Holden et al. (2018), Mooney (2018), Stivers (2017), Ströh (2017), and 

Winnan (2016) reported that esports are already suffering from doping issues. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how disreputable behaviour and 

corruption in competitive gaming can negatively affect their brands. This is a real risk and will lead 

several brands to avoid sponsoring esports which, in turn, is a risk to this industry as it cannot 

survive without sponsors. However, just like EES5 stated, brands should keep in mind that the 

benefits of sponsoring esports strongly outweigh this risk. Moreover, as long as the sponsor 

partners with long-standing and trustworthy esports entities, the chances of facing this risk are even 

lower. Still, in the event that the sponsored party engages in disreputable behaviour, and depending 

on the severity of the act, the sponsor should either just issue a warning to the sponsored-entity or 

immediately terminate the sponsorship and release a public statement indicating that they do not 

condone such acts. It is also extremely vital that brands understand that, just like MA3 reported, the 

sponsors who show the fan-base that they are against corruption and disreputable behaviours will 

be positively-perceived as defenders of a fair and mature esports scene, which will result in a large 

flow of positive press, positive fan perception, and awareness. Although the sponsored-person or 

entity who engaged in the disreputable act will be negatively perceived, the sponsors will be fine as 

long as they distance themselves from the sponsored entity as quickly as possible and release a 

public statement against these behaviours. The sponsor that shows strong ethic values and high 

integrity will be loved by the fans. 

It is also important that gambling companies that sponsor esports understand that, due to 

esports’ global popularity, their sponsorship communications will be viewed in countries or states 

where wagering is prohibited. This could lead to some issues and it would be relevant for the 

industry to find a way to not show these brand promotions in such countries. However, that would 

be quite a hard task to accomplish because, while streaming channels may be able to blur a screen 

logo in specific countries, it would be much harder to blur T-shirt logos on live events. Still, this 

issue is not exclusive to esports as general sports have had to deal with this problem for several 

years now. 

Surprisingly, despite the large majority of esports fans being male, some stated that sponsors 

should help to increase the number of women in esports. This shows that the community expects 

sponsors to do more than just cash-for-logo transactions and actually improve the esports scene by 

helping to increase the number of female pro-players and making esports more attractive for the 

general female gaming audience (this strategy of bringing relevant-added value to esports will be 

further covered in the subchapter related to H3c). 
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5.2.3. H2c – Infancy of the industry 

 

The overall results confirmed H2c that the problems associated with the infancy of the esports 

industry are a risk to esports sponsors. While the experts’ data moderately supported the 

hypothesis, the fans’ data strongly supported it. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that most experts (i.e. 63.6%; n = 14/22) were in 

agreement with the statement “The problems associated with the infancy of the esports industry 

(for example: lack of main governing body, regulation and standardization; volatile market; 

dependence on sponsors; and lack of knowledge about the market) are a risk to esports sponsors”. 

Still, a very significant percentage (i.e. 36.4%; n = 8/22) expressed disagreement. Since most 

experts showed agreement with the statement, this indicated that the experts’ data supported the 

hypothesis. The highest concentration of votes was on “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 36.4%; n = 8/22), 

followed by “Agree” (i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22), “Strongly disagree” (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), “Disagree” 

(i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), and “Somewhat disagree” (i.e. 9.1%; n = 2/22). By and large, the options 

“Somewhat agree” and “Agree” comprised more than half (i.e. 63.6%; n = 14/22) the stances of the 

esports experts. Also, there was not a single level of disagreement that received more votes than a 

level of agreement. Still, while most experts who demonstrated disagreement had a high to medium 

level of confidence with their stance, most of those who demonstrated agreement had a low to 

medium level of confidence. Still, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who 

considered this as a risk were relatively equal (i.e. 71.4% or n = 5/7 EESs vs 62.5% or n = 5/8 

NEESs), so the data did not point to this being a significantly greater risk to a particular type of 

brand. 

In general, the data indicated that most experts see the infancy of the esports industry as a risk 

to esports sponsors. The most common issues that seem to promote this risk are esports’ lack of a 

main governing body, the volatile and unknown environment, the lack of commercial experience 

from the esports entities, and how the industry is simply too underdeveloped in general. Still, some 

experts pointed out that esports are becoming more regulated, standardized, and developed, as well 

as less volatile and less dependent on sponsors. One expert defended that this risk has two sides and 

that becomes apparent when we bear in mind that several experts defended that the lack of a main 

governing body, regulation, and standardization was beneficial as it gave them more control over 

the creation of partnerships and one other expert defended that esports’ dependence on sponsors is 

actually a positive aspect as it gave the brand more control over the sponsorship. Still, the general 

sentiment pointed to the infancy of this market being more of a risk than a benefit. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that almost every fan (i.e. 96.5%; n = 5,438/5,638) 

believes the esports industry has infancy-related problems to solve. Only a very minor group 

disagreed (i.e. 3.5%; n = 200/5,638). From first group, the most mentioned types of infancy-related 

issues this industry needs to solve are: volatility (i.e. 64.9%; n = 3,527/5,438), lack of knowledge 

about the esports industry (i.e. 61.2%; n = 3,326/5,438), lack of standardization (i.e. 52.2%; n = 

2,839/5,438), lack of a main governing body (i.e. 41.9%; n = 2,281/5,438), dependence on sponsors 

(i.e. 40.3%; n = 2,192/5,438), lack of regulation (i.e. 37%; n = 2,010/5,438), and other issues (i.e. 

15.4%; n = 838/5,438). 

In general, the fans’ data showed that almost every member of the fans’ sample believes that 

the esports industry has infancy-related problems to solve. This strongly supported the hypothesis. 

According to their data, the most common infancy-related issues are volatility, lack of knowledge 

about the esports market, and lack of standardization. The fans’ open-ended answers also allowed 

to discern that the most commented problem is the volatility of this industry. This is generally in 

line with the experts’ most commented issues, which were volatility and how esports are an 

unknown market. 
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The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

EES7, NEES1, NEES6, and MA3, were in line with AEVI (2018), Bayliss (2016), Fields (2011), 

Funk et al. (2018), Keiper et al. (2017), Seo (2013), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), Taylor (2012), 

and Winnan (2016), who indicate that the esports industry is still very young. NEES6, MA3, MA6, 

MA7, and 2,281 fans were in accordance with Salice (2010), Stein and Scholz (2016), and 

Sylvester and Rennie (2017), who state that esports lack a clearly identifiable main governing 

body. NEES6, MA3, MA7, and 2,010 fans were in conformity with Hollist (2015), Li (2016), 

ONTIER (2018), Shabir (2017), and Ströh (2017), who point out that there is a severe lack of 

regulation in esports. NEES6, MA7, and 2,839 fans were on the same page as Salice (2010), Shabir 

(2017), Sylvester and Rennie (2017), and Taylor (2012), who mention that there is a lack of 

standardized rules in competitive gaming. EES3, EES4, EES6, NEES2, NEES5, MA2, MA4, MA6, 

MA7, and 3,527 fans were in sync with AEVI (2018), Franke (2015), Li (2016), Shabir (2017), 

Taylor (2012), and Winnan (2016), who report that this market is very volatile. EES3 indicated that 

the esports volatility prevents them from investing too much, which is in line with Shabir (2017), 

who states that the volatility makes sponsors weary of investing large sums of money in entities 

that may suddenly disappear. EES3, NEES7, NEES8, MA1, MA2, MA5, and 3,326 fans were in 

accordance with AEVI (2018), CGC Europe (2015), Nichols (2017), and Taylor (2012), who note 

that sponsors still do not understand what esports really are. 

Interestingly, MA2 pointed out that the dependence on sponsors has decreased, which goes 

against the opinions of 2,192 fans of the sample and the statements of authors like Callus and Potter 

(2017), CGC Europe (2015), Hiltscher and Scholz (2017), Holden, Kaburakis, et al. (2017), 

Nichols (2017), ONTIER (2018), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), Taylor (2012), and Winnan (2016), 

who point out that esports are very dependent on sponsors. Even the most recent data from Newzoo 

(2020c) shows that esports still cannot survive without sponsors. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how the infancy of the esports 

industry can negatively affect their brands. It seems that one of the best ways to avoid the issues 

associated with the infancy of the esports industry is to acquire esports expertise prior to starting 

the sponsorship so that brands can quickly identify which are the best and most secure entities to 

sponsor. That is, they must identify and partner with the entities that are the most professional, 

commercially experienced, stable, and sustainable. This will shield the sponsors from the issues 

connected to the commercial inexperience of some esports entities. In the specific case of 

tournaments, it may be better to sponsor those that are more regulated and standardized as this 

provides a more secure and predictable sponsoring environment (this strategy of acquiring esports 

expertise will be covered the subchapter related to H3a). The importance of studying the esports 

market seems to be even more accentuated for non-endemic brands because, as EES3 stressed, 

endemic companies already know what is happening within esports. This makes sense as, while on 

the one hand endemic brands are more intimately connected to gaming industry, most non-endemic 

brands are not constantly analysing the occurrences of this specific market. 

It is also important to cover the stance of MA5, who defended that esports’ dependency on 

sponsors is a good thing as it gives brands more power over the sponsored entity. Although this is 

indeed very positive for the brands, it makes it much more likely that sponsors may try to exert too 

much pressure and control over the sponsored entities and this goes right against what some fans 

indicated in the previous chapter (related to H2b) when talking about disreputable behaviour from 

the sponsors
248

. The most common themes that connected these fans’ comments were that they do 

                                                           
248 E.g. “I wouldn't like for sponsors to push agendas” (Fan ID 78); “People should be wary of the possible 

predatory aspect of esport sponsorships” (Fan ID 101); “Any time brands sink their teeth too deep into something they 

end up calling the shots for monetary purposes. . . . The biggest appeal of esports to me is the loose and fun feel of the 
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not want sponsors to abuse the power they have over esports entities and that they should not 

control the sponsored party’s behaviour nor have too much say over them. Ergo, although esports’ 

dependency on sponsors may also act as a benefit, sponsors should not abuse the power they are 

given as this may backfire and damage their image. 

Although some experts defended that esports are now more regulated, standardized, and 

developed, as well as less volatile, brands should still carefully tread over esports as these elements 

are considerably below the standards of most established sports. This brings back the importance of 

studying the esports market or acquiring individuals who understand it. This tactic will help shield 

the sponsors from the issues of esports being vastly unknown to brands. 

 

 

5.2.4. H2d – Videogames’ short lifespan 

 

The overall results did not confirm H2d that the fast drop in popularity of each videogame title 

is a risk to esports sponsors. Both the experts and fans’ data did not support this hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that most experts (i.e. 54.5%; n = 12/22) were not in 

agreement with the statement “The fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to 

esports sponsors”. Still, a very significant percentage (i.e. 45.5%; n = 10/22) expressed agreement. 

Since most experts showed disagreement with the statement, this indicated that the experts’ data 

did not support the hypothesis. Although the highest concentration of votes was on “Agree” (i.e. 

27.3%; n = 6/22), this was followed by “Disagree” (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22), “Somewhat disagree” 

(i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22), a tie between “Strongly disagree” (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22) and “Somewhat 

agree” (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), and “Strongly agree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22) received the less votes. 

Also, while most experts who demonstrated disagreement had a low to high level of confidence 

with their stance, most of those who demonstrated agreement only had a medium to low level of 

confidence. Moreover, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as a 

risk were relatively equal (i.e. 42.6% or n = 3/7 EESs vs 50% or n = 4/8 NEESs), so the data did 

not point to this being a significantly greater risk to a particular type of brand. 

In general, the data indicated that most experts do not see the videogames’ short lifespan as a 

risk to esports sponsors. Although several experts pointed out that this instability of videogame and 

genre popularity is a risk, they caveated it by saying that it is only a risk for the sponsors who do 

not understand nor study esports to understand which games have a high staying power. Hence, 

even those who provided arguments agreeing that this is a risk stressed that it does not apply to 

every brand. Regarding the experts that provided arguments disagreeing with the statement, most 

justified their stance by stating that several or most esports videogames are old games and that 

newer competitive games receive more attention from streamers than from pro-players. They also 

stressed that it is not a risk if brands sponsor more than just one videogame or more than just one 

team that plays only one game. According to them, the risk also disappears if the brand only 

sponsors videogames that have proven to have high staying power and if the sponsor constantly 

studies the esports market as well as its trends and tendencies. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the large majority of fans (i.e. 77.3%; n = 

4,357/5,638) watch esports tournaments of videogames that were launched in the year 2014 or 

before. Still, a considerable percentage (i.e. 22.7%; n = 1,281/5,638) indicated to only watch 

                                                                                                                                                                                
commentating/community . . . Putting the players and the organizationz under the thumb of one company makes it much 

easier for said company to sway their decision making” (Fan ID 211); “There are definitely cases where it is incredibly 

problematic . . . which I believe is related to the one sponsor having too much say” (Fan ID 267); and “I don't see any 

other options for pro players other than accepting sponsorships. So sponsors possess a lot of power over pro players and 

teams, so we need to hope they do right by the players themselves” (Fan ID 270). 
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esports games that were launched after 2014. Furthermore, from the first group, it was possible to 

observe that very few old videogames were still being watched in the esports scene. Specifically, 

from the list of 29 videogames (that were launched in 2014 or before) that was presented to the 

sample, only seven were still being watched by at least 10% of that sample. Moreover, from these 

seven games, only two were being watched by over 25% of that sample. 

In general, the fans’ data showed that most fans still watch older esports titles (i.e. those that 

were launched in 2014 or before). This did not support the hypothesis and is in line with EES2, 

MA2, and MA5, who defended that the most popular esports videogames are older games. Still, the 

data also showed that the number of old esports videogames that still retain an at least adequate 

level of popularity is very small. However, this is in line with MA2, who stated that very few 

competitive games are popular enough to be considered as true esports games. Hence, the small 

number of popular old esports games is justified. Even so, some fans seem to want the esports 

industry to find ways to support and preserve the popularity of a greater number of old videogames. 

Some of the empirical findings were in sync with the literature, but some were not. For 

example, both Ströh (2017) and EES4, NEES1, and NEES7 indicated that the instability of 

videogame popularity is very different from sports, being unique to esports. Both Ströh (2017) and 

EES1 and MA4 noted that this is a risk if the sponsor is dependent on just one videogame. Both 

Zolides (2015) and NEES7 stressed that the short lifespan of game titles contributes to the pro-

players’ short careers because most of them can only be good at a single game. Also, both Zolides 

(2015) as well as EES7, NEES2, NEES7, and Fan ID 26 alluded that developers’ actions can 

heavily influence game popularity, with EES7 specifically stating that, if developers do not 

correctly handle an esports game, it can go from extremely popular to completely obscure in just 

two months. However, although Shabir (2017) and Ströh (2017) state that the longevity of game 

titles may present some problems for sponsors, most experts (i.e. EES1, EES2, EES3, EES7, 

NEES2, NEES3, NEES4, NEES8, MA1, MA2, MA5, and MA6) defended that the fast drop in 

popularity of each game title is not a risk to esports sponsors. Furthermore, although Ströh (2017) 

states that there is an extremely small number of older videogames that are still being played, 

NEES4 and MA6 state that several esports titles are old games, and EES2, MA2, and MA5 even 

defend that the most popular esports titles are old games. Still, although the large majority of fans 

(i.e. 77.3%; n = 4,357/5,638) reported to watch esports tournaments of videogames that were 

launched in the year 2014 of before, it was possible to verify that the number of different old 

esports videogames they watch is extremely small. This is in sync with MA2, who defended that, 

for him, there are only three videogames that can truly be considered esports games (i.e. Dota 2, 

CS:GO, and League of Legends) and these are old games. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how videogames’ short lifespan 

can negatively affect their brands. Although the issue of videogames’ short lifespan was not 

perceived as a main risk by most experts, brands should keep in mind that this risk is dependent on 

the type of game that the brand chooses to sponsor and on the brands’ sponsoring strategy. While 

sponsoring a proven long-standing game will shield brands from this risk, falling for the trap of 

partnering with the new, hot, and unproven trending game will leave the brand very vulnerable to 

this risk, especially if the brand makes a long-term contract and the game abruptly loses its 

popularity just a couple of months after being launched. 

The risk is also dependent on the developers. As owners of the IP, game developers have a 

great influence on how popular their videogames become. Just like MA2 stated, some developers 

did a very poor job of managing their games in the esports scene and, as a result, those games 

disappeared as quickly as they appeared. Developers can also promote this instability by forcing 

the esports industry to stop using a specific IP and focus on their newer game. Although it is 
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understandable that developers would want the esports community to be focused on their newest 

videogame, this creates even more instability as it means that even popular and long-standing 

games may not be safe or sustainable to sponsor. 

Besides selecting a well-established and long-standing esports game, when deciding which 

entity to sponsor, brands should always carefully analyse which of these old videogames they wish 

to be connected to. Although there is a large number of old esports titles, most have very low levels 

of popularity. This research indicated that only seven old esports videogames are still being 

watched by at least 10% of fans
249

. Therefore, when choosing which party to sponsor, brands 

should choose entities connected to one or more of these seven videogames. 

 

 

5.2.5. H2e – Poor performance 

 

The overall results confirmed H2e that poor performance is a risk to esports sponsors. While 

the experts’ data strongly supported the hypothesis, the fan’s data moderately supported it. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that the large majority of experts (i.e. 77.3%; n = 17/22) 

were in agreement with the statement “Poor performance (for example: low viewership outside 

Twitch and YouTube, sponsor incongruence, smaller revenues when compared to regular sports, 

and difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness) is a risk to esports sponsors”. Still, a somewhat 

significant percentage (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22) expressed disagreement. Since most experts showed 

agreement with the statement, this indicated that the experts’ data supported the hypothesis. The 

highest concentration of votes was on “Agree” (i.e. 40.9%; n = 9/22), followed by “Strongly agree” 

(i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22), “Disagree” (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22), and “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 9.1%; n = 

2/22). By and large, the options “Agree” and “Strongly agree” comprised more than half (i.e. 

68.2%; n = 15/22) the stances of the experts. Also, while all experts who demonstrated 

disagreement only had a medium level of confidence with their stance, most of those who 

demonstrated agreement had a medium to high level of confidence with their stance. Interestingly, 

the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as a risk were 

disproportional (i.e. 85.7% or n = 6/7 EESs vs 62.5% or n = 5/8 NEESs), so the data points to 

endemic brands considering this more as a risk than non-endemic ones. 

In general, the data indicated that most experts see poor performance as a risk to esports 

sponsors. The most common issues that seem to promote this risk are the difficulty to measure 

sponsorship effectiveness and the possibility of the sponsored party underperforming, which could 

lead the sponsor to suffer from negative brand image transfer. Still, a small number of experts 

defended that some know how to analyse esports sponsorship effectiveness and that the industry’s 

reliance on Twitch and YouTube does not contribute to this risk. 

Regarding Sample 2
250

, the data showed that the fans’ most used platforms for esports 

consumption are Twitch (i.e. 95.7%; n = 5,397/5,638) and YouTube (i.e. 73.9%; n = 4,167/5,638) 

by far. By comparison, the third and fourth most used platforms, Mixer (i.e. 8.1%; n = 458/5,638) 

and Television channels (i.e. 7.8%; n = 438/5,638), had significantly less users. The data also 

showed that the large majority of fans (i.e. 81.9%; n = 4,620/5,638) have not seen brands that they 

considered should not be sponsoring esports. Still, a somewhat considerable percentage did (i.e. 

18.1%; n = 1,018/5,638). From this second group, the most unliked types of esports sponsors were: 

                                                           
249 From most popular to least popular: Counter-Strike (all versions), League of Legends, Super Smash Bros. (all 

versions), Dota (all versions), StarCraft (all versions), Hearthstone, and World of Warcraft. 
250 Since it was not possible to develop questions for fans that allowed to discern if the general issue of poor 

performance was a risk to esports sponsors, we asked them three more specific questions that allowed to quantify and 

analyse the severity of some of the elements of poor performance. 
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gambling brands (i.e. 65.7%; n = 669/1,018), brands involved in disreputable behaviour or 

corruption (i.e. 58%; n = 590/1,018), adult brands (i.e. 37.4%; n = 381/1,018), and unhealthy 

lifestyle brands (i.e. 29.4%; n = 299/1,018). 

In general, the fans’ data showed that the elements of low viewership outside Twitch and 

YouTube and of sponsor incongruence contribute to the risk of poor performance in esports 

sponsorships. The fact that some fans also mentioned elements such as esports having smaller 

revenues than most sports, the sponsored party underperforming (which could negatively affect the 

sponsor through negative brand image transfer), and also the sponsor underperforming further 

prove that poor performance is a main risk of esports sponsorships. In short, all of these elements 

supported the hypothesis. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

NEES1, NEES4, MA3, MA7, and Fan ID 196 were in conformity with Crompton (1994), 

Crompton (2015), Pitkänen (2015), and Wilson (2017), who note that poor performance can come 

from the sponsored party and negatively affect the sponsor through brand image transfer. Fan ID 

199 was on the same page as Crompton (2015) and Winnan (2016), who mention that poor 

performance can come from the sponsor itself. NEES7 and MA6 were in line with Franke (2015), 

Li (2016), Shabir (2017), SuperData (2017a), and SuperData (2017b), who indicate that, in esports, 

there is low viewership levels outside Twitch and YouTube. Fan ID 24, 37, 61, 177, 230, 251, 414, 

432, and 460 were in accordance with Franke (2015), Nielsen Esports (2017), Shabir (2017), and 

Winnan (2016), who point out that esports suffer from some form of sponsor incongruence. EES4 

was in conformity with Korpimies (2017), Portlock and Rose (2009), Quester and Farrelly (1998), 

and Shabir (2017), who stress that short term investments will lead to poor performance. EES4, 

MA4, and Fan ID 99, 192, 392, and 457 were in compliance with Newzoo (2016a), Newzoo 

(2018a), and Shabir (2017), who state that esports possess smaller revenues than sports. And EES2, 

EES4, EES6, NEES2, NEES4, NEES5, NEES8, MA1, MA4, MA5, MA6 were in sync with Ko et 

al. (2008), Korpimies (2017), Meenaghan et al. (2013), Meenaghan and O’Sullivan (2013), and 

Vance et al. (2016), who report that it is hard to measure sponsorship effectiveness. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how the various elements of poor 

performance can negatively affect their brands. When sponsoring esports, brands should keep in 

mind that poor performance can come from both the sponsored party (e.g. sponsored pro-players 

losing) or from the sponsor itself (e.g. sponsor’s products malfunctioning), and both can damage 

the sponsor’s image. While the sponsor’s performance is easier to control (e.g. via rigorous product 

testing and avoiding all behaviours that may anger fans), even with a very thorough contract, the 

sponsored party’s performance is much harder to control and predict. 

Brands must also understand that short-term sponsorships will not lead to significant ROIs. 

Just like sponsorships in other areas, the ROIs of esports sponsorships will only be clear and 

significant in the long-term. This is tightly connected to the issue of the difficulty in measuring the 

sponsorship’s effectiveness. It is very difficult to analyse and verify the existence of any clear ROIs 

in the short-term. Just like EES4 stated, it will take at least one entire year of continuous 

sponsoring to have an idea of the ROIs. Still, brands must be aware that the revenues of sponsoring 

esports are smaller than those present in most sports industries. 

Before starting any partnership, it is important that sponsors have a clear understanding of 

what esports are and the possible ROIs that they may reap. This will avoid the dangers of brands 

being disappointed with the type of obtained ROIs and will allow them to better adjust and refine 

their sponsorship contracts so that they can have profitable partnerships. The brands that have a 

clear understanding of esports will not invest everything into a single esports entity; will know the 

quality of the entities that they wish to sponsor; will know which are the key performance 
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indicators (KPIs) that they must measure to accurately analyse their ROIs; will be able to look at 

the bigger (and long-term) picture when measuring the sponsorship effectiveness; and will 

understand that esports’ reliance on just Twitch and YouTube is not a problem. 

The fans’ data showed that there is a duopoly in terms of esports consumption platforms (i.e. 

Twitch and YouTube). While these two platforms have an extremely large market share, all other 

platforms, like Television or Mixer have almost insignificant viewership values. The consumer-

base for these other platforms is so low that it may be unsustainable to create exclusivity contracts 

with them. Hence, sponsors should either avoid exclusivity contracts with esports consumption 

platforms or formalize a contract with both or either of the two dominant platforms. 

Although the experts did not make specific mentions about the issues of sponsor incongruence, 

several fans did. This may be because the experts did not wish to disclose such information. 

Although the 18.1% of fans who have seen brands that they considered should not be sponsoring 

esports may seem small, the reality is that this is still a significant percentage. This percentage 

means that roughly one in every five fans did not agree with some brand sponsoring esports. Thus, 

it is imperative that brands carefully analyse which types of brands are adequate and accepted by 

the esports community before initiating any type of partnership. The data indicated that most 

gambling brands, brands involved in disreputable behaviour or corruption, adult brands, and 

unhealthy lifestyle brands should avoid sponsoring esports or, at the very least, carefully plan their 

activations beforehand. For instance, just like Fan ID 61 mentioned, gambling is illegal in some 

countries hence, due to esports global appeal, a gambling brand that sponsors esports will be 

promoting gambling in countries where wagering is illegal. Furthermore, since a significant 

percentage of esports fans are underage, these companies will also be exposing gambling to minors, 

which may be negatively perceived. Similarly, adult brands that sponsor esports will be influencing 

minors to visit their adult websites which, just like Fan ID 37 exemplified, could lead to extreme 

negative reactions. In the case of brands that have been involved in disreputable behaviours or 

corruptions, these should avoid sponsoring esports at least until they have created a better image 

and changed their practices. Lastly, unhealthy lifestyle brands should find ways to adapt their 

products to be better suited for the younger esports demographic. For example, a beer company 

could develop a non-alcoholic beer and promote only that product in esports. 

Still, as with the other risks covered in this research, brands must keep in mind that the severity 

of this risk and its applicability depends a lot on the type of brand and on how the sponsorship is 

conducted. 

 

 

5.2.6. Additional main risks 

 

Some of the empirical data from the open-ended questions presented to both samples alluded 

to four additional main risks of sponsoring esports that were not hypothesised in this research (due 

to not being very prominent in, or absent from, the literature). Although there is not enough data to 

confirm if these are indeed main risks, the fact that the samples felt compelled to provide this 

information without being directly asked about it makes this data quite interesting and significant. 

Hence, they will be briefly discussed here. 

 

 

5.2.6.1. Industry’s dependence on just a few core esports titles 

 

Five experts provided comments alluding that the industry’s dependence on just a few core 

esports titles is a risk for sponsors. Although these five experts only represent a small percentage of 
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the total sample (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22), we believe that the information they provided is extremely 

relevant. 

The experts pointed out that the esports market is restricted to just a small handful of very 

popular long-standing games
251

, with NEES6 specifically stressing that this makes this industry 

seem like a monopoly. Although EES4 noted that, as long as these core titles exist, the esports 

scene will continue, NEES4 questioned if the esports scene can remain locked into just a small 

number of core titles and if this is sustainable. MA2 especially expressed his worries that the three 

most popular esports titles (i.e. Dota 2, CS:GO, and League of Legends) have exceedingly high 

entry barriers for both players and viewers due to their complexity, difficulty to be understood, and 

the large amount of time it can take for matches to end. Furthermore, EES4 and NEES4 showed 

concern for not knowing what the future of esports will be and which will be the next main esports 

games that will substitute the existing ones. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the esports industry’s dependence on just a 

few core games. Still, some connections were found. For example, EES4, NEES4, NEES6, MA2, 

and MA5 were in sync with Newzoo (2020b) which shows that only a very small number of 

esports games can truly be considered extremely popular. Specifically, according to Newzoo 

(2020b), the top 3 most watched esports games on Twitch in the month of May 2020 were CS:GO 

(23.7 million views), Dota 2 (11.9 million views), and League of Legends (9.6 million views). By 

comparison, the fourth most watched game, PUBG, only had 2 million views; the fifth most 

watched game, Fortnite, only had 1.9 million views; and the sixth most watched game, Rainbow 6, 

only had 1 million views. The abrupt drop in popularity is clearly visible from the third to the 

fourth most watched games (and also from the first to the second one). This data from Newzoo is 

completely in line with MA2, who noted that Dota 2, CS:GO, and League of Legends were the 

most popular esports games by far. 

Also, both EES4 and NEES4 as well as Bayliss (2016), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and 

Winnan (2016) showed concern for not knowing what the future of esports will bring. Winnan 

(2016) specifically stressed that, although League of Legends is extremely popular, people will 

eventually lose interest and Ströh (2017) adds that this may leave some sponsors in difficult 

situations when they see their investments go to waste. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. According to the cumulative 

answers of EES4, NEES4, and MA2, the current core esports titles are League of Legends, CS:GO, 

Dota 2, Rainbow 6, and Fortnite. This means that the sustainability of the entire esports industry 

rests on just five main videogames. On the one hand, this may be seen as a positive aspect as 

brands that sponsor entities connected to one of these games have much higher chances of 

benefiting from high ROIs than those that partner with less popular videogames. But, on the other 

hand, this can be perceived as an extremely concerning issue because, since so many players, 

teams, corporations, and sponsors are connected to one of these games, their disappearance would 

leave an extremely large number of esports entities unemployed and a large number of sponsors 

with an even smaller number of core esports games to sponsor, which could lead to a sudden spike 

in sponsorship costs. Considering that esports provide smaller revenues than sports, this could 

leave the esports industry in a very fragile situation with brands not wanting to sponsor esports due 

to it not providing positive ROIs and not being profitable. 

 

 

                                                           
251 Specifically, EES4 mentioned four main esports games (i.e. League of Legends, CS:GO, Dota 2, and Rainbow 

6), NEES 4 indicated three (i.e. Fortnite, CS:GO, and League of Legends), and MA2 reported three (i.e. Dota 2, CS:GO, 

and League of Legends). 
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5.2.6.2. Overvalued esports entities 

 

Eight experts provided comments alluding that some esports entities are overvalued and that 

this is a risk for sponsors. Although these eight experts only represent a small percentage of the 

total sample (i.e. 36.4%; n = 8/22), we believe that the information they provided is extremely 

relevant. 

Both EES1 and EES7 mentioned that this overvaluing is a big risk for sponsors. According to 

them, some brands possess a lot of spending power but are lacking information about esports. They 

do not know how much they should invest or if they are investing large sums on the really popular 

entities, so they end up investing far too much and inflating the values of several esports entities, 

which leaves smaller brands with no means to match their offerings. In essence, these uninformed 

brands are disrupting the esports industry by inflating sponsorship costs. For example, there are 

teams that, just after being created, are already receiving million dollar investments. This raises the 

market value of all pro-players and makes esports sponsorships unreasonably expensive. This is in 

line with MA2 who pointed out that there are some “big disparities in sponsorship cost for almost 

the same team”. 

Similarly, EES2 stated that esports sponsorships are overvalued when compared to the average 

cost per mile (CPM)
252

 rates. But, unlike EES1, EES2 believes that the reason for this overvalue is 

because some teams and leagues use the high excitement around esports as a justification to request 

exorbitant sponsorship fees. EES4 also provides a similar statement by saying that some teams 

have “values that are completely crazy”. EES2 notes that, in essence, some teams and leagues are 

trying to obtain as much money as they can with no consideration for the real value that they can 

offer in return. This has resulted in several esports organization being overvalued and receiving 

investments far above their real value. EES2 gave the example of some esports teams that are 

valued at 300 million dollars and stressed that this does not make sense because the entire esports 

industry is valued at roughly 1 billion dollars. It is impossible for a single esports team to represent 

the value of almost a third of this entire market. This is in line with NEES6, who stated that this “is 

the wild west” and that “people can ask for whatever they want”. 

Both EES1 and EES2 stressed that this overvaluing will lead several brands to not have 

profitable sponsorships and move away from the esports industry. NEES6 even stated that the 

market may not hold itself. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the issue of some esports entities being 

overvalued. Still, some connections were found. For example, Shabir (2017) notes that Amazon 

acquired Twitch for $1 billion. Winnan (2016) mentions that Alisher Usmanov invested $100 

million in Virtus.pro (a Russian esports team and company). And BI Intelligence and Elder (2017) 

states that the media company Modern Times Group acquired Turtle Entertainment for $87 million. 

These high value acquisitions may have promoted the false notion that most esports entities are 

worth millions of dollars. 

It seems that EES1 and EES7 were in sync with Winnan (2016), who stresses that sponsors are 

becoming worried because the increasingly higher investments in esports are creating large entry 

barriers for them. Similarly, EES1, EES7, and NEES8 were in line with Winnan (2016), who 

pointed out that large sponsors are raising esports sponsorship costs. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Just like NEES8 stressed, this 

overvaluing may end up consuming several uninformed brands’ budgets. Regardless of the high 

sponsorship costs arising from big brands that invest large sums or from esports entities that are 

trying to capitalize on esports’ success by asking for large fees, the main source that seems to have 
                                                           
252 Also known as cost per thousand, it refers to the average cost that a company pays for an advertisement to be 

viewed or clicked by one thousand people (Garris & Mishra, 2015). 
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allowed this overvaluing to happen is the sponsors’ lack of information about esports. While some 

large brands have invested too much into esports entities because they had a strong economic 

power, other less financially-capable brands have been convinced by some esports entities to pay 

the ridiculously high sponsorship fees that they asked. In both cases, these brands did not take the 

time and effort to analyse if those entities were really worth those values. 

This overvaluing of esports entities creates two dangerous situations for sponsors. First, since 

prices are inflated, it becomes much more expensive and harder for brands with actual knowledge 

about esports to have mutually profitable partnerships. And second, since uninformed brands are 

inflating the sponsorship costs so much, the market may not hold itself, which would mean that all 

the time and justifiable amounts of money that informed brands put into creating well-planed 

sponsorships would be for naught. 

To avoid these situations, it is essential that, prior to starting any kind of partnership, brands 

carefully study esports and the true value and possible ROIs that they can obtain from the entities 

they wish to sponsor. This will ensure that sponsors have mutually profitable partnerships and will 

also promote the sustainability of the esports sponsorship market. This strategy of acquiring esports 

expertise will be further discussed in the subchapter related to H3a. 

 

 

5.2.6.3. Commercially inexperienced esports individuals 

 

Six experts provided comments alluding that some esports individuals are commercially 

inexperienced and that this is a risk for sponsors. Although these six experts only represent a small 

percentage of the total sample (i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22), we believe that the information they provided 

is extremely relevant. 

According to both EES2 and MA2, although several esports individuals have remarkably led 

the esports industry to its current heights, most of them do not have professional experience outside 

of gaming. EES2 indicates that the large majority of esports entities do not have a person who has 

been doing sponsorship contracts for decades in sports, for example. Such an individual would be 

able to, much more easily and effectively, negotiate mutually beneficial sponsorships with brands 

and maximize the ROIs of both parties. EES4 (a gaming chair brand) gave an example of this 

commercial inexperience by pointing out that some of the pro-players that they sponsored would be 

streaming their training sessions from their home and would be using a chair from another brand. 

EES4 stated that they had to warn the players to either cover the other brand’s logo or to use the 

chair that they sent them.  

EES7 defended that this lack of commercial experience is because most esports individuals are 

still young adults and esports is their first job. Hence, they did not have time to develop and learn 

how to properly work in a professional environment. MA2 provided a similar justification by 

pointing out that esports individuals are “very uncommercially aware”. MA2 even stated that, 

although these esports individuals know everything about the games and tournaments, “when it 

comes to business and the commerciality and what adds value to a sponsorship, they’re terrible. 

They’re not even bad, they’re terrible”. 

EES2 indicated that unexperienced sponsored entities can lead to decreased sponsorship ROIs. 

For instance, EES4 stressed that some teams will just receive sponsorship money and do nothing 

unless the sponsor directly tells them to. They are not proactive and will do no more than just what 

the sponsors asks. Similarly, EES6 reported that it can be difficult to cooperate with such 

unprofessional individuals, even if they are esports managers. MA3 even pointed out that this lack 

of experience and proactivity is slowing down esports’ growth. 
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EES2 stressed that the commercial inexperience of esports individuals may lead brands to stop 

sponsoring esports and invest in areas that provide them better ROIs. MA2 reported that this is 

already happening, especially with large brands that, after analysing the individual they want to 

sponsor, immediately give up the sponsorship plan because they see that the individual has no idea 

of what he is doing.  

There seems to be very scarce reliable literature regarding the commercial inexperience of 

esports individuals. Still, two connections were found. Firstly, EES2, EES4, and MA2, were in 

sync with Quintana (2012), who indicates that there are inexperienced organizations controlling 

esports tournaments and teams. And secondly, these same three experts were also in line with 

Taylor (2012), who states that esports fans often comment online about the low professionalism 

standards of some tournaments. An example is tournaments that do not pay out the prize money to 

the winners. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. The lack of commercial 

experience and professionalism in conjunction with the young ages of several esports individuals 

means that sponsors must be cautious about how the sponsored entity’s behaviour. Particularly, 

brands must overview if the sponsored entity is correctly and adequately promoting the sponsor and 

its products, if they are not using the competitor brand’s products, if they are using professional 

vocabulary, if they are proactively promoting the sponsor instead of needing to be micromanaged, 

etc. 

Sponsors must be aware that some esports teams and entities do not try to make the sponsor 

feel like the investment was worth it. They do not try to maximize the sponsor’s ROIs to cause a 

good impression. They will only do what the sponsors ask them and nothing more. They will not 

try to impress the sponsor in order to ensure that the brand wants to renew the sponsorship contract. 

This seems to indicate that, besides being commercially inexperienced, they also have a very short-

term view of their activities in esports. Brands should avoid sponsoring these types of individuals 

because they will make it harder for the sponsorship ROIs to be maximized. 

To minimize this risk and ensure that sponsorship ROIs are maximized, sponsors should 

carefully study the esports individuals and corporations they wish to sponsor to ensure that they are 

commercially experienced and professional. Here, it may be better to sponsor individuals and 

corporations who have been a part of esports for several years and who have proven to be 

commercially experienced, professional, and proactive. Moreover, it would be wise to invest in 

further instructing and educating these individuals to make sure that they have enough commercial 

knowledge and experience. 

 

 

5.2.6.4. Power of videogame publishers 

 

Seven experts provided comments alluding that the power videogame developers and 

publishers have over esports games is a risk for sponsors. Although these seven experts only 

represent a small percentage of the total sample (i.e. 31.8%; n = 7/22), we believe that the 

information they provided is extremely relevant. 

Both EES1 and NEES5 suggested that developers and publishers have the power to ask for 

extremely high sponsorship fees for the tournaments that they organize. EES1 provided the 

example of several developers, including Blizzard, who asked sponsors values of around $25 

million. NEES5 described the value that the developers of Fortnite were asking from sponsors as 

“highway robbery and ridiculous”. NEES5 explained that developers make so much money from 

their games and that their games are so popular that they do not really need sponsors, so they just 

ask whatever value they want. 
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NEES7, MA3, and MA7 alluded that developers and publishers have the power to completely 

control the sponsorships and what happens in esports. According to NEES7, the more popular their 

game is, the more control they want to have over everything connected to their game in esports. 

They do not want to work with most companies because they are already making large profits from 

downloadable content. MA3 stressed that publishers can restrict what type of sponsorship is 

allowed and what types of brands can sponsor. Similarly, MA7 pointed out that publishers arguably 

play the most important role in esports, particularly because their behaviour directly influences how 

this industry works. For instance, MA7 gave the example of a Fortnite event where the developers 

had a last minute change of plans and forced all teams to hide their sponsors. 

Lastly, MA2, MA3, and MA4 reported the power that developers and publishers have in either 

supporting or abandoning their games. MA2 stated that, although some games have the potential to 

be very popular in esports, they are not because the developer did not support the game’s esports 

scene. In a similar vein, MA3 reported that some esports games that are losing popularity could 

become relevant again if the developers supported the esports scene but, when they see that the 

game is losing popularity, they often stop supporting it. Likewise, MA4 defended that the reason 

why several esports games quickly lose their popularity is because the developers do not handle 

well the esports scene. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the power that videogame publishers have 

over esports. Still, some connections were found. EES1 and NEES5 were in line with Taylor 

(2012), who points out that often tournament organizers have to purchase licences from developers 

in order to use and broadcast the videogames. Winnan (2016) adds that other developers, like 

Capcom, sometimes demand royalty payments. 

NEES7, MA3, and MA7 were in sync with Li (2016) and Winnan (2016), who indicate that 

developers like Riot Games have a very tight control over their games. According to the authors, 

publishers control and apply a set of rules to all tournaments that feature their videogame, and 

event organizers must comply with these regulations. Furthermore, developers have the power to 

even shut down any tournament that features their game. As reported by Winnan (2016), Nintendo 

has already done this. Winnan stresses that even an entire tournament that features several different 

videogames can be shut down if one developer does not allow its game to be featured in the event. 

The author indicates that developers and publishers have this power because they are the owners of 

their respective games and are able to assert exclusive right and use copyright laws to prohibit 

leagues and broadcasters from using their games in public performances. 

Lastly, MA2, MA3, and MA4 were in accordance with Zolides (2015), who mentions that 

developers often abandon certain IPs because they want their latest videogames to gain the most 

attention in esports. These three experts were also in conformity with Wong (2012), who noted that 

some esports games often struggle because the developers do not support the game’s esports scene. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. It is imperative that sponsors 

understand the power and authority of developers and publishers prior to entering the esports scene. 

Regarding the power that publishers have in asking for extremely high sponsorship fees, although it 

may be cheap to sponsor esports when compared to sports, sponsors must carefully calculate if the 

expected ROIs justify the high sums that publishers may request from sponsors. Although the 

brand may just be sponsoring a single player or team, the publisher can request that the sponsor of 

the player or team that is participating to pay a fee for appearing in a tournament organized by the 

publisher. Similarly, tournaments organized by publishers may also request sponsors to pay a much 

higher fee than tournaments organized by non-publishers. Publishers can do this because, often, 

tournaments organized by them are more popular than those organized by non-publishers. An 

effective way of mitigating this issue might be to develop good long-term relations with publishers, 

which could lead to them requesting lower fees. 
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Concerning the power to completely control what happens in esports, sponsors of tournaments 

organized by publishers should focus on creating really solid contracts that prevent publishers from 

making any changes that might negatively affect them for the duration that the contract is in effect. 

Unfortunately, the only way that sponsors of entities not directly connected to publishers have of 

circumventing this unpredictability is to analyse if the publisher has a track-record of making 

sudden changes that might negatively affect sponsors. Prior to initiating a sponsorship, brands 

should also contact the publisher of the game to know if they allow that particular type of brand to 

sponsor and inform the publisher of the type of sponsorship that the brand is planning to conduct. 

In relation to the power of supporting or abandoning IPs, to circumvent this issue, sponsors 

should focus on only sponsoring entities connected to long-standing esports games or games that, 

despite never having the support from developers, were always successful. This will prevent the 

sponsorship’s success from being susceptible to how much support games get from publishers. 

 

 

5.3. ADDITIONAL ELEMENTS: MAIN DOUBLE-EDGED SWORDS 

 

Some of the empirical data from the open-ended questions presented to both samples alluded 

to two additional elements that could act as both benefits and risks for esports sponsors (i.e. double-

edged swords). These elements were not hypothesised in this research (due to not being very 

prominent in, or absent from, the literature). Although there is not enough data to confirm if these 

are indeed main benefits or risks, the fact that the samples felt compelled to provide this 

information without being directly asked about it makes this data quite interesting and significant. 

Hence, they will be briefly discussed here. 

 

 

5.3.1. Very vocal audience 

 

Ten experts provided comments alluding that the high vocality of esports fans can either be a 

risk or a benefit for sponsors. Specifically, it was possible to identify comments from five experts 

on how esports fans’ high vocality can be a benefit, comments from 10 experts on how it can be a 

risk, and comments from two experts on how it is a benefit and a risk at the same time. Despite 

there being more experts commenting on how this element can be a risk, the more positive 

comments show that it can also be a tremendous benefit, so we consider that this element is a 

double-edged sword. Although these ten experts represent a somewhat small percentage of the total 

sample (i.e. 45.5%; n = 10/22), we believe that the information they provided is extremely relevant. 

In relation to the benefits of having a very vocal audience, the experts pointed out that fans had 

extremely positive reactions to brands that correctly conducted the sponsorships. Among the 

positive reactions, MA6 indicated “really big positive language and positive sentiment . . . in online 

communities, on social media, etc. . . . It’s an improved brand image”. MA5 reported that the fans 

of a tournament loved the sponsorship so much that they began chanting the name of the sponsor in 

the stadium. EES2 even indicated that esports fans will love and support the brand better than the 

fans of almost any other community. According to the experts, the best way to correctly conduct 

the sponsorship to capitalize on the fans’ high vocality is to: take time to research esports (MA4) 

and the community before sponsoring, understand the fans before engaging with them (MA6), be 

relevant (MA4) and authentic, show care and passion for esports, show that the brand wants to be a 

part of esports (NEES3), and do activations that resonate with fans (MA6). 

Regarding the risks of having a very vocal audience, the experts indicated that some sponsor 

actions can lead to extreme negative fan reactions. Among the negative reactions, we identified: 
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fans boycotting the sponsor (EES2), strong verbal backlash (EES4; NEES5; NEES6; MA5) and 

outrage (MA3), fan resistance to the sponsorship (NEES3; NEES5; MA3), flaming the brand and 

its image to the ground (MA2; MA3), and creation of damaging memes based on the brand or 

someone connected to the brand (MA3). According to the experts, some of the actions that can lead 

to these negative reactions include: saying something that is not in line with the fans’ general 

opinion (EES2), cancelling a sponsorship due to some kind of quarrel or controversy, sponsoring a 

girl that sexualizes herself, refusing to sponsor a girl because she sexualizes herself (EES4), 

creating stories that are not authentic (NEES3), implementing a poorly executed sponsorship or 

advertisement (NEES3; MA2; MA3; MA6), not understanding esports and its community, not 

showing interest in understanding esports and the community, and appearing like a brand that just 

wants to sell products or services (MA4). 

The empirical findings from the experts were mostly in sync with the literature. Regarding the 

positive aspects of having a very vocal audience, EES2 and MA6 were somewhat in line with 

AEVI (2018), who notes that 98% of esports-related messages on social media have a positive 

sentiment, which is far higher than the general dynamics of social media where there is much more 

negativity. AEVI adds that this abundance of positivity is one the main reasons why several large 

brands decide to sponsor esports. In the same vein, EES2, MA5, and MA6 were in line with CGC 

Europe (2015) and Ströh (2017), who indicate that esports fans are very emotive and involved and 

with BI Intelligence and Elder (2017), Franke (2015) and Nielsen Esports (2017), who state that 

they are very engaged and passionate. 

In terms of the negative aspects of having a very vocal audience, EES4, NEES5, NEES6, and 

MA5 were in accordance with Nichols (2017) and Winnan (2016), who point out that esports fans 

are extremely vocal. In particular, Nichols (2017) notes that 51% of fans regularly chat with others 

members of the community and 69% use social media while playing videogames. Furthermore, 

Winnan (2016) stresses that, when angered, esports fans can flood the social networks with strong 

backlashes against organizations. Along the same lines, EES4, NEES5, NEES6, MA2, MA3, and 

MA5 were on the same page as CGC Europe (2015), who tells that esports fans can be extremely 

critical. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how esports fans’ high vocality 

can positively or negatively affect their brands. When sponsoring esports, brands must understand 

that they are touching on something that is deeply loved by several people and, based on the 

brands’ actions, and as stated by MA2, “the audience will love you or hate you”. As MA5 stated, 

this is because “the advantage of having a highly engaged community also brings the disadvantage 

of having a very protective community”. Ergo, and as pointed out by EES4, fans will “make your 

social media increase and decrease as they please, both in terms of followers and in making posts 

go viral, etc.” In other words, the very vocal esports audience can strongly influence the 

sponsorship success and ROIs, including brand awareness, image, and sales. 

This high vocality and passion means that it is crucial for brands to thoroughly study esports 

before engaging in any type of sponsorship. Those with a deep knowledge of the competitive 

gaming scene and of its community will be able to conduct sponsorships that are in line with the 

fans’ wants and will be able to naturally blend into the scene. This will lead the very vocal esports 

community to show a very positive response to the sponsorship. Hence, those who take the time to 

understand esports and its community, actively try to be relevant and authentic, show interest and 

love for esports, and conduct activations that resonate with fans can expect to benefit from positive 

fan sentiment, brand loyalty, improved brand imaged, and increased awareness and sales. 

However, even with all of the aforementioned preparation, brands must still be cautious. 

Specifically, sponsors must ensure their communications do not go against the fans’ general 
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opinion and avoid being perceived as a brand that is only interest in making a sale. It is also vital to 

carefully plan who the brand wishes to sponsor or stop sponsoring. As EES4 noted, there are 

certain situations where it is very hard to make a decision that does not upset the community. In the 

same vein, EES4 defended that, unlike in sports, where you sponsor someone and do not need to 

worry much about their behaviour, in esports, sponsors are pressured to always keep a close eye on 

everyone’s’ behaviour. Hence, it is better that the brand avoids being associated with any esports 

entities that can potentially put the brand in a delicate position. Here, again, it seems that it is 

important that the brand carefully studies esports before starting a sponsorship so that it can know 

who the safest esports entities to sponsor are. 

The high vocality of the esports audience may attract several brands but, as EES2 noted, may 

also lead some to not sponsor it. The severity of this vocality was perfectly expressed by MA2, 

who pointed out that, due to the “hyper-socially connected” nature of esports fans, the internet, and 

Reddit, they will never forget about the sponsor behaviours that they disliked and will not give up 

easily on damaging the sponsor. MA3 provided a similar comment by stating that sponsors can 

suffer from severe brand damage because “the internet never forgets”. MA3 also added that “once 

you screw up with the internet it’s really though and expensive to get back on track. You might as 

well drop esports for a year and then come back”. Due to these issues, it is of the utmost 

importance that brands carefully prepare their sponsorships so that the fans’ high vocality and 

passion can be used to benefit the brand and not to damage it. 

 

 

5.3.2. Global audience 

 

Three experts provided comments alluding that the globality of the esports audience can be a 

risk or a benefit for sponsors. Specifically, it was possible to identify one comment from an expert 

on how esports fans’ globality can be a benefit and three comments from three experts on how it 

can be a risk. Despite there being more experts commenting on how this element can be a risk, the 

argument from the one expert who defended its benefits was supported by an extensive literature. 

Ergo, we considered that this element is a double-edged sword. Although these three experts 

represent a very small percentage of the total sample (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), we believe that the 

information they provided is extremely relevant. 

In relation to the benefits of having a global audience, EES2 pointed out that, for the brands 

with a global consumer target, this is a great benefit. But, regarding the risks, EES2 stressed that 

sponsors with a very specific geographical target-group (e.g. the USA) will not be satisfied with the 

viewership levels their brands will be getting. According to EES2, this is because the viewership 

numbers presented by the media refer to the worldwide esports fan-base and it is quite hard to 

obtain specific country-based viewership levels. EES2 notes that, for instance, while it is said that 

there are 250 million esports enthusiasts, this is a global value, with the USA having just between 

30 and 40 million.  

MA2 also made some very interesting remarks about the shortcomings of having a global 

audience. Specifically, he stated that, while in sports a brand can create a lot of content for a very 

specifically-targeted geographical region only by sponsoring the athletes that represent that region 

(e.g. the American football team, Dallas Cowboys, represent the USA state of Texas), in esports, a 

brand cannot target specific geographical regions because the large majority of esports teams do 

not represent a specific region or country. MA2 stressed that, in the case of a brand that only 

operates in the USA for example, although it would be much more expensive to sponsor the Dallas 

Cowboys than esports’ Team Liquid, almost all the audience that sees the Dallas Cowboys resides 

in the USA and possibly only 20% of Team Liquid’s audience resides there. According to MA2, 
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this means that, for the brands that only operate in the USA, it would cost much more to sponsor 

Team Liquid than what they were actually paying because the cost per person reached in the USA 

would be five times higher than what was initially expected. Thus, it could actually cost the same 

as simply sponsoring the Dallas Cowboys. MA2 mentions that most brands are not able to operate 

globally or do not have a global target-consumer, so sponsoring an area whose fan-base is spread 

across the globe is unproductive. Even large brands’ marketing budgets are divided into regions, so 

they prefer to activate their sponsorships within specific geographical delimitations. Hence, MA2 

states that brands are more focused in effectively activating their sponsorships in the correct 

regions instead of sponsoring a global market like esports where it is very hard to know and control 

which regions will be more exposed to the advertisements. 

In a similar vein, MA5 stressed how important it is to know from which countries the 

viewership is coming from and also that it is difficult to analyse viewership numbers within 

specific geographical locations. For example, MA5 indicated that, for some European esports 

events, 90% of its viewership comes from China. 

The empirical findings from the experts were mostly in sync with the literature. EES2, MA2, 

and MA5 were in line with a large number of authors like AEVI (2018), BI Intelligence and Elder 

(2017), Chalmet (2015), Hiltscher and Scholz (2017), Jenny et al. (2017), Keiper et al. (2017), 

Mooney (2018), Newzoo (2018a), Salice (2010), Seo and Jung (2016), Shabir (2017), Stein and 

Scholz (2016), Ströh (2017), Taylor (2016), and Winnan (2016), who indicate that esports have a 

global audience. 

However, there seems to be very little reliable literature on the positive and negative aspects of 

brands sponsoring a market with a global audience. Still, some connections were found. For 

example, regarding the positive aspects of having a global audience, EES2 was in sync with 

Nielsen Esports (2017), who states that sponsoring esports will benefit brands by providing them 

with a large exposition.  

In terms of the negative aspects of having a global audience, MA5 was in accordance with 

Shabir (2017) and Ströh (2017), who report that most of the esports viewership comes from the 

Asian region. Similarly, MA2 was in conformity with Ströh (2017), who mentions that viewership 

levels are distributed across the globe. Specifically, in 2016, the esports audience was composed by 

44% Asia-Pacific, 25% Europe, 19% United States, and 12% the rest of the world. MA2 was also 

in line with McTee (2014) and Ströh (2017), who point out that esports teams are not affiliated with 

or connected to particular countries or cities. According to Ströh (2017), this is because most of 

these teams were created in the online world
253

. In addition, MA2’s arguments that esports 

sponsors prefer to target consumers by specific regions is in line with NEES1’s indications that 

their esports sponsorship activations tend to focus more on smaller local engagements. 

In the literature, it was possible to find other negative aspects of having a global audience. 

Particularly, Winnan (2016), points out that it is very difficult to develop sponsorship 

communications that are equally effective to all kinds of cultures and countries and do not 

disrespect anyone. This is in line with Nielsen Esports (2017), who defends that esports fans are not 

a homogenous community and have different likes and dislikes. Another threatening element that 

was not addressed by the experts is noted by Mooney (2018) and Winnan (2016), who indicate that 

gambling brands that sponsor esports may be in trouble since sponsoring to the global esports 

audience means promoting wagering in countries where such an activity may be illegal. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how esports fans’ globality can 

benefit or harm their brands. It seems that the sponsors’ target consumer will dictate if this element 

                                                           
253 Still, Ströh (2017) notes that, on rare occasions, some teams can become associated with specific cities. 
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of globality is a benefit or a risk. On the one hand, brands with a global target-audience will greatly 

benefit from esports as it provides them with a cost-effective way of easily reaching a worldwide 

audience who will also easily spread the news about the brand’s sponsorship if it is correctly 

conducted. On the other hand, sponsors who only want to target consumers from a very specific 

region or country will not get the most out of their investments. For instance, if an esports event 

was watched by two million fans across the globe and cost 20,000$ to sponsor, it does not mean 

that the cost per consumer reached was 0.01$. If the sponsor’s target audience resides only in the 

USA and only 500,000 fans from that country saw the event, then that means that, for that 

particular brand, the sponsorship’s cost per consumer reached was 0.04$. In other words, regarding 

this example, it would cost four times as much for a brand that is only interested in the USA 

audience to sponsor this event than a brand that has a global target-audience. Sponsors must be 

aware of this issue and carefully calculate if their investments can reap positive ROIs. Just like 

MA5 stressed, it is really important that brands know what they are doing with their esports 

sponsorships. 

It is important that sponsors with region-specific target audiences understand that the esports’ 

viewership numbers reported by the media do not represent the actual number of target consumers 

who will watch the brands’ communications. These brands’ viewership levels and exposure to 

target consumers will always be lower than sponsors who target a global audience. Moreover, it 

will be very hard for sponsors to accurately determine how many people watched their ads within 

specific countries. The difficulty to target specific countries is even more accentuated because there 

are hardly any esports teams with regional affiliations. This issue connects with the problem of the 

cost per consumer reached. Although esports are said to be cheaper to sponsor, they could end up 

being more expensive to sponsor for brands with region-specific target audiences since their 

investments would go into reaching a global audience. Hence, the majority of these sponsors’ 

investments would be wasted on reaching people that the brand cannot sell to. Ergo, it may be 

better for brands with region-specific target audiences to sponsor sports or other areas where they 

can more effectively reach specific regions to maximize the effectiveness of their investments. 

Lastly, when sponsoring to a global audience, brands must carefully and thoroughly develop a 

message that will be in line with all the world’s different cultures. Although CGC Europe (2015) 

points out that it is important to tailor different events for different markets, sponsors must 

understand that these events will also be streamed to a worldwide audience. Hence, all promotional 

material must comply with a large spectrum of social norms to avoid offending anyone. This is 

especially important because, as the previous subchapter demonstrated, the esports fans’ high 

vocality can have a drastic effect on esports sponsors. 

 

 

5.4. MAIN STRATEGIES FOR SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

This section contains seven subchapters. The first six subchapters discuss the results of the six 

hypotheses connected to the main strategies of sponsoring esports. From these six hypotheses, five 

were confirmed (i.e. acquire esports expertise, start sponsoring as soon as possible, create relevant-

added value, sponsor professional players and teams, and avoid over-advertising) and one was 

refuted (i.e. be the main sponsor). The last subchapter covers four potential new main strategies 

that were uncovered from the open-ended empirical data. 
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5.4.1. H3a – Acquire esports expertise 

 

The overall results confirmed H3a that esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise prior 

to starting an esports sponsorship. Both the experts and the fans’ empirical data strongly supported 

this hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that all experts (i.e. 100%; n = 22/22) were in agreement 

with the statement “Esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise (in the form of information 

and/or experienced people) prior to starting an esports sponsorship”. Since all experts showed 

agreement, this indicated that the experts’ data strongly supported the hypothesis. The highest 

concentration of votes was on “Strongly agree” (i.e. 77.3%; n = 17/22), followed by “Agree” (i.e. 

18.2%; n = 4/22) and “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22). As can be seen, the option of 

“Strongly agree” comprised more than three-fourths of the stances. This means that most experts 

who demonstrated agreement had a high level of confidence with their stance. Moreover, the 

numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as an essential strategy were 

equal (i.e. 100% or n = 7/7 EESs vs 100% or n = 8/8 NEESs), so the data did not point to this 

strategy being more relevant to a particular type of brand. 

In general, the data indicated that all experts consider that the acquisition of esports expertise 

prior to starting a sponsorship is an essential strategy for all brands interested in sponsoring esports. 

According to the experts, esports are quite different from other markets and even the esports 

industry itself is highly nuanced according to each game, genre, and region. The experts stressed 

that there is a large number of brands sponsoring esports without an understanding of this industry 

and that these sponsorships should not be taken lightly as several brands have already been 

damaged due to poor activations. There have been reports of esports sponsors that did not acquire 

the necessary esports expertise and, due to that, lost a lot of money, damaged some business 

connections and relations, angered the audience, and damaged their brand. MA4 presented the 

relevant argument that, if fans perceive that a brand is there just to make a sale and did not take 

time to understand the audience, it will be heavily criticized by the fans. MA5 even told that 

sponsoring esports without any knowledge of the field is the same as paying esports fans to hate the 

brand. This is in line with EES2 and EES3, who pointed out that some brands regret sponsoring 

esports because of their wrong activations. Because of this, the experts suggested that sponsors 

should study the esports market, acquire or partner with someone who has esports expertise, obtain 

information from the videogame publishers, or immerse themselves in the esports culture. Doing 

this will significantly increase the chances of developing effective sponsorships and of reaping 

higher ROIs. Among these, the experts pointed out that effective sponsors will stay in the 

consumers’ minds for much longer, will benefit from an improved brand image, and will need to 

invest much less money. 

Although EES1 and MA2 reported that exceptional marketers may be able to conduct effective 

sponsorships without any knowledge of esports, EES2 defended that the brands that do not 

understand the culture will fail. Also, although EES4 defended that there are good sponsored 

entities that will take care of the sponsorship communications, the fact remains that if the sponsor 

does not have esports expertise it will not be able to locate these valuable proactive entities. Still, 

MA3 presented the important argument that sponsors should be careful when acquiring individuals 

with esports expertise as there are several people who claim to have a lot of expertise but are 

nothing more than simple gamers. Furthermore, just like EES1 pointed out, the amount of expertise 

that sponsors need to acquire is dependent on the brands’ goals. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the large majority of fans (i.e. 86.4%; n = 

4,874/5,638) consider that sponsors should better understand the esports industry. Only a small 

group disagreed (i.e. 13.6%; n = 764/5,638). Also, when compared to endemic sponsors, roughly 
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2.5 more fans consider that non-endemic sponsors should better understand this industry (i.e. 

10.8%; n = 608/5,638 vs 24.9%; n = 1,402/5,638, respectively). The data also showed that the fans’ 

most wanted method for sponsors to obtain esports expertise is by studying the esports market (i.e. 

76.6%; n = 3,732/4,874). The other most voted means were by immersing themselves in the esports 

culture (i.e. 59.5%; n = 2,900/4,874), recruiting esports experts (i.e. 48.5%; n = 2,362/4,874), and 

by locating employees who are esports fans and letting them manage the sponsorship (i.e. 26.4%; n 

= 1,287/4,874). 

In general, Sample 2’s data showed that fans believe esports sponsors should acquire esports 

expertise prior to starting a sponsorship. This strategy is especially relevant for non-endemic 

sponsors as they were much more voted than endemic ones. It makes sense for non-endemic 

sponsors to be in greater need of acquiring esports expertise since, unlike endemic sponsors, their 

main business line is not related to esports or videogames in general. As such, they do not have as 

much experience or knowledge about the esports sector as endemic brands. 

The fans’ most wanted method for sponsors to acquire expertise is by studying the esports 

market, which seems to suggest that fans want sponsors to personally take an interest in esports 

instead of having others take care of the sponsorship. The fact that the fans’ second most wanted 

method of acquiring expertise was by sponsors immersing themselves in the esports culture further 

cements the idea that fans want sponsors to become genuine lovers of esports and may reveal that 

the fan-base wishes that sponsors be closer to them, instead of acting too distant or corporate. Also, 

the fact that the least voted method was by locating employees who are esports fans and letting 

them manage the sponsorship indicates that fans prefer sponsors to either study esports themselves 

or recruit people who are actually qualified for developing a sponsorship rather than letting 

someone who, despite knowing esports, does not know how to effectively conduct sponsorships. 

The open-ended answers also allowed to discern that fans see a disconnect between sponsors 

and the esports scene, with brands showing a high lack of esports knowledge. This results in fans 

perceiving some sponsorships as unnatural or forced. Hence, some fans indicated that brands 

should better understand, not only the competitive gaming industry in general, but also all of its 

different sectors. For instance, each esports game has a particular fan-base with different needs and 

wants. Fans also defended that genuine activations are more appealing than sponsors who just 

spend large amounts of money to create mere ads, large logos, or offer prize money. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

Fans ID 31, 71, 77, 81, 159, 167, 191, 202, 224, 255, 259, and 449 pointed out that sponsors do not 

understand esports, which is in line with Nichols (2017) and Nielsen Esports (2017), who defend 

that sponsors should strive to be in sync with esports. EES1, EES2, EES3, EES4, EES5, NEES4, 

NEES5, MA3, MA4, MA5, and MA6 were in accordance with Shabir (2017) and Nichols (2017), 

who report that a lack of esports expertise will hurt sponsors. NEES6 stressed that sponsors should 

not take esports lightly, which is in conformity with Pitkänen (2015) and Ströh (2017), who state 

that brands should create a section in their companies solely, or mainly, focused on esports. NEES8 

and Fan ID 184 were on the same page as Burton (2017) and Ströh (2017), who stress that esports 

are different from sports. NEES8 and 76.6% of esports fans (e.g. fans ID 51, 184, 206, 213, 408, 

and 436) were in sync with AEVI (2018), Nielsen Esports (2017), Pitkänen (2015), Seo (2013), 

Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016), who allude that esports are a heterogeneous industry. EES2, 

EES3, EES5, EES6, EES7, NEES2, NEES3, MA4, MA6, MA7, and Fans ID 10, 21, 96, 105, 167, 

227, 264, 300, 402, 408, 448, 449, 454, and 462 were in line with Franke (2015), Pitkänen (2015), 

Seo (2013), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016), who defend that sponsors need to 

study esports. EES1, EES2, EES3, EES5, NEES1, NEES4, NEES5, NEES7, NEES8, MA2, MA3, 

MA6, and 48.5% of esports fans (e.g. Fan ID 462) were in accordance with AEVI (2018) and CGC 

Europe (2015), who note that sponsors should acquire, or partner with, someone who has esports 
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expertise. MA3 warned that some individuals lie about being esports experts, which is in 

conformity with AEVI (2018), who informs that only specialised professionals, with a good 

understanding of the sector should be hired. EES2, NEES7, and 59.5% of esports fans (e.g. Fan ID 

264) were on the same page as Nichols (2017), who suggests that sponsors should immerse 

themselves in the esports culture. And 26.4% of esports fans were in sync with Shabir (2017), who 

alludes that sponsors should let their employees, who are esports fans, run the sponsorship. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how important it is to acquire 

esports expertise prior to conducting a partnership in this market. The results strongly suggested 

that all sponsors should acquire esports expertise before entering the competitive gaming industry. 

The fact that every expert showed agreement with this hypothesis, and the large majority had a 

strong confidence level with their stance, means that this is amongst the most important strategies 

that brands should implement if they wish to conduct a successful esports sponsorship. This 

strategy becomes even more relevant when we consider that only 13.6% (i.e. n = 764/5,638) of fans 

indicated that sponsors do not need to increase their understanding of the esports industry and half 

of Sample 1 (i.e. n = 11/22 experts) stressed that uninformed sponsors are being negatively 

affected, with some having terminated their sponsorships and others regretting ever entering this 

market.  

Experts like MA6 stated that informed sponsors benefit from strong positive ROIs and several 

pieces of data indicated that it is especially relevant for non-endemic brands to acquire expertise. 

Firstly, while just 10.8% of fans (i.e. 608/5,638) stated that endemic sponsors need to better 

understand this market, more than double of that (i.e. 24.9%; 1,402/5,638) stressed that non-

endemic brands should be the ones acquiring expertise, meaning that more fans perceive that non-

endemic sponsors are not in sync with esports. Secondly, since non-endemic brands come from 

markets not directly connected to esports they are much more unfamiliar with it than endemic 

brands. 

Sponsors must also understand that esports are a nuanced industry. Just like NEES8 pointed 

out, esports have their own specificities depending on videogame and genre. Thus, they should not 

be compared to the mostly homogeneous industry of football; they should be compared to the 

heterogeneous field of water sports. Sponsors need to enter this market with this mind-set. Each 

esports game possesses a different fan-base with different demographics, behaviours, lingo, wants, 

and likes. Ergo, sponsors must thoroughly study and understand the particular community (or 

communities) they will be engaging with. Still, just like MA3 warned, sponsors must be cautious 

when trying to hire an esports expert as several individuals claim to be experts while only having 

played one particular esports game. 

Overall, the results showed that, besides making sponsors better prepared to tackle the 

complex and unfamiliar esports’ market, acquiring expertise will also show the fans that the brand 

cares about this market and in creating content that is enjoyable for them, which will make the 

sponsor a natural part of the scene and lead to a lot of goodwill. This, in turn, may positively affect 

brand awareness, image, sales, and loyalty. Moreover, just like MA7 mentioned, informed sponsors 

will be able to have much better results at much lower costs because they know how to properly 

communicate with the fan-base. Hence, funds are not wasted and the sponsorship is much more 

efficient. 
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5.4.2. H3b – Start sponsoring as soon as possible 

 

The overall results confirmed H3b that brands should start sponsoring esports as soon as 

possible. The experts’ empirical data somewhat supported this hypothesis
254

. 

Sample 1’s data showed that most experts (i.e. 59.1%; n = 13/22) were in agreement with the 

statement “Because the costs of sponsoring esports are increasing, brands should start sponsoring 

esports as soon as possible”. Still, almost half expressed disagreement (i.e. 40.9%; n = 9/22). Since 

most experts showed agreement, this indicated that the experts’ data supported the hypothesis. The 

votes were somewhat evenly dispersed, with the highest concentration of votes being on 

“Disagree” (i.e. 27.3%; n = 6/22), followed by “Agree” (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22) and “Somewhat 

agree” (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22). The least voted options were “Strongly agree” (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), 

“Somewhat disagree” (i.e. 9.1%; n = 2/22) and “Strongly disagree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22). As can be 

seen, although most experts agreed with the statement, there was still a very relevant number who 

disagreed. Also, while most experts who demonstrated disagreement had a medium level of 

confidence with their stance, most of those who demonstrated agreement had a low to medium 

level of confidence. Interestingly, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who 

considered this as an essential strategy were somewhat disproportionate (i.e. 42.9% or n = 3/7 

EESs vs 62.5% or n = 5/8 NEESs), so the data pointed to this strategy potentially being more 

relevant to non-endemic sponsors. 

In general, the data indicated that most experts consider that sponsoring esports as soon as 

possible is an essential strategy for the majority of brands interested in sponsoring competitive 

gaming. According to the experts, esports sponsorship costs are quickly increasing. MA3 even 

stressed that every 2 years esports sponsorships costs are being multiplied by 10 (e.g. 2 years ago a 

top pro-player costed roughly 1,000$ per month and now it is no less than 10,000$). Hence, it 

makes sense to penetrate the market before entrance barriers become too high. This is especially 

relevant for smaller and less financially-capable sponsors.  

According to the experts, history has shown that brands that sponsor industries at an early 

stage of development are much more prone to be positively perceived by the fan-base because they 

are seen as partly altruistic entities that wish to support a market in need. By contrast, brands that 

only decide to sponsor a market when it is already widely popular and lucrative are seen as purely 

commercial entities that only wish to cash on its popularity and have little interest on supporting 

something just because it is loved by a group of people.  

One expert also alluded that it is not just a question of sponsorship costs or image 

improvement; it is also an effective method to avoid heavy competition. The higher the number of 

sponsors, the harder it will be to be noticed among all the advertising clutter. Thus, the earlier 

brands sponsor this new industry, the fewer sponsors there will be, the easier it will be to increase 

brand awareness, and the more cost-effective it will be. Likewise, a number of experts stressed that 

sponsoring early would provide a competitive advantage. For instance, the earlier a brand sponsors 

esports the less time it will take to cement its place in this industry and lockout the competition by 

making it harder for them to become as relevant and noticeable. Another way this will lockout the 

competition is because the earlier sponsors will already have acquired relevant and practical esports 

expertise, as well as intimate esports business relations, that newer sponsors will lack. Lastly, 

sponsoring early, while sponsorship costs are still low, means that brands have more room to 

experiment without the risk of losing too much money. 

Still, EES3 and EES4 defended that sponsoring as soon as possible is not relevant because, 

when sponsorship costs increase, they increase for everyone. While true, these arguments become 
                                                           
254 Only Sample 1 provided data for this hypothesis because Sample 2 was not an appropriate subject for this 

particular topic and could not provide significant or reliable data. 
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less relevant when we bear in mind that experts like MA5 indicated that sponsors could create 

multi-year contracts (e.g. 4 or more years) for a fixed price. Likewise, although EES1 stated that 

sponsorship costs will not increase more than 15% of what they are now, several experts like EES7, 

NEES8, MA3, MA5, and MA6 defended that these costs will continue to suffer substantial 

increases. 

It is extremely important to note that, just like several experts indicated, brands should only 

start sponsoring esports after they have acquired the necessary esports expertise and have 

developed a solid sponsorship strategy. They should also make sure that the esports’ demographic 

is part of their target audience, that their brand is adequate to sponsor esports, and that the brand 

has the necessary funds to conduct an effective sponsorship. This is why this hypothesis does not 

state that brands should start sponsoring now; it states that brands should start sponsoring as soon 

as possible (i.e. as soon as all the necessary conditions have been met for the brand to conduct a 

successful sponsorship). Brands should hurry to meet all these necessary conditions so that they 

can begin sponsoring esports before sponsorship costs, and other entrance barriers, increase even 

more. 

The empirical findings from the experts were mostly in sync with the literature. EES1, EES2, 

EES3, EES7, NEES7, NEES8, MA3, MA4, MA5, MA6, and MA7 were in sync with Shabir (2017) 

and Winnan (2016), who indicate that the costs of sponsoring esports are increasing. EES2, EES7, 

NEES3, NEES7, MA3, and MA5 were in line with Ströh (2017), who points out that sponsoring 

the very young esports industry at an early stage will allow sponsors to reap significant ROIs in the 

future, like improved brand image. NEES7 was in accordance with _ENREF_489Shabir (2017) and 

Winnan (2016), who stress that sponsoring esports at an early stage of development will allow 

brands to avoid heavy competition and get better deals. Lastly, NEES5, MA1, MA3, and MA4 

were in conformity with Ströh (2017) and Winnan (2016), who defend that sponsoring esports 

before it becomes mainstream will provide a competitive advantage and very cost-effective future 

ROIs. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand if they should sponsor esports as 

soon as possible. The results suggested that most sponsors should enter this market at the earliest 

opportunity. The fact that a slight majority of experts agreed with this hypothesis, and most had a 

medium to low confidence level with their stance, means that this is a somewhat important strategy 

that brands should implement if they wish to conduct successful esports sponsorships.  

Interestingly, there were some conflicting data regarding if this strategy is more relevant to 

non-endemic sponsors. On the one hand, when compared to endemic sponsors, a higher percentage 

of non-endemic sponsors considered that sponsoring as soon as possible is an essential strategy. On 

the other hand, it is widely known that, being from a sector that is not directly related to esports, 

non-endemic brands do not have as much esports knowledge as endemic brands. Hence, they 

require more preparation time prior to sponsoring this market than endemic brands. These two 

pieces of data contradict each other because, since endemic sponsors are more prepared to 

immediately sponsor esports, a higher percentage of them should have agreed that sponsoring as 

soon as possible is an essential strategy. This made us wonder that there might have been some 

misinterpretation regarding the statement of this hypothesis. We believe that some experts might 

have interpreted “as soon as possible” as immediately right now without any kind of preparation 

while others understood it as immediately after conducting the necessary preparations (e.g. 

acquiring esports expertise and developing a robust sponsorship strategy). The “as soon as 

possible” part of the statement of this hypothesis was meant to be interpreted as the latter. This 

assumption becomes even more valid when we bear in mind that several experts indicated that 

brands should only sponsor after they acquire the necessary esports expertise. If the statement of 
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this hypothesis had been clearer, the percentage of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who agreed 

might have been different. Nevertheless, this oversight does not prevent the validation of the 

hypothesis because most experts still believed that sponsors should sponsor as soon as possible. If 

the hypothesis statement had made it clear that brands should sponsor esports as soon as possible, 

but only after they go through a solid preparation phase, it is likely that even more experts would 

have agreed with the hypothesis. 

In face of these results, it is of the utmost importance to stress that the strategy of sponsoring 

esports as soon as possible does not imply that all brands should sponsor esports right now. This 

only applies to the brands that have acquired enough esports business knowledge and acumen. 

Unprepared brands should not rush into esports; they should first acquire expertise, a solid 

sponsorship strategy, and enough funds. Ergo, brands that are in a position where they are prepared 

to conduct effective and efficient esports sponsorships should not wait any longer as the more they 

wait the more it will cost to sponsor this market, the higher the entrance barriers will be, and the 

heavier the competition will be. 

 

 

5.4.3. H3c – Create relevant-added value 

 

The overall results confirmed H3c that, when sponsoring esports, sponsors should create 

relevant-added value. Both the experts and the fans’ empirical data strongly supported this 

hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that all experts (i.e. 100%; n = 22/22) were in agreement 

with the statement “When sponsoring esports, sponsors should create relevant-added value and 

develop sustainable marketing strategies (for example: present relevant advertisements to fans, 

provide relevant content to fans, focus on storytelling, support tournaments and pro-players, 

perform product trial, promote good practice and integrity, and promote gaming's acceptance)”. 

Since all experts showed agreement, this indicated that the experts’ data strongly supported the 

hypothesis. The highest concentration of votes was on “Strongly agree” (i.e. 77.3%; n = 17/22), 

followed by “Agree” (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22). As can be seen, the option of “Strongly agree” 

comprised more than three-fourths of the stances. This means that the large majority of experts who 

demonstrated agreement had a high level of confidence with their stance. Moreover, the numbers of 

endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as an essential strategy were equal (i.e. 

100% or n = 7/7 EESs vs 100% or n = 8/8 NEESs), so the data did not point to this strategy being 

more relevant to a particular type of brand. 

In general, the data indicated that all experts consider that the creation of relevant-added value 

is an essential strategy for all brands interested in sponsoring esports. According to the experts, it is 

important to create relevant-added value because traditional sponsorships are not effective in 

esports and it may even lead to negative ROIs. This is due to various factors. First, esports fans 

expect sponsors to do more than simple logo placements. Second, the technological prowess of 

most esports fans combined with the fact that most of them are millennials, or a younger 

generation, means that they are not easily swayed by traditional advertisements. Third, most of 

these fans are very aware, they can easily tell when someone is acting as a brand ambassador, and 

they will not hesitate to publicly criticize the brand on social media for their predatory business 

practices. Lastly, just like MA5 pointed out “this is the generation that invented the ad-blocker, so 

your logo by itself isn’t going to do much for your brand”; this shows that esports fans have an 

aversion towards blatant publicity breaks that aim to do nothing more than make people aware of 

the brand. 
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The poor results of traditional ads in esports, coupled with the fact that fans expect brands to 

bring relevant-added value with their sponsorships, lead multiple experts to stress that it is 

imperative that sponsors create relevant-added value and adopt a more consumer-oriented mind-set. 

Specifically, and just like EES2 pointed out, brands should not aim to firstly obtain awareness; 

rather, they should aim to firstly benefit the esports community, which will then result in increased 

brand awareness. In the same vein, when sponsoring an entity, the sponsor should not expect it to 

firstly make the brand grow and that the sponsored-entity will then grow as a result; rather, they 

should help the sponsored-entity to grow and it will then help the brand to grow in turn. Also, it is 

vital that brands understand the fans and their language and show a real love for esports because 

fans dislike unauthentic brands (and they can easily spot these). 

Just like EES2 stressed that “content is king”, a large number of experts highlighted the 

importance of content, relevancy, and of creating value-packed investments that benefit the fans, 

the teams, the tournaments, or another element or entity of the esports scene. Some examples were 

given. For instance, there were mentions of presenting esports-related advertisements. Here, MA5 

provided one of the best examples. According to him, unlike most sponsors who use the regular 

highlight reels of the best player moments to show their logo somewhere on the screen, the 

Snickers brand, in a playful manner, showed the worst player moments, the fails, as a reference to 

their slogan “You’re not you when you’re hungry”. This was an excellent example of going beyond 

simple logo placement and actually adding value to the esports scene by creating an entertaining 

replay that caught everyone’s attention and created enjoyment with its comic nature. This ad 

benefited both the image and awareness of the Snickers brand. 

The experts also mentioned that sponsors should focus on storytelling. Specifically, it was 

stressed that there needs to be a story behind the sponsorship. For example, EES3 explained that 

they sponsored Team Existence 15 years ago when there were hardly any brands willing to sponsor 

them and now they are going to sponsor them again with the aim of creating a story of the brand 

and the team going back to their roots. Similarly, NEES3 (a consumer electronics brand) is using 

their image of being a brand whose products possess the best electronic components to tell a story 

of performance and having the best pro-players. 

Other mentioned ways of creating value were by supporting tournaments and pro-players. An 

example of this was provided by NEES6 who pointed out that, when sponsoring players, they 

always try to nurture their growth and take them to conventions and meetups. Performing product 

trial was also mentioned, with NEES3 defending that it is important to give fans the chance to get 

their hands on the sponsor’s products and use that chance to personally engage with them. Some 

experts also stressed the importance of being unique. Particularly, EES1 noted that a brand with a 

unique sponsorship will stand out in the advertising clutter and will have less chances of being seen 

as boring. Additional forms of adding value like promoting good practice and integrity and 

promoting gaming’s acceptance were also briefly mentioned. 

Regarding the specific benefits of creating relevant-added value, it was mentioned that this 

strategy makes sponsors seem like a brand that actually cares about the community of the industry 

they are conducting sponsorships in. MA5 made a particularly interesting comment by stating that 

“Fans say ‘Ok, they made the effort to approach us with something that’s relevant to us’”. This 

shows that this strategy gives fans the impression that the brand is not solely worried about profits, 

but also with making something that enhances the fans’ experience. MA6 also stressed that this 

strategy sends a positive message to the fans, which makes them develop strong positive feelings 

towards the sponsor as opposed to the general dislike that most ads receive. It was also defended 

that this strategy is quite effective at grabbing the fans’ attention. According to EES1, fans are so 

saturated of ads that they just continuously scroll down on social media without really paying 

attention and it is relevant content that will actually catch their attention. EES2 further commented 
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that sponsors who create unique, valuable, informative, and entertaining ads will be more watched 

and people will become fans of that sponsor, which will create the opportunity to reap even more 

benefits. Other mentioned benefits included the enhancement of the sponsors’ authenticity and 

bringing fans closer to the sponsor. 

Still, some argued that sponsors that only seek awareness do not need to create relevant-added 

value and that esports sponsorships will slowly become more like regular sports partnerships. In the 

same vein, it was alluded that the sponsors that cycle through multiple industries do not have the 

time to develop and implement this strategy. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that the large majority of fans (i.e. 85.1%; n = 

4,800/5,638) consider that sponsors should bring relevant-added value to the esports industry. This 

strongly supported the hypothesis. Only a small group disagreed (i.e. 14.9%; n = 838/5,638). The 

data also showed that the fans’ most wanted methods for sponsors to bring relevant-added value to 

the esports industry are by supporting tournaments and pro-players (i.e. 77.3%; n = 3,708/4,800), 

promoting gaming’s acceptance (i.e. 75.3%; n = 3,615/ 4,800), providing esports-related content 

(i.e. 74.9%; n = 3,597/ 4,800), promoting good practice and integrity (i.e. 73.7%; n = 3,538/ 4,800), 

presenting esports-related advertisements (i.e. 58.6%; n = 2,812/ 4,800), and focusing on 

storytelling (i.e. 49.7%; n = 2,387/ 4,800). The least voted method was performing product trial 

(i.e. 27.3%; n = 1,312/4,800). 

In general, Sample 2’s data showed that fans are extremely interested in sponsors bringing 

relevant-added value to esports. This applies to both endemic and non-endemic sponsors, but some 

fans alluded that large non-endemic brands tend to opt more for simple logo placements, which 

they dislike. Hence, it seems that non-endemic brands are acting more commercially and creating 

less relevant-added value than endemic ones. 

Interestingly, from the seven methods for adding value that were presented to the fans (of 

which three were related to improving the industry and four were related to improving the fans’ 

experience), three of the four most voted methods were connected to improving the esports 

industry and not directly related to improving the fans’ experience (i.e. supporting tournaments and 

pro-players, promoting gaming’s acceptance, and promoting good practice and integrity). This 

shows that fans have an altruistic nature towards esports and strongly suggests that they recognize 

that esports are an underdeveloped market that needs help to grow. Ergo, they believe sponsors 

should firstly focus more on improving this industry until it can be on par with other established 

sport markets. For this, fans wish that tournaments and pro-players be more sustainable and less 

volatile, that gaming becomes more accepted by the general society, and that good practice and 

integrity become commonplace in esports. Only after this should sponsors focus more on providing 

relevant value to fans. 

The open-ended answers also allowed to discern that fans have an aversion towards brands that 

implement traditional sponsorships and ads. Cash-for-logo sponsorships were particularly disliked 

with several mentioning that they choose to ignore such advisements. Fans also stated that they 

wish sponsors would be more active and dedicated to esports and actually understood the medium. 

In these open-ended answers, it was again verified the existence of several requests for sponsors to 

improve the esports scene.  

Regarding the element of supporting tournaments and pro-players, fans noted that sponsors 

should provide more opportunities for regular players to enter the professional scene, educate 

players on how to avoid becoming addicted to videogames, ensure that all organizations are 

properly paying their pro-players, promote pro-players’ rights and support their mental health, 

support smaller tournaments, promote the sustainability of tournaments and pro-players, and 

promote stronger regulatory measures.  
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Concerning the promotion of gaming’s acceptance, fans indicated that sponsors should help 

create a more positive image of gaming for the general society, promote esports as a regular sport, 

and increase the society’s awareness of the esports industry.  

In terms of ways to provide esports-related content, fans pointed out that sponsors should offer 

in-game skins related to their brand or products, create videos with reports or round-tables 

analysing esports occurrences and matches, create tournaments, create esports-related products 

(e.g. League of Legends-themed Coca-Cola cans), and offer in-game items.  

In relation to ways to present esports-related advertisements, fans suggested that sponsors 

should present creative commercials and offer their products for pro-players to use (i.e. product 

placement). Fans also recognized the gender disparity issues of esports and commented that 

sponsors should help balance the gender ratio by making it a more inviting and friendly place for 

female gamers. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

Fans ID 64, 124, 199, 227, 441, 450, 461, and 462 were in line with Taylor (2012), who indicates 

that several esports sponsors still do traditional advertisements. EES4, EES7, NEES3, NEES5, 

NEES7, NEES8, MA2, MA3, MA5, MA7 and Fans ID 64, 67, 124, 199, 227, 266, 284, 292, 413, 

441, 450, 461, and 462 were in accordance with BI Intelligence and Elder (2017), Shabir (2017), 

and Ströh (2017), who point out that traditional sponsorships are not effective in esports. MA2, 

MA5, MA7 and Fan ID 413 were in compliance with Shabir (2017), who stresses that this is the 

generation that invented ad-blockers. All experts and 85.1% of fans were in conformity with 

Burton (2017), CGC Europe (2015), Crompton (2015), Kotler and Armstrong (2018), Parreño et al. 

(2013), Pitkänen (2015), Seo (2013), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016), who defend 

the importance of brands creating relevant-added value. Fans ID 67, 204, and 227 were on the same 

page as Demers (2015), Shabir (2017), Stein and Scholz (2016), and Taylor (2012), who state that, 

in order to succeed, sponsors must have a genuine love for esports. EES2 was in sync with Shabir 

(2017), who reports that fans expect sponsors to bring relevant-added value to esports.  

Regarding specific ways to create relevant-added value, MA4, MA5, MA7 and 58.6% of fans 

were in line with Seo (2013), who mentions that sponsors should present esports-related 

advertisements. Roughly 74.9% of fans were in accordance with Shabir (2017), Taylor (2012), and 

The Nielsen Company (2015), who suggest that sponsors should provide esports-related content. 

EES1, EES3, EES7, NEES2, NEES3, NEES4, NEES7, MA1 and 49.7% of fans were in 

compliance with Borowy (2012), CGC Europe (2015), Grzesiak (2018), Hamari and Sjöblom 

(2017), Lee and Shin (2015), Nielsen Esports (2017), Pikos and Olejniczak (2016), Shabir (2017), 

Taylor (2012), Trigoni (2016), and Walter and Gioglio (2014), who allude to the importance of 

brands focusing on storytelling. NEES6 and 77.3% of fans were in conformity with Gifford (2017), 

Härig (2015), Seo (2013), Shabir (2017), The Nielsen Company (2015), and Winnan (2016), who 

note that sponsors should support tournaments and pro-players. NEES3 and 27.3% of fans were on 

the same page as Borowy (2012), Damster and Tassiopoulos (2007), Fahy and Jobber (2015), 

Kotler and Armstrong (2018), McCarville et al. (1998), McDonnell and Moir (2014), Pitkänen 

(2015), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and Taylor (2012), who say that sponsors should perform 

product trial. MA7 and 73.7% of fans were in sync with AEVI (2018), Brickell (2017), Gainsbury 

et al. (2017b), Li (2016), Manoli (2018), Sylvester and Rennie (2017), and Winnan (2016), who 

inform that sponsors should promote good practice and integrity in esports. MA7 and 75.3% of 

fans were in line with Li (2016), Seo (2013), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and Taylor (2012), who 

comment that sponsors should promote gaming’s acceptance. Fans ID 69 and 88 were in 

accordance with Mooney (2018), who indicates that sponsors should promote gender equality.  

In relation to the benefits of incorporating relevant-added value, NEES3 and MA5 were in 

compliance with Ströh (2017), who points out that creating relevant-added value shows the fans 
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that the sponsor cares. MA6 was in conformity with Ströh (2017), who stresses that creating value 

enhances the sponsors’ authenticity. MA6 was on the same page as Fransen et al. (2013), Parreño 

et al. (2013), and The Nielsen Company (2015), who defend that adding value creates strong 

positive feelings among the fans. EES1, EES2, EES4, and EES5 were in sync with CGC Europe 

(2015), Fransen et al. (2013), and Ströh (2017), who state that adding value grabs the fans’ 

attention. And NEES3 was in line with Burton (2017) and Ströh (2017), who report that creating 

value brings the fans closer to the brand. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how important it is to incorporate 

relevant-added value. The results strongly suggested that all brands should focus on creating 

relevant added-value when conducting esports sponsorships. The fact that all experts showed 

agreement with this hypothesis, coupled with the fact that this was one of two strategies with the 

highest number of experts having a strong confidence level with their stance (tied with H3a), means 

that this is one of the most important strategies that brands should implement if they wish to 

conduct successful esports sponsorships. This strategy becomes even more relevant when we 

consider that just 14.9% (i.e. n = 838/5,638) of fans indicated that sponsors should only focus on 

the basic and traditional monetary transaction in exchange of brand visibility and almost half of the 

experts (i.e. n = 10/22) indicated that traditional sponsorships are not effective in esports, with 

experts like NEES8 even stressing that “A ‘logo on a t-shirt’ is the easiest way to waste money if 

it's not followed up by other relevant activities”. This shows that traditional cash-for-logo 

sponsorships are not cost-effective in esports and may result in negative ROIs. Comparatively, 

several experts, like EES1, EES2, EES4, EES5, and MA6, defended that brands that create relevant 

value with their sponsorships will gain a lot of visibility, will be well accepted by the fans (maybe 

even loved), and will have a cost-effective investment with highly positive ROIs. 

The fact some fans mentioned they use ad-blockers further increases the importance of 

creating relevant-added value. Other fans also told that they mute or minimize the video feed while 

ads are running as a form of protest. While ad-blockers can bypass or block advertisement videos 

and logo images, and minimizing or muting the video feed may prevent fans from seeing or hearing 

ads, there are several forms of relevant-added value that cannot be blocked or that fans will not 

want to ignore if they are interesting. The Snickers highlight reels is a great example of an 

advertisement that ad-blockers cannot block and, since it provides an interesting and amusing twist 

by showing the worst plays, the fans are captivated into watching it and no negative feelings are 

raised. The fans know it is an ad in disguise, but the interesting nature of the ad captivates them. 

Furthermore, they greatly appreciate the effort sponsors put into creating relevant-added value, so 

this will generate a lot of goodwill. 

With this in mind, it is extremely important that, when creating relevant-added value, sponsors 

create something that is very natural, organic, and fits well into esports. It must be something that 

will not alarm the consumer nor be seen as out-of-place. It must also catch the fans’ attention and 

engage them. For this to be possible, it is essential that the sponsor understands the esports scene. 

Since H3a and H3c were the most accepted hypotheses, this means that the acquisition of esport 

expertise must take precedence over the creation of value. Ergo, the sponsor must first acquire 

esports expertise to then be able to create relevant value. 

Despite all experts agreeing with this strategy, NEES1 noted that the decision to implement 

this tactic should be dependent on the sponsor’s goals. For brands that just want to mark their 

presence and increase their awareness in esports, a simple logo placement may suffice (still, adding 

value will greatly increase the efficacy of these benefits). Likewise, if the sponsor is cycling 

through various industries it will not have time to conduct this strategy. The significantly large time 

requirements and dedication to study the market and plan relevant value to add implies that this 
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strategy may only be appropriate for the brands that wish to constantly sponsor esports for the long-

term. 

The fact that some fans stressed that non-endemic sponsors are being too commercial and only 

care about making a profit instead of creating relevant-added value means that this strategy is 

particularly relevant for non-endemics. Interestingly, both the endemic and non-endemic sponsors 

from Sample 1 had the same confidence level with their degree of agreement
255

, so Sample 1’s 

results did not point to more non-endemics seeing this as a less important strategy. Still, the fans 

from Sample 2 were loud enough to make this a relevant issue. Since the non-endemic sponsors’ 

line of business is not directly related to esports, they are much more likely to not be in sync with 

this industry and not understand the importance of adding relevant value. Although simple logo 

placements may slightly increase awareness, creating relevant-added value is a much more cost-

effective investment as it leads to an even higher increase in awareness, creates a lot of goodwill, 

improves brand image, easily catches the fans’ attention, and is much more likely to incentivize 

customers to buy the sponsors’ products. 

Interestingly, in the open-ended answers, only one expert commented on the relevance of 

supporting tournaments and pro-players (i.e. NEES6), and only one addressed the relevance of 

promoting good practice and integrity and of promoting gaming acceptance (i.e. MA7). In other 

words, the strategies of directly supporting the esports industry were barely talked by the experts. 

This represents an elevated contrast to the esports fans, whose majority put the strategies of 

supporting the esports market as more important than directly creating value for the fans. This 

seems to indicate that there is a disconnect between the experts (which are composed of individuals 

that either sponsor esports or assist in those partnerships) and the fans, where the experts believe it 

is more important to directly create value for the fan-base and the fans believe it is more important 

to directly create value for the esports industry. In light of this, esports sponsors and marketing 

agencies should take note of what the fans really desire, which is for sponsors to firstly create value 

by supporting the growth and evolution of this underdeveloped market and only after that should 

they directly create value for the fans. 

 

 

5.4.4. H3d – Sponsor professional players and teams 

 

The overall results confirmed H3d that the most beneficial esports entities to sponsor are 

professional players and teams. While the experts’ data somewhat supported the hypothesis, the 

fan’s data moderately supported it. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that all of the four sponsored-entities (i.e. professional 

players and teams, commentators, tournaments and leagues, and videogames) were voted as 

advantageous by more than half of the experts. But, the entities professional players or teams and 

tournaments or leagues seem to be the most beneficial ones because they were the only ones were 

all experts (i.e. 100%; n = 22/22) perceived them as advantageous. Since all experts favoured these 

two entities, this indicated that both of them can be highly beneficial to sponsor. However, from 

these two entities, while 50% (i.e. n = 11/22) of experts considered the professional players and 

teams as “Very beneficial” to sponsor, only 27.3% (i.e. n = 6/22) of experts considered 

tournaments and leagues as “Very beneficial”. Moreover, if we attribute the option of “Very 

beneficial” three points, the option of “Beneficial” two points, and the option of “Slightly 

beneficial” one point, professional players and teams would have a total sum of 51 points
256

 and 

                                                           
255 Specifically, 2/7 EESs agreed and 5/7 EESs strongly agreed. Comparatively, 2/8 NEESs agreed and 6/8 NEESs 

strongly agreed. 
256 I.e. [Very beneficial (n = 11) x 3] + [Beneficial (n = 7) x 2] + [Slightly beneficial (n = 4) x 1] = 33 + 14 + 4 = 51. 
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tournaments and leagues would have 44 points
257

. This means that, overall, professional players 

and teams were perceived as the most beneficial esports entity to sponsor. This data supported the 

hypothesis. 

In terms of discrepancies between the number of EESs and NEESs who considered each 

sponsored-entity as beneficial or harmful, the only significant discrepancy was regarding 

videogames, with more NEESs perceiving them as advantageous. Regarding professional players 

or teams, both every EES (i.e. 100%; n = 7/7) and NEES (i.e. 100%; n = 8/8) perceived them as 

advantageous. Regarding commentators, 57.1% of EESs (i.e. n = 4/7) and 50% of NEESs (i.e. n = 

4/8) perceived them as advantageous. Regarding professional players or teams, both every EES 

(i.e. 100%; n = 7/7) and NEES (i.e. 100%; n = 8/8) perceived them as advantageous. And regarding 

videogames, 57.1%% of EESs (i.e. n = 4/7) and 75% of NEESs (i.e. n = 6/8) perceived them as 

advantageous. The discrepancy in videogames as a sponsored-entity may point to NEESs being 

more benefited from sponsoring them than EESs. This could also be due to NEESs potentially 

doing more in-game branding than EESs. In-game branding is a very costly investment and NEESs 

arguably tend to generally have more monetary power than EESs, which means that NEESs like 

Red Bull, Coca-Cola, or Samsung are much more likely to have their logos featured inside the 

games than EESs like Razer, Alienware, or Cooler Master. This may be why more NEESs saw the 

sponsorship of videogames as advantageous. 

In general, the data indicated that, although the sponsorship of commentators and videogames 

was considered as advantageous by most experts, the sponsorship of pro-players and teams as well 

as of tournaments and leagues was perceived as advantageous by all experts. Moreover, the experts 

believed that professional players and teams are the most beneficial entities to sponsor. According 

to the experts, pro-players and teams are the celebrities of esports. This is understandable as, in any 

sport, the athletes are often seen as the main personalities of the scene. Since pro-players are the 

main celebrities, they gain the most attention and the sponsor benefits from this. For instance, if a 

pro-player wins a tournament while using a gaming mouse or a chair from a particular sponsor, that 

brand will be perceived as a quality brand and will benefit from increased brand awareness and 

sales, and from improved brand image and authenticity. All of these benefits make pro-players and 

teams very cost-effective to sponsor, which is probably why EES1 indicated that these are the 

entities they sponsor the most. It was also stated that pro-players allow the development of more 

creative sponsorships and that it is easier to do storytelling with them. While sponsoring 

videogames or tournaments clearly requires more bureaucracy and is more restrictive, pro-players 

are often more open to engaging in more creative sponsorships, with MA6 even pointing out that 

pro-players even tend to create content for the sponsor. Also, the fact these players have a country 

of origin means that brands with geographically-targeted markets can take advantage of pro-players 

born in their countries of interest. This is very valuable because, since esports are an international 

phenomenon, it is very difficult to conduct regionally-focused advertisements. 

Despite all experts agreeing that sponsoring pro-players and teams is advantageous, some 

commented on the negative aspects of these partnerships. Particularly, it was stressed that 

sponsoring pro-gamers and teams requires more work, meaning that the sponsor must be more 

involved and dedicate more time and effort. One expert defended that pro-players and teams get 

less visibility than sports athletes, but this is to be expected as esports are still a recent (but 

growing) industry. Another expert stated that the ROIs from sponsoring players and teams are 

unknown but, as mentioned earlier, several other experts reported ROIs like increased awareness 

and sales. It was also mentioned that sponsoring them may lead to conflicts of interest. For 

instance, when a tournament is sponsored by a particular brand, that brand may not allow the 

                                                           
257 I.e. [Very beneficial (n = 6) x 3] + [Beneficial (n = 10) x 2] + [Slightly beneficial (n = 6) x 1] = 18 + 20 + 6 = 44. 



496 

 

participating pro-players and teams to show their sponsors in any form, which would drastically 

reduce the reach of those that are sponsoring players and teams. Still, the several benefits of 

sponsoring this entity overshadow the risks. 

In terms of commentators, the experts appreciated that, like pro-players, they are prominent 

figures of esports and have a strong presence in the scene, so much so that it was said that 

sponsoring them will increase both brand awareness and sales. The experts told that commentators 

are very professional, which is very valuable since some experts warned that several pro-players 

tend to be immature and unprofessional, which can damage the sponsor. It was also mentioned that, 

due to their line of work, commentators are excellent storytellers. This means that sponsors do not 

have to spend too much time planning how to create a compelling narrative since commentators 

can skilfully engage consumers in exciting narratives of which the sponsor will be a part of. 

However, there were several arguments against the sponsoring of commentators. One of the 

most prominent criticisms was centred on the issue of conflicts of interest, which seem to be much 

more severe than with pro-player and teams. While pro-players apply, or gain the right, to 

participate in a tournament, commentators are often employed by the tournament organizers. 

Considering that the tournaments themselves are often sponsored, this means that commentators 

are much more likely to not be allowed by the tournaments’ sponsors to show their own sponsors. 

Maybe it is because of this that NEES5 informed that it is not common to sponsor commentators. 

Furthermore, it was stated that sponsoring these entities does not result in significant ROIs like 

awareness increase. Like with pro-players, one expert defended that ROIs from them are unknown. 

But, there were experts who named some of the benefits of sponsoring them. Lastly, one expert 

stressed that commentators lack relevance. This view is understandable because, contrary to pro-

players, they are not the celebrities of esports. Ergo, sponsoring commentators may result in 

significantly less ROIs than sponsoring pro-players and teams. 

In terms of tournaments and leagues, there were several arguments both in favour and against 

the sponsorship of this entity. NEES5 indicated that sponsoring tournaments and leagues is easier. 

This could be connected to MA3’s comments that they are a very versatile entity to sponsor. 

According to MA3, when a brand sponsors a tournament or a league, it has access to the broadcast 

channels, the teams, the venues, the social media, the partners, etc. and this gives the sponsors a lot 

of power on how they want to conduct the sponsorship. In the same vein, MA1 defended that 

sponsoring this entity allows to easily create a story around the entire event. All of these 

opportunities give rise to several benefits like increased brand awareness and sales, as well as 

improved brand image. 

Concerning the arguments discouraging the sponsorship of tournaments and leagues, some 

experts reported that it is more expensive to sponsor. According to EES6, some of the biggest 

tournaments can cost at least 1 million US dollars to sponsor, which is too much for most brands. 

This means that only the largest brands have the funds to sponsor the most popular tournaments. 

Another very relevant issue that ties to this is that tournaments are of short duration. As EES1, 

pointed out, a pro-player sponsorship can last a long time, but a tournament is very brief. The high 

sponsorship costs, coupled with its short duration, mean that it is much harder to generate positive 

ROIs. As with pro-players and commentators, the experts also raised concerns about the 

tournaments and leagues’ issues with conflicts of interest. Specifically, it was stressed that this 

entity does not own the rights of the IPs, so the sponsor cannot create a narrative around the 

videogame or make use of the games’ imagery and characters to promote the brand. One expert 

stated that the sponsor will also be limited to just one game, but there are several tournaments that 

feature more than one videogame. Lastly, it was defended that it is more complicated to sponsor 

this entity because it requires a lot of manpower and resources. Since it is very costly to sponsor, 
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brands will want to ensure that they do the right marketing activities to correctly activate the 

sponsorship. 

In terms of sponsoring videogames, the experts praised that it gives them access to the IPs and 

their assets, which means that brands can do in-game branding, like custom skins, and sell game-

themed products (e.g. Coca-Cola cans themed after a particular videogame character). Sponsoring 

this entity also allows brands to build better relationships with game developers. This is very 

valuable because game developers have total control over which games can be featured in 

tournaments or broadcasted. According to the experts, these opportunities can result in several 

benefits like increased awareness and sales, as well as improved brand image. 

Concerning the arguments that discourage the sponsorship of videogames, it was defended that 

sponsoring videogames provides less visibility. This is true if we compare the visibility that the 

sponsor of a single videogame gets to the visibility of the sponsor of a multi-game tournament or 

team. Because sponsoring a videogame is a very focused partnership, EES7 stated that brands must 

ensure they sponsor a game whose audience is of interest to them. For instance, it may not be 

advisable for a high-end computer brand to sponsor a videogame that does not require a powerful 

computer (e.g. a card-based videogame). Several experts also noted that it is very hard to sponsor 

videogames. According to them, several games do not allow for in-game branding and, when they 

allow it, sponsors must make sure that it makes sense for their brand to be inside that particular 

game. While fans will not mind to have real-world brands inside real-world-based games (e.g. 

racing or sports videogames), they are not likely to accept real-world brands in fantasy-based 

games (e.g. magical medieval RPGs
258

 or sci-fi shooters). It is probably because of this that NEES6 

said that it is very unauthentic and awkward to put a brand inside a videogame. Attention was also 

called to the fact that sponsoring videogames is expensive and leads to low ROIs. This ties in to 

MA4’s warning that it is too risky to sponsor them, especially if the game is not successful in the 

long-term. 

In light of the experts’ arguments, it is possible to observe that sponsoring pro-players and 

teams provides a largest number of attractive benefits and opportunities while presenting a least 

number of significant risks. This further supported the validation of the hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that esports fans were very much in line with the Sample 

1’s data. The large majority of fans (i.e. 53.7%; n = 3,030/5,638) considered that brands should 

sponsor professional players and teams. This supported the hypothesis. Still, a significant 

percentage believed brands should sponsor tournaments and leagues (i.e. 34.8%; n = 1,963/5,638). 

Only a small group preferred videogames (i.e. 10.1%; n = 572/5,638) or commentators (i.e. 1.3%; n 

= 73/5,638). 

In general, Sample 2’s data showed that fans prefer that brands sponsor professional players 

and teams. The open-ended answers also allowed to discern that fans are concerned about the 

players’ wellbeing and have a high acceptance of sponsorships. There was a push for sponsors to 

further support pro-players, ensure they have a sustainable esports career, and sponsor more 

players. Likewise, it was stressed that sponsors must support low tier players, including college 

teams and young players in general. Doing this will ensure the sustainability of, not only the lower 

level players, but also of low tier tournaments that need a sustainable amount of participating 

players. Attention was also called for sponsors to promote female participation in esports, including 

more female players and viewers. Sponsors should be highly interested in this as it would mean a 

larger fan-base to watch the sponsor. The fans also defended that the rights of pro-players must be 

secured, including their mental health, because most of them are young and inexperienced. Overall, 

it seems that sponsoring players and teams will lead to an increase in sales as one fan even reported 

                                                           
258 RPG is an initialism for Role-playing game (Schrier, 2016). 
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that, when he has to make a purchasing decision, he will buy the product of the brand that sponsors 

the players he likes. Lastly, there was a general acceptance of sponsorships. The fans understood 

their necessity and even defended that doing product placement is acceptable (e.g. having pro-

players use the sponsors’ products). This implied that sponsoring this entity has the potential of 

generating a lot of goodwill and of significantly benefiting the brand’s image. 

Although less pronounced, the calls for brands to sponsor tournaments and leagues were also 

relevant. Akin to the sponsorship of pro-players, fans urged sponsors to support both high and low 

tier tournaments, indicating that this is the best way for brands to attain recognition while also 

promoting the industry’s growth. Despite the sponsorship of players and teams being more desired 

overall, it seems that sponsoring tournaments may also result in significant benefits for the brands. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans regarding the sponsorship of 

professional players and teams were mostly in sync with the literature. Regarding the sponsorship 

of commentators, tournaments and leagues, and videogames, these were only somewhat in 

conformity with the literature. For example, in terms of the pro-players and teams, EES1 was in 

line with AEVI (2018), who indicates that players and teams are the most sponsored entities. 

NEES2 was in accordance with CGC Europe (2015), who points out that pro-players and teams are 

the celebrities of esports. EES1 and MA4 were in conformity with Avallone (2010), CGC Europe 

(2015), Franke (2015), Jin (2010), Mah (2011), Mooney (2018), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016), 

who stress that sponsoring pro-players and teams increases brand awareness. EES1, EES6, EES7, 

and MA5 were on the same page as Pitkänen (2015), Shabir (2017), Taylor (2012), and Winnan 

(2016), who defend that it improves brand image. And EES3, NEES7, and Fan ID 32 were in sync 

with Lee et al. (2016) and Pitkänen (2015), who state that it leads to increased sales. Still, although 

Fans ID 30, 82, 223, and 285 reported to support low tier pro-player and teams, Winnan (2016) 

mentions that it is better to sponsor well-established teams than to risk sponsoring an obscure one. 

Concerning the commentators, MA4 was in sync with Pitkänen (2015) and Taylor (2012), who 

suggest that commentators are prominent figures of esports. And EES2, EES3, and EES6 were in 

line with Pitkänen (2015), who alludes that sponsoring commentators increases brand awareness. 

With regards to the tournaments and leagues, EES2, EES7, NEES5, NEES6, MA1, MA4, and 

MA5 were in accordance with Franke (2015), Mooney (2018), Ströh (2017), and Taylor (2012), 

who note that sponsoring these entities increases brand awareness. MA5 and MA6 were in 

conformity with Lucas (2015), Ströh (2017), and Woisetschläger and Michaelis (2012), who say 

that it improves brand image. And NEES7 was on the same page as Eventbrite (2015) and Franke 

(2015), who inform that it leads to increased sales. 

In relation to sponsoring videogames, EES2 and NEES2 were in sync with Ströh (2017), who 

comments that it gives sponsors access to the IPs. EES3 was in line with Winnan (2016), who 

indicates that it leads to increased sales. And MA1 and MA3 were in accordance with Chan et al. 

(2017), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016), who point out that it increases brand awareness. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to pinpoint what is the most beneficial entity to 

sponsor. The results strongly suggested that, no matter the brands’ goals, it is almost always 

preferable to sponsor pro-players and teams. Overall, these individuals were indicated as having the 

most benefits and fewer risks. Ergo, these are the entities sponsors should focus their investments 

on. Still, the sponsorship of tournaments and leagues came at a close second, but the experts listed 

fewer benefits and more risks for this entity. Also, attention should be called to the fact that most 

experts perceived all the mentioned entities as beneficial so, as long as the sponsorship is correctly 

activated, the sponsor will still reap some significant ROIs. 

According to the experts, conflicts of interest are a prevalent issue when sponsoring esports 

entities and brands should be cautious about this. A brand that sponsors a pro-player may have 
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issues with conflicts of interest if that player belongs to a team that is sponsored by another brand 

or if a sponsored team buys that player while the brand’s sponsorship of the player is still in effect. 

Similarly, if a sponsored player or team enters a sponsored tournament, there might be conflicts of 

interest between the player’s sponsor and the tournament’s sponsor. In this case, while at the 

tournament, the players may be forced to hide all references to their sponsors, which means that the 

sponsor’s ROIs will not be maximized during this time. In that period, the only way to promote the 

brand as a sponsor will be mostly through social media.  

A similar, but more severe, problem happens when sponsoring commentators. While most 

players apply to enter a tournament and most tournaments allow players to show who is sponsoring 

them, most commentators are employed by the tournament organizers so it becomes very tricky for 

commentators to show their particular sponsors when they are working for someone who is very 

likely already sponsored. Therefore, the commentators will probably have to wear the tournament 

sponsor’ logo or gear. The issue of conflicts of interest is much more severe with commentators 

because, while pro-players have a large following even outside of tournaments (especially during 

their practice session streams), the large majority of commentators do not. Hence, it is only during 

tournaments and leagues that the sponsors of commentators will be able widely expose their brand. 

If this exposition is limited or denied, the investments of sponsoring commentators will be wasted, 

leading to negative ROIs. 

Conflicts of interest may also happen when sponsoring tournaments and leagues, especially 

between the owners of the IPs present at the tournament (i.e. the publishers) and the tournament 

organizers, which will directly affect its sponsors. Just like Winnan (2016) states, publishers have 

the power to close entire tournaments if they decide they do not allow their game to be featured at 

the event. This will mean that the sponsor’s funding, resources, and time put into developing the 

sponsorship may go to waste. Therefore, brands must carefully analyse if the tournament they are 

sponsoring features games whose publishers have a history of not allowing their games to be 

included. 

Overall, sponsors must become aware of all the intricate nuances that come with sponsoring 

each esports entity, but they should keep in mind that, overall, pro-players and teams are the most 

beneficial and less risky to sponsor. 

 

 

5.4.5. H3e – Be the main sponsor 

 

The overall results did not confirm H3e that esports sponsors should strive to be the main 

sponsors of the entity that they are sponsoring. Both the experts and fans’ empirical data did not 

support this hypothesis. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that the experts were evenly split between agreeing (i.e. 

50%; n = 11/22) and disagreeing (i.e. 50%; n = 11/22) with the statement “Esports sponsors should 

strive to be the main sponsors of the player/team/commentator/tournament/videogame that they are 

sponsoring”. Since an equal number of experts agreed and disagreed, we believe that there is no 

sufficient evidence to suggest that this is an essential strategy to successfully sponsor esports. The 

highest concentration of votes were on “Somewhat disagree” (i.e. 31.8%; n = 7/22) and “Somewhat 

agree” (i.e. 31.8%; n = 7/22), followed by “Disagree” (i.e. 18.2%; n = 4/22) and “Agree” (i.e. 

18.2%; n = 4/22). Also, both most experts who demonstrated disagreement and agreement had a 

low to medium level of confidence with their stance. So there was not one side that was more 

confident than the other. Interestingly, the numbers of endemic and non-endemic sponsors who 

considered this as an essential strategy were disproportionate (i.e. 71.4% or n = 5/7 EESs vs 50% 
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or n = 4/8 NEESs), so the data pointed to this strategy potentially being more relevant to endemic 

sponsors. 

In general, the data indicated that not enough experts considered that being a main sponsor is 

an essential strategy. Interestingly, since 71.4% of endemics perceived this as an essential strategy 

(a value much higher than the 50% of non-endemics), we believe that this might indicate that this 

strategy may be more beneficial for endemic sponsors. Since their business-line is closely related to 

esports, it may be more important for them to be main sponsors so that esports fans (their main 

demographic) can easily notice them. Although it is also important for non-endemics to have their 

logos easily seen, since esports fans are not their main target audience, being main sponsors may 

not be as cost-effective for them. 

In the open-ended answers, the equal number of experts who provided arguments agreeing and 

disagreeing also showed how polarizing this strategy can be and this is further proven by the large 

number of experts (i.e. 10) who indicated that this strategy is dependent on multiple variables. 

Regarding the arguments in favour of the statement, the experts indicated that large and more 

financially capable brands should capitalize on their economic prowess and be main sponsors. 

Some even pointed out that there are brands that demand to be main sponsors. This is especially 

true for leading brands that would be misaligned with their general market position if they were not 

also the leading sponsors. In this sense, the main reason why these large leading brands become 

main sponsors is not just so that they can further increase their brand awareness and sales; it is also 

so that they can maintain the perceived image of a leading brand. Several experts also stressed that 

main sponsors reap much more ROIs than lesser sponsors. One expert stated that, when a brand is a 

main sponsor, it can prohibit other brands from sponsoring that event or entity. Hence, it is a very 

effective tactic to keep competitors away. Also, a large number of experts defended that main 

sponsors obtain a lot more visibility. This is, again, very effective at ensuring that competing 

brands get less attention. 

In terms of arguments against the statement, the experts reported how much more expensive it 

is to be a main sponsor. Because of this, it was mentioned that less financially-capable brands 

should not be main sponsors. For these brands, the economic hit would be too big to handle and 

would not justify the desired ROIs. Several experts even stressed that non-main sponsorships are 

also effective and pointed to the large number of non-main sponsors in esports. For instance, the 

experts indicated that simple product placements or being an official supplier can lead to very 

relevant ROIs. However, the major focus of experts was on the fact that, although being a main 

sponsor can significantly increase the ROIs, the most important strategy to obtain high ROIs is to 

conduct a solid and well-planned sponsorship. The experts especially noted the importance of 

creating highly personalized and authentic activations that do not cost millions of dollars but have a 

high and lasting impact. Attention was also called to the importance of creating relevant-added 

value (to distinguish the brand), resonating with the fans, and using social media to easily spread 

awareness. It was even defended that well-designed sponsorships can easily outshine and reap 

higher ROIs than main sponsorships, and at a much lower cost. It was also suggested that brands 

should not focus on being main sponsors if there are no competing brands in the same event. If a 

competing brand was at the event it would be important to be a main sponsor so that the brand gets 

more attention than other brands from the same industry. However, if the brands present are not 

direct competitors, it is not necessary to be a main sponsor since they will not be taking the 

attention of people who happen to like your particular type of products. Hence, since there is no 

cannibalization of attention, the more attention these other non-competing brands get the better 

because it will also mean that a lot of people will see your brand. 

Concerning the arguments indicating that the requirement of this strategy is dependent on 

multiple variables, the experts again noted that it depends on the type of brand, its goals, and its 
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financial capabilities. In this sense, large and financially-strong brands that just want to increase 

their awareness may choose to be main sponsors and just have their logos predominately shown 

while smaller and less financially-capable brands that wish to have a high impact, improve their 

image, and stimulate buying behaviour should not be main sponsors and instead opt for tailored 

activations that intimately resonate with the audience. The experts, again, also pointed out that it 

depends on who is sponsoring the event. In this sense, if there are competing brands, the company 

should either be a main sponsor or not sponsor at all. If there are no competing brands, it is not 

necessary to be a main sponsor. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that most esports fans (i.e. 59.5%; n = 3,356/5,638) 

prefer multi-sponsored entities over single-sponsored ones (i.e. 40.5%; n = 2,282/5,638). Hence, 

according to the fans’ data, being a main sponsor is not an essential strategy. 

In general, the fans’ data showed that most fans prefer esports entities to have multiple 

sponsors. When a brand is a main sponsor, fans fear that it might take control of all actions of the 

sponsored entity, which might result in entities that fans love changing into something that is not to 

their liking. This implies that main sponsors may in fact be more disliked than liked, which goes 

completely against the hypothesis. Although some fans correctly assumed that the main sponsors’ 

ability to change the sponsored-entity’s name to include their brand’s name can result in a 

significant increase in brand awareness and engagement, it is apparent that, overall, fans give more 

value to lower tier sponsorships. Hence, while main sponsors may benefit from an awareness 

increase, non-main sponsors are more prone to benefit from an improved brand image. This 

suggests that the importance of this strategy may be dependent on the sponsors’ goals. Yet, all 

things considered, the fans’ data suggested that the tactic of being a main sponsor is not an essential 

strategy. 

Some of the empirical findings were in sync with the literature, but some were not. For 

example, regarding data that was in accordance with the literature’s allusions that being a main 

sponsor is relevant, EES2 and EES4 were in line with Chalmet (2015), Goetomo (2017), Ströh 

(2017), and Winnan (2016), who allude that some brands demand to be main sponsors. EES5 and 

EES7 were in conformity with Berners (2017), Dekhil (2010), and Ferrand et al. (2007), who point 

out that main sponsors are the biggest beneficiaries of all sponsoring agents. EES1, EES6, EES7, 

NEES5, MA3, MA6, MA7, and Fans ID 313 and 426 were on the same page as Berners (2017), 

Dekhil (2010), Ferrand et al. (2007), Pitkänen (2015), and Ströh (2017), who stress that main 

sponsors benefit from higher visibility. And Fan ID 426 was in sync with The Nielsen Company 

(2015), who defends that esports fans have more favourable attitudes towards main sponsors. 

Regarding data that was in accordance with the literature’s allusions that it is not 

recommended to be a main sponsor, EES6 and NEES6 were in line with Berners (2017), who states 

that it is more expensive to be a main sponsor. EES2, EES5, NEES3, NEES6, MA1, MA2, MA3, 

MA5, and MA6 were in conformity with Kotler and Armstrong (2018), Shabir (2017), Ströh 

(2017), and Winnan (2016), who report that the most important element of a sponsorship is to have 

a solid strategy. Lastly, Fan ID 313 was on the same page as Franke (2015), Nielsen Esports 

(2017), Pitkänen (2015), and Ströh (2017), who mention that esports fans have a high acceptance of 

sponsorships (so they will not be bothered by multi-sponsored entities). 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how important it is to be a main 

sponsor. Although the strategy was not recognized as an essential tactic for successful esports 

sponsorships, brands should still keep in mind that, depending on their sponsorship goals, this 

strategy may be incredibly relevant. Specifically, large brands with significant promotional funds 

should consider being main sponsors. The same applies for brands that seek to significantly 

increase their visibility and awareness. The exponentially high costs of being a main sponsor mean 
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that brands that are not very large or do not have considerable funds should not be main sponsors or 

should, at the most, be the main sponsors of low tier entities. For instance, while being the main 

sponsor of a very popular tournament may cost millions of dollars, being the main sponsor of less 

known events may just cost some tens of thousands of dollars. Although this is still a very high 

amount, it does not compare to the cost of tier 1 events. 

The reason to be a main sponsor is also related to the brand’s image. Companies known for 

being market leaders may be somewhat forced to be main sponsors. Just like MA5 mentioned, it 

would be beneath a major global car brand to not be the main sponsor of every event it participates 

in. It is because of this that EES2 reported that some brands explicitly require to be main sponsors 

and will not accept anything below that. In other words, in order to maintain their image, some 

brands can only choose to be main sponsors. 

Brands must also keep in mind that, although main sponsors have the power of keeping 

competing brands away and can reap the largest ROIs from all sponsoring agents, the required 

investment presents a high wall that alienates most companies. Even the ones that are able to afford 

it are not instantly guaranteed positive ROIs and may have to orchestrate very personalized and 

detailed sponsorship strategies that bring relevant-added value to esports. 

Since most companies are not large global brands, it is recommended to do smart sponsorships 

instead of large ones. For example, in the case of a gaming PC brand that wishes to sponsor a 

tournament, what this brand should do is verify what other brands will also be sponsoring the 

event. If all other sponsors are non-endemic or belong to a different industry (e.g. gaming chairs, 

cooling solutions, etc.), there is no reason to be a main sponsor and it does not matter if these other 

brands are main sponsors because they will not be competing against you for the attention of your 

target-audience. By the contrary, the more attention these brands attract and the better the event is 

organized by the main sponsor, the more attention the event will attract and the more people will 

watch your brand. On the other hand, if there are competing brands, you should carefully ponder 

the cost-effectiveness of also sponsoring that event. If the main sponsor is a direct competitor, it is 

advisable to not sponsor the event because the main sponsor will grab the attention of the large 

majority of your target-audience. Even worse, your target audience may perceive the main sponsor 

as a superior brand. Another thing that brands should do when conducting smart sponsorships is to 

orchestrate solid strategies. Just like several experts stressed, a well-planned sponsorship with 

relevant value will steal the show no matter how large the main sponsor’s logo is. 

Lastly, the fans’ data clearly indicated that they fear that main sponsors will try to change the 

sponsored-entity in some way. Sponsors may do this in an effort to make the entity more appealing 

to the masses but this will result in an alienation of the entity’s existing fan-base and may even lead 

fans to backlash against the sponsor. Even those that do not do this are still under the risk of being 

accused of it when they decide to include their brand name in the name of the entity that they are 

sponsoring (e.g. Logitech Cup or Coca-Cola team). In this sense, the advantage of being a non-

main sponsor is that fans will never assume that you are taking control of the sponsored-entity or 

trying to change them in some way, which will shield your brand from potential criticism. 

 

 

5.4.6. H3f – Avoid over-advertising 

 

The overall results confirmed H3f that esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising. While 

the experts’ empirical data strongly supported this hypothesis, the fans’ empirical data only 

somewhat supported it. 

Regarding Sample 1, the data showed that almost all experts (i.e. 90.9%; n = 20/22) were in 

agreement with the statement “Esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising”. Since most experts 
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showed agreement, this indicated that the experts’ data strongly supported the hypothesis. The 

highest concentration of votes was on “Agree” (i.e. 63.6%; n = 14/22), followed by “Strongly 

agree” (i.e. 22.7%; n = 5/22), “Somewhat agree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22), “Somewhat disagree” (i.e. 

4.5%; n = 1/22), and “Disagree” (i.e. 4.5%; n = 1/22). As can be seen, the option of “Agree” 

comprised more than half of the stances. This means that most experts who demonstrated 

agreement had a moderate level of confidence with their stance. Interestingly, the numbers of 

endemic and non-endemic sponsors who considered this as an essential strategy were 

disproportionate (i.e. 100% or n = 7/7 EESs vs 75% or n = 6/8 NEESs), so the data pointed to this 

strategy potentially being more relevant to endemic sponsors. 

In general, the data indicated that most experts considered that it is important to avoid over-

advertising. According to the experts, over-advertising can easily irritate esports fans. Although 

authors like Ströh (2017) and Franke (2015) defend that esports fans have a high acceptance of 

sponsorships and ads, the experts defended that this acceptance should not be abused. A sponsor 

that is constantly spamming fans with ads may lead them to hate the brand, which will damage the 

brand’s reputation, and lead fans to not buy the brand’s products as a form of backlash. Fans 

especially hate overly commercial ads that blatantly tell them to buy and consume the brands’ 

products. Equally hated is when sponsors repeat the same exact ads over and over. Interestingly, 

EES2 noted that, because non-endemic sponsors are more likely to feel out-of-place in esports, it is 

even more important that they do not over-advertise as fans will become irritated by non-endemic 

ads more easily. This is worrying because the empirical data showed that more non-endemic 

sponsors felt that it is not important to avoid over-advertising.  

 The over-spreading of ads in esports is even leading several fans to use ad-blockers. Since 

over-advertising leads fans to hate the brand and even block its ads, this means that, like EES5 

alluded, it is a waste of money. It is because of this that some experts advise sponsors to carefully 

plan how often they advertise and to find the right balance. Particularly, experts advised sponsors 

to prioritize quality over quantity and to focus on creating authentic and organics ads and 

activations. An advertisement should not explicitly tell fans to buy a product; it should feel like a 

natural element of esports. This is in line with the arguments of some experts who defended over-

advertising. According to them, as long as ads are authentic and organic, they will not be perceived 

as over-advertising. If the ad is popular and liked, fans will not mind it being shown multiple times. 

However, it is important that the ad is not always exactly the same. As NEES7 stresses, in a 3 hour 

tournament, the sponsor should present different ads throughout the event and capitalize on that to 

tell a compelling story. Here, MA4 defended, again, the importance of creating relevant-added 

value to minimize the risk of being accused of over-advertising. Equally important is to spread the 

communications across multiple channels instead of putting a massive amount of ads on a single 

one. In the same vein, the brand could sponsor more than one entity to avoid overflowing a single 

entity with promotional material. This way the sponsor can moderately sponsor across multiple 

channels and entities. 

Regarding Sample 2, the data showed that most of fans (i.e. 83.5%; n = 4,706/5,638) consider 

that there are not too many advertisements in esports. Only a small group considered that there 

were too many ads in esports (i.e. 16.5%; n = 932/5,638). This was not enough to support the 

hypothesis. However, from the last (optional) question of the survey, which invited fans to openly 

comment on the topics of the research
259

, it was possible to identify 23 fans supporting the 

hypothesis and the addition of their data somewhat supported the hypothesis because, despite not 

being directly asked about this, they felt compelled to ad this information by themselves. 

                                                           
259 In total, 8.3% (i.e. n = 470/5,638) of the sample of esports fans filled out this item. 
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In general, Sample 2’s data showed that, although most fans believe that there is not over-

advertising in esports, an analysis of their open-ended answers exposes several layers of issues 

related to this. Specifically, some fans explicitly showed an aversion towards all types and forms of 

advertisement and sponsorship. Fan ID 4 even stated that his favourite tournament is The 

International because it has no sponsors. It was also verified that ad repetition leads to irritation. 

Fan ID 29 reported an ad being repeated up to 20 times in a row when waiting for a tournament to 

begin and Fan ID 304 pointed out that, sometimes, sponsor names are constantly repeated. This is 

in line with NEES7, who indicated that sponsors should carefully balance how often they show 

their ads. As Fan ID 257 mentioned, this is leading some fans to purposefully avoid buying 

products from sponsors with irritating or repetitive ads. Several fans also explicitly commented on 

there being over-advertising in esports. Some examples included Fan ID 42 saying that there 

should be fewer ads because they take too much time from the events. Fan ID 63 stressed that there 

is an oversaturation of ads. And Fans ID 279, 403, and 455 indicated that the constant showing of 

different ads that interfere with the viewing experience is very irritating. 

Some fans also provided some interesting tips to avoid over-advertising. For instance, Fan ID 

7 pointed out that brands should avoid sponsorship clutter by not sponsoring events or entities that 

already have several sponsors. Other fans stated that esports sponsors should not mimic the ad 

clutter present in regular sports. Here, fans explicitly reported that, although they accept 

sponsorships, they do not want it to reach the level of saturation that is in sports where the viewer is 

constantly bombarded with promotional material. 

The empirical findings from both the experts and fans were mostly in sync with the literature. 

EES3, EES4, NEES1, NEES8, MA3, MA4, MA6, and MA7 were in line with Korpimies (2017), 

Parreño et al. (2013), and Winnan (2016), who indicate that over-advertising irritates fans. EES5 

was in accordance with Babutsidze (2018), who points out that over-advertising is a waste of 

money. EES2, EES7, NEES3, NEES6, MA3, and MA7 were in conformity with Franke (2015), 

Korpimies (2017), Parreño et al. (2013), and Winnan (2016), who stress that sponsors must 

carefully plan how often they advertise. EES7 and MA2 were on the same page as Carrillat and 

d’Astous (2012), Shabir (2017), and Winnan (2016), who defend that fans do not like 

commercially predatory brands. And EES1, EES2, and NEES8 were in sync with Babutsidze 

(2018), who alludes that it is more important to create smart advertising tactics. 

The general findings bring implications that are highly relevant and significant for all brands 

interested in sponsoring esports and wishing to better understand how important it is to avoid over-

advertising. It is clear that the main repercussion of over-advertising is the angering of fans. From 

the sponsors’ point of view, the more promotional material is released, the more awareness they 

will spread over the market and the more likely people will be to buy their products. But, from the 

consumers’ point of view, the overspreading of ads is an irritating element that generates hate 

towards the sponsors. Ergo, the sponsors’ high investment in promotional material is having the 

opposite effect of what they desired and is a waste of money. It may be hard for more traditional 

brands to understand this, but they must comprehend that the esports demographic has a high 

aversion towards overly commercial and predatory brands. Hence, it is vital to avoid acting like 

one. Yet, the empirical data showed that non-endemic sponsors (which tend to be traditional and 

large companies) are more likely to not believe that over-advertising is an issue, which paints a 

dangerous prospect for how esports fans may react towards promotional campaigns from these 

companies. It is even possible that several non-endemic sponsors that heavily invest into placing as 

many ads as possible will not receive positive ROIs, which may lead them to give up on esports 

sponsorships. Considering that esports are dependent on sponsorships, this may present a risk to 

esports’ sustainability. 
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Previous chapters of this research stressed the importance of creating relevant-added value, but 

it is also crucial that sponsors carefully ponder how frequently they will show their ads, which 

channels they will use to spread the message, and if their ads will repeat the same message or 

change over time. According to the empirical data, it is preferable to keep ad frequency at a 

moderate level and spread over a large number of channels. Likewise, if possible, every time the ad 

is shown, it should be different to keep the consumers’ attention and avoid boring them. The more 

the sponsor is able to engage the audience the more favourable word of mouth will be generated. 

 

 

5.4.7. Additional main strategies 

 

Some of the empirical data from the open-ended questions presented to both samples alluded 

to four additional main strategies for successfully sponsoring esports that were not hypothesised in 

this research (due to not being very prominent in, or absent from, the literature). Although there is 

not enough data to confirm if these are indeed essential strategies, the fact that the samples felt 

compelled to provide this information without being directly asked about it makes this data quite 

interesting and significant. Hence, they will be briefly discussed here. 

 

 

5.4.7.1. Commit to long-term sponsorships 

 

Ten experts and five fans provided comments alluding that esports sponsors should commit to 

long-term sponsorships. Although these ten experts represent less than half of the total sample (i.e. 

45.5%; n = 10/22) and the number of fans is miniscule, we believe that the information they 

provided is extremely relevant. 

The experts pointed out that sponsors that invest in the short-term may be disappointed and 

that most sponsorships are only sustainable in the long-term. EES2 explicitly stressed that brands 

looking for “a quick ROI” should look elsewhere because esports will not give them good returns 

in the short-term. EES3 even defended that it takes time to gather a following in social media and 

that only after that long-term commitment will they notice an increase in sales. MA4, MA6, and 

MA7 gave the example of expensive car brands, like Mercedes or Porsche, that enter esports with 

the intent of first building awareness, then preference and, only after that, purchase intent and, 

finally, sales. They have this long-term commitment because they know that the esports 

demographic is young and will only be able to afford expensive cars in the next five or 15 years. 

But, their young age is the perfect time to start investing in these potential customers. This is a 

prime example of effective long-term sponsorship. As stated by the experts, overall, sponsors who 

are in esports for the long-term are likely to be happy with their investments. 

Unfortunately, it seems that most brands only commit to short-term sponsorships. This is 

proven by Fan ID 299, who said that brands tend to just sponsor esports for less than six months 

which, according to Fan ID 215 is “very frustrating”. Because of this, MA3 informed that every 

time a new brand starts sponsoring esports, the fans’ reaction is “yeah, welcome to esports I hope 

you stay.” This shows that fans are already accustomed, and even tired, of brands not viewing 

esports as a serious long-term investment. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature indicating for how long brands should commit 

to esports sponsorships. Still, some connections were found. For example, MA3 and Fan ID 299 

were in sync with Franke (2015), who indicates that, unfortunately, several companies opt for 

short-term sponsorships. NEES3, NEES7, MA3, and Fans ID 66 and 107 were in line with 

Korpimies (2017), Renard and Sitz (2011), and Söderman and Dolles (2010), who defend that 
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sponsorships should be long-term. MA4, MA6, and MA7 were in accordance with Butcher et al. 

(2017) and Wesley and Barczak (2010), who point out that sponsors should target consumers from 

a very young age to promote brand loyalty and sales as they grow up. EES2, NEES7, and MA5 

were in conformity with Korpimies (2017), Nicholls et al. (1999), Pitkänen (2015), Portlock and 

Rose (2009), Quester and Farrelly (1998), Renard and Sitz (2011), Ströh (2017), and Yang et al. 

(2008), who stress that long-term sponsorships are much more beneficial than short-term ones. And 

MA5 was on the same page as Quester and Farrelly (1998), Ströh (2017), and Yang et al. (2008), 

who state that long-term sponsors eventually become a natural and integral element of the events 

that they are partnered with. 

It was also found, in the literature, authors like Korpimies (2017) and Vance et al. (2016), who 

report that long-term sponsorships are more effective at improving brand image. Similarly, authors 

like Edeling et al. (2017), Vance et al. (2016), and Vashisht and Sreejesh (2015) mention that long-

term sponsorships are more effective at increasing brand awareness. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Although NEES7 admitted that 

even short-term sponsorships can reap some benefits, brands should be educated on the benefits of 

long-term partnerships. It is clear that a brand’s first esports sponsorship should be short-term to 

test the waters but, after that, the next investments should be long-term. Just like MA1 reported, 

esports is not a trend. Hence, brands should perceive esports sponsorships as part of their marketing 

strategy for the next years and commit to that. Fans are already tired of companies that see esports 

as a means to gain fast ROIs and quickly leave. Because of this, Fan ID 66 advised brands to 

“sponsor things for the long run.” Similarly, Fan ID 107 noted that every fan wants sponsors to 

have a “continued interest” in the games they love. As stated by MA5, this implies that those that 

stay for long may be celebrated by fans as true supporters of esports and gain the biggest ROIs of 

all. 

Still, NEES3 stated that just sponsoring esports for a long time does not guarantee long-term 

benefits like increased awareness and loyalty. For that, sponsors must also have a good long-term 

marketing strategy. For instance, MA3 advised that, throughout their long-term sponsorships, 

brands should take the opportunity to create a narrative of their involvement to better engage fans. 

 

 

5.4.7.2. Create personalized strategies 

 

Ten experts provided comments alluding to the importance of brands creating personalized 

sponsorship strategies that are solely adapted to fully take advantage of esports. Although these ten 

experts represent less than half of the total sample (i.e. 45.5%; n = 10/22), we believe that the 

information they provided is extremely relevant. This tactic is different from the strategy of 

creating relevant-added value because relevant value refers to creating entertaining content (which 

can be copied from some sport sponsorships) and creating personalized strategies refers to 

orchestrating sponsorships that do not mimic sponsorships of other markets. 

Experts like EES1 pointed out that sponsors should create strategies adapted to their particular 

goals. Specifically, the sponsorship activations must be different depending on what type of value 

the brand is looking to acquire. For instance, a sponsorship aiming to promote the brand’s reach 

and number of followers on social media must be different than if the brand is aiming to increase 

sales of a particular product. 

Equally important is to avoid mimicking sport sponsorships. Particularly, EES2 stressed that, 

unlike sports sponsors who tend to think “What can I get out of this?”, esports sponsors must 

ponder what they can give to fans which will then result in benefits for the sponsor. MA2 even 

indicated that the reason why so many esports sponsorships have gone wrong is because sponsors 
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treated it like regular sports. MA2 defended that most brands apply strategies of sports 

sponsorships in esports because that is often the type of expertise they have. They simply apply the 

same formulas they know to have been successful in sports like football, baseball, etc. for the last 

two decades. MA3 went even further by reporting that not much has changed in regular sports 

sponsorships since the 1960s, which means that these tactics are incredibly outdated for the modern 

industry of esports and, thus, will not work.  

Besides copying the tactics of sports sponsorships, other esports sponsors are copying 

traditional sponsorship strategies. According to MA3, this is because most individuals in charge of 

companies are from an older demographic that still believes cash-for-logo is one of the best 

sponsorship strategies. But this is not nearly as effective in esports. 

To avoid these pitfalls, several experts suggested that brands must create sponsorship strategies 

especially adapted to the esports market. For example, NEES6 urged brands to change their mind-

sets and be as authentic as possible because unauthentic sponsors are negatively perceived. NEES7 

noted that sponsors must adapt their ads based on the length of each particular tournament. While 

the matches of some videogames can last as little as five or ten minutes, there are videogames 

whose matches can take an hour or more. Hence, it is vital to make sure that, for example, the 

promotional messages of short tournaments are simple and direct and the ones from long events are 

dynamic, change as the tournament advances, and tell a story. MA7 also told that brands cannot use 

ads that would be used to address 50-year-olds or 8-year-olds. The ads must be especially tailored 

to this audience’s age group. Similarly, the brand must present itself in line with the esports 

environment. Here, MA5 gave the great example of Mercedes, which reinterpreted their brand 

personality in esports to be in sync with its very particular lingo and humour.  

Another element that several sponsors ignore is that they must create different strategies 

adapted to each different esports sector and videogame. As MA6 informed, the fans of an esports 

videogame represent a community that is largely different from the communities of other esports 

games. Ergo, for instance, the promotional messages, activations, and lingo used to sponsor and 

engage with the fans of the game Overwatch would have to be entirely different than if the brand 

was sponsoring League of Legends. Hence, trying to sponsor esports as a homogenous whole is 

very difficult and problematic. The brands must think of each esports videogame as a different 

market just like they would with football, tennis, and basketball. As Ströh (2017) states, esports are 

akin to water sports, they are comprised of various disciplines (i.e. videogames). Because of this, 

MA6 states that it is better to first sponsor the entities connected to just one game, become familiar 

with that scene and the fans around that game, and only after that the brand may expand to sponsor 

other esports games. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on whether brands should create personalized 

sponsorship strategies for the esports industry. Still, some connections were found. For example, 

EES, EES2, NEES4, NEES6, NEES7, MA2, MA3, MA5, MA6, and MA7 were in sync with 

Burton (2017), CGC Europe (2015), Shabir (2017), SuperData (2015), and Winnan (2016), who 

allude that brands should create personalized sponsorship strategies. EES2, NEES7, MA2, and 

MA3 were in line with Ströh (2017), who indicates that sport sponsorship methods do not translate 

well to esports. MA3 was in accordance with Burton (2017), Seo (2013), and Shabir (2017), who 

point out that traditional sponsorship methods do not translate well to esports. NEES6, NEES7, 

MA3, MA5, and MA7 were in conformity with Shabir (2017), who points out that brands should 

create sponsorship strategies adapted to esports. MA6 was on the same page as AEVI (2018), CGC 

Europe (2015), Nielsen Esports (2017), Pitkänen (2015), Seo (2013), and Ströh (2017), who 

suggest that brands should create different strategies adapted to each different esports videogame 

and community. NEES4 was in sync with Ströh (2017) and Winnan (2016), who defend that 

sponsors should create strategies adapted to the current evolutionary state of esports. MA2 was in 
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line with Franke (2015), Nichols (2017), Nielsen Esports (2017), Nunes et al. (2013), Shabir 

(2017), and Winnan (2016), who stress that sponsors should study the esports market. And MA5 

was in accordance with Nichols (2017), who states that sponsors would do well to reinterpret their 

brands and ads to be in line with esports. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Brands must understand that 

copying the sponsorship strategies present in other mediums, like sports, and applying them in 

esports is not very effective. Unfortunately, most brands do not have the time and patience to learn 

all of esports’ intricacies and, as MA2 argued, it takes a long time to understand esports and how to 

conduct sponsorships there. This implies that several brands may be unhappy with their ROIs and 

may believe that esports simply does not provide sustainable returns. However, this is false. As 

long as the sponsor creates relevant-added value and adapts the sponsorship strategy to esports and 

to the particular community of a specific videogame, the sponsorship is very likely to be 

successful. 

Sponsors must also create strategies adapted to the current evolutionary state of esports. As 

NEES4 indicated, esports is very dynamic and constantly evolving. Thus, brands must understand 

what the current trends within esports are and what the fans are currently talking about that can be 

incorporated into the brand’s promotional messages. As covered in previous chapters, esports are a 

very volatile and ever-changing industry and sponsors must constantly overview its developments 

to create the most pertinent, up-to-date, and engaging promotional messages and activations.  

 

 

5.4.7.3. Partner with other sponsors 

 

Three experts provided comments alluding that esports sponsors should create partnerships 

among themselves. Although these three experts only represent a small percentage of the total 

sample (i.e. 13.6%; n = 3/22), we believe that the information they provided is extremely relevant. 

All three experts pointed out that they are (or have) partnered with other brands. EES7 said 

that these partnerships happen “when two different companies work together to make a combined 

effort.” For example, EES2 pointed out that partnerships with peripheral brands (e.g. headsets and 

keyboards) are very good because these types of brands tend to sponsor several tournaments and 

teams, which allows them to also be involved in their sponsorship activations. EES7 indicated that 

this strategy of partnering with other sponsors has been very successful and that esports sponsors 

should keep it in mind. NEES6 went even further by stating that, currently, “the strategy that is 

seeming to be the best is partnering with other brands.” NEES6 defended that sponsors should 

capitalize on these collaborations to make experiences for the fans. Additionally, EES7 reported 

that a common tactic here, called “double dipping”, happens when brands co-promote each other to 

make a bigger impact in the esports industry. This includes connecting the brands’ social networks 

and strengths to boost each other’s brands. EES7 mentioned that a common benefit here is that the 

audiences of both brands get together, which results in a boosting of both brands’ awareness. 

NEES6 also stressed that, because some sponsorship activations can be very expensive, “to 

combine partnerships helps both brands to get in”, meaning that it is less expensive this way. 

 EES2 (a gaming retail brand) is working on a partnership with the apparel brand ULT Esports. 

According to EES2, because ULT Esports has a license for the Overwatch League, they were able 

to do some sponsorship activations with Overwatch teams as well. EES7 (a gaming computer, 

hardware, and peripherals brand) is collaborating with Corsair and HyperX to do the 

aforementioned double dipping tactic. EES7 also pointed out that Razer (a gaming computers and 

peripherals brand) is collaborating with the gaming publisher, Blizzard, to make Overwatch-

themed keyboards. He also stated that, in order to capitalize on the Pokémon games’ resurgence, 
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Razer partnered with The Pokémon Company to create Pokémon-themed mice and keyboards. And 

NEES6 (a craft beer and brewing brand) mentioned that they partnered with HyperX, Topgolf, 

Gears of War, among other brands, so that they can organize events with greater ease and at a 

lesser cost for all of these brands. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the importance of esports sponsors creating 

partnerships among themselves. Still, some connections were found. EES7, who mentioned that 

partnerships help brands to co-promote each other and to make a bigger impact in the esports 

industry, was in sync with several authors. Though not a sponsor, Ströh (2017) indicates that ESL, 

the second largest tournament organizer (holding 23% of all the viewership of professional esports 

on Twitch), works with partners from over 40 different countries. CGC Europe (2015) mentions 

that, after partnering with Riot Games, Coca-Cola had great success in esports. Ströh (2017) reports 

that the IESF is partnered with various brands and even with the Korean Ministry of Culture, 

Sports and Tourism. Ströh (2017) also comments that TBS, a large TV channel on the United 

States, partnered with Twitch to stream the CS:GO matches of the league they created (i.e. 

ELEAGUE) on the streaming platform. And Mooney (2018) and Shabir (2017) point out that even 

the giant Facebook is partnering with multiple esports brands (e.g. Activision Blizzard) so that it 

can more easily enter the esports market. 

EES7’s comments that these partnerships significantly benefit brand awareness were in line 

with Ströh (2017), who mentions that TBS saw the viewership of their events increase by 97% after 

they partnered with Twitch. These EES7’s comments were also in line with Seo (2013), who 

indicates that, after partnering with Blizzard Entertainment, Korean Air increased their popularity 

among esports sponsors. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Although authors like Borowy 

(2012), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016) defend that it is considerably cheaper to 

sponsor esports than sports, brands must still be aware that, just like Winnan (2016) said, esports 

sponsorships still require heavy monetary investments. Ergo, as NEES6 stressed, the strategy of 

partnering with other sponsors will make esports even cheaper to sponsor because all partnering 

entities will share the costs. This implies that partnering with other sponsors may allow smaller 

brands that do not have enough capital to sponsor esports by themselves to finally be able to do it. 

This also implies that brands can use this strategy to sponsor esports at a lesser risk, especially 

brands that are sponsoring esports for the first time. If the entering costs are low, brands will 

struggle less with having positive ROIs. The lower cost of entry also means that there is more room 

for experimentation. 

Besides lower costs, the data also insinuated that this strategy provides brands with more 

connections, which brings forth several perks. For instance, brands that, throughout the year, 

partner with several other sponsors with the aim of co-promoting each other will significantly 

catapult their brand awareness and popularity. If a lesser known brand is lucky enough to partner 

with a worldwide popular brand, it will receive a high boost in global awareness, which may then 

lead to other benefits, like increased sales. 

 

 

5.4.7.4. Use social media to promote your sponsorships 

 

Nine experts provided comments alluding that brands should use social media to promote their 

esports sponsorships. Although these nine experts represent less than half of the total sample (i.e. 

40.9%; n = 9/22), we believe that the information they provided is extremely relevant. 

Some experts pointed out that the esports fan-base heavily consumes social media. According 

to EES1, because there are always several things happening in the world of esports, fans are 
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constantly scrolling down on social media. EES4 went even further by stating that fans are masters 

of social media and can easily make posts go viral and increase the online presence of some brands. 

But the most important reason to use social media to promote esports sponsorships is because, as 

EES7 indicated, “There’s a large audience that only use smartphones and PCs and make little use 

of TVs, etc.” Similarly, NEES5 pointed out that esports fans do not watch television like the older 

audiences do and are using social media very differently than other audiences. MA6 again stressed 

that these fans are very hard to reach on regular media because they do not watch TV, nor listen to 

radio or read the newspapers or a magazine. 

Because of these behaviours, some experts, like MA3 and MA4, noted that sponsors should 

use social media to promote their esports sponsorships. For example, EES3 reported that they try to 

boost their number of followers on social media to increase their brand awareness. MA2 also 

commented that it is much easier to calculate ROIs through social media. For instance, sponsors 

can easily track how many more followers they got from a 10 thousand dollar investment and 

calculate if the investment was worth it or not. 

MA2 gave the example of a very low-cost sponsorship that heavily relies on social media and 

that they commonly advise esports sponsors to do. According to MA2, the most cost-effective 

tactic is to do a very light sponsorship, like having a popular pro-team use an armband of the brand, 

and use social media to spread the message that the brand is sponsoring that team. All social media 

channels can be used, including Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, etc. The vital element 

here is that the brand can sponsor a popular pro-team at a much lower cost than a high tier sponsor 

by just paying them to have a small interaction and then use social media to milk that interaction 

for six months on social media, which is where the fans are. Still, like we mentioned in previous 

chapters, MA2 stressed that equally important here is to have a message that is tied to, and shows 

affinity towards, esports. 

There seems to be very little reliable literature on the importance of brands using social media 

to promote their esports sponsorships. Still, some connections were found. For example, EES1, 

EES4, EES7, NEES5, and MA6 were in sync with authors like Nichols (2017), Nielsen Esports 

(2017), Scholz (2012), Shabir (2017), Ströh (2017), and Winnan (2016), who allude that esports 

fans are heavy consumers of social media. And EES3, MA2, MA3, and MA4 were in line with 

Burton (2017), CGC Europe (2015), Korpimies (2017), and Winnan (2016), who suggest that some 

brands use social media to promote their esports sponsorships. 

It was also possible to find some authors listing some of the benefits of sponsors using social 

media. Winnan (2016) comments that social media are very efficient at reaching people, and 

inciting love and Anderson (2010) points out that social media is a good medium to build brand 

loyalty. Nielsen Esports (2017) even reports that 18% of the esports audience is extremely or very 

interested in following the activities of esports sponsors on social media. 

The implications of the empirical findings are quite relevant. Since esports are an online and 

social phenomenon it is quite evident and clear that it is vital and necessary to use social media to 

promote the brands’ esports sponsorships. Any esports sponsor that does not use social media to 

promote these partnerships is more likely to receive negative ROIs. 

The brands must focus on social media because these are the only channels heavily used by 

esports fans. Though some may occasionally use TVs, radio, or newspapers, we believe it is 

virtually impossible to find an esports fan that does not use social media, especially because several 

esports tournaments are broadcasted on social media channels. 
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5.5. OVERALL DISCUSSION AND EMPIRICAL MODEL OF THE MAIN BENEFITS, RISKS, 

AND STRATEGIES OF SPONSORING ESPORTS 

 

The analysis of the empirical data allowed to verify the validity of the theoretical model of the 

main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports and whose elements had been solely based 

on a review of the literature. After an empirical data analysis, it was concluded that, from the 

hypothesized five main benefits, five main risks, and six main strategies, only one risk (i.e. H2d: 

Videogames’ short lifespan) and one strategy (i.e. H3e: Be the main sponsor) were not confirmed. 

Figure 55 presents an illustration of which hypotheses were validated and which were not. The 

latter are strikethrough. 
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Figure 55 

Empirical model of the confirmed and refuted hypothesized main benefits, risks, and strategies 

of sponsoring esports 

 
Note. Strikethrough = Refuted hypothesis. 

 

Both the main risk and strategy that were refuted were removed from the model to create the 

empirical model presented in Figure 56. This new model is much more reliable than the theoretical 

model thanks to the added input from all the esports sponsorship experts and esports fans. Ergo, 

current and potential esports sponsors should carefully study this model to better understand what 

are the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports. 
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Figure 56 

Empirical model of the main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports 

 
 

As Figure 56 shows, brands that conduct well-planned and successful esports sponsorships are 

likely to benefit from esports’ low sponsorship costs, increased brand awareness, improved brand 

image, increased sales, and from having a sustainable investment. By contrast, even the brands that 

thoroughly orchestrate these sponsorships are under the risk of being negatively affected by 

society’s negative views on videogames, by the disreputable behaviour and corruption present in 

esports, by the infancy of the esports industry, and by instances of poor performance. Hence, to 

increase the chances of the sponsorship being successful, as well as to maximize and minimize the 

aforementioned benefits and risks, respectively, brands should acquire esports expertise, start 

sponsoring as soon as possible, incorporate relevant-added value into their sponsorships, focus on 

sponsoring pro-gamers and teams, and avoid over-advertising. 

The order of the strategies is of particular importance here. The acquisition of esports expertise 

was placed at the top because no sponsor should enter this market without a firm grasp of all the 
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esports industry’s nuances. After this, because esports sponsorship costs are constantly growing 

and increasingly more companies are sponsoring esports, brands should start sponsoring as soon as 

possible and make sure to follow the other strategies of the empirical model. 

The analysis of the empirical data also revealed the existence of new potential effects and 

tactics. Specifically, four new main benefits, four new main risks, four new main strategies, and 

two new double-edged swords
260

 that were not immediately apparent from the literature review 

were found. Figure 57 presents a new test version of the empirical model with these new potential 

effects and tactics. However, since this study did not directly analyse the validity of these new 

potential effects and strategies, this updated model should be empirically tested in future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
260 In this research, double-edged swords refer to sponsorship effects that can both positively and negatively affect 

the sponsor. That is, they are both a benefit and a risk. 
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Figure 57 

Test model for additional main benefits, risks, and strategies of sponsoring esports 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

Since the early stages of this study it became apparent that there is a high lack of research on 

esports sponsorships, particularly regarding what its main benefits, risks, and strategies are. These 

assumptions were rapidly supported by numerous authors. For instance, Cunningham et al. (2018), 

Funk et al. (2018), and Hallmann and Giel (2018) reported that more research is needed on what 

are the benefits of sponsoring esports. Ströh (2017) stressed the need for research on the possible 

negative effects of sponsoring esports and Crompton (2015) informed that there is a small literature 

on the risks of sponsorships in general. Likewise, Burton (2017), Cunningham et al. (2018), and 

Funk et al. (2018) commented that not much is known about how sponsors can capitalize on 

esports. For these reasons, this research aimed to determine what are the main benefits and risks 

that brands face when sponsoring esports as well as what are the main strategies for orchestrating 

successful competitive gaming sponsorships. 

After a thorough review of the literature, it was hypothesised that there are five main benefits, 

five main risks, and six main strategies. Specifically, that esports sponsors can benefit from (H1a) 

low sponsorship costs, (H1b) increased brand awareness, (H1c) improved brand image, (H1d) 

increased sales, and from a (H1e) sustainable investment. That they are under the risk of (H2a) 

society’s negative view on videogames, (H2b) esports’ disreputable behaviour and corruption, (H2c) 

the infancy of the esports industry, (H2d) the short lifespan of videogames, and instances of (H2e) 

poor performance. And that they should (H3a) acquire esports expertise prior to starting a 

sponsorship, (H3b) start sponsoring esports as soon as possible, (H3c) include relevant-added value 

in their sponsorships, (H3d) focus on sponsoring mostly pro-gamers and teams, (H3e) strive to be 

main sponsors, and (H3f) avoid over-advertising. 

These hypotheses were tested using two different samples. Sample 1 was composed by 22 

experts in esports sponsorships (sampled through a nonprobability purposive expert heterogeneous 

method and treated as a multiple-case study) and Sample 2 comprised of 5,638 esports fans 

(sampled through a nonprobability purposive heterogeneous method). The general methodology 

was exploratory with an approach focused on convergent-parallel mixed methods with equivalent 

status. The study setting was non-contrived, the researcher had an overt stance, and the time 

horizon was cross-sectional. Sample 1 was interviewed via digital platforms and provided mostly 

qualitative data that was analysed with the help of NVivo 10. Sample 2 completed an online survey 

which provided mostly quantitative data that was analysed with SPSS 25. Ultimately, the 

hypotheses’ validity was verified by triangulating both samples’ data. 

After empirical scrutiny, it can be concluded that there are five main benefits, four main risks, 

and five main strategies. Simply put, all hypotheses were validated with the exception of H2d, 

which refers to the risk of videogames’ short lifespan negatively affecting esports sponsors, and 

H3e, which pertains to the strategy of brands striving to be main sponsors. Besides this, the 

empirical data also hinted at the possibility of there being additional main effects and tactics from 

sponsoring esports. Specifically, four new main benefits, four new main risks, four new main 

strategies, and two new double-edged swords were found that were not immediately apparent in the 

literature.  

In terms of the hypothesized main benefits, it was confirmed that, generally, esports have low 

sponsorship costs when compared to regular sports. The only instance were esports can be pricier is 

when we compare, for instance, the sponsorship cost of a high tier pro-gamer to a low tier sports 

athlete or a high tier pro-gamer to an athlete of an obscure sport. This implies that esports 

sponsorships are accessible to a significantly higher number of smaller scale consumer brands that 

may not have enough funds to sponsor other markets. The low sponsorship costs also imply that it 

is easier to cover the investment expenses and reap positive ROIs. 
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Increased brand awareness was also confirmed and was pointed by many experts as the most 

important benefit. Awareness is very likely to catapult because the esports fan-base is considerably 

large and represents an elusive demographic that is not easily accessible through other types of 

media. Ergo, sponsoring esports provides access to this untapped consumer group. The average fan 

also showed to recall almost as many non-endemic sponsors as endemic ones. Interestingly, some 

experts defended that, since esports fans are more prone to already know endemic brands, non-

endemic sponsors are the ones that are more likely to benefit from increased brand awareness. It 

should be kept in mind that this increase is also dependent on the sponsorship strategy. 

All experts agreed that sponsoring esports improves the sponsors’ brand image, but they 

caveated it by stressing that it is highly dependent on the type of brand, the specific esports target-

audience, and the sponsorship activation method. Nevertheless, since esports are a new and 

technologically-centred phenomenon, competitive gaming sponsors are likely to be perceived as 

more valid, relevant, cool, and rejuvenated. This is very attractive both for endemic brands 

struggling to keep their technological relevancy and non-endemic companies that wish to be seen 

as younger and more innovative. A significant percentage of fans also perceived more positively 

multiple sponsors. Some fans even defended that they understand that sponsors are necessary to 

keep esports sustainable, which means that sponsorship activations are likely to be positively 

received in esports. 

It was confirmed that esports sponsors benefit from increased sales, but experts stressed that 

this will mostly happen in the long-term. The instances where sales can increase in the short-term is 

when a brand sponsors a popular pro-gamer who wins a tournament and the sponsor’s product is 

believed to have significantly helped. Sales are especially likely to increase in esports because, 

while almost every esports fan likes to buy gaming-related items, most sports fans do not buy 

sports-related products. Endemic sponsors immediately benefit from this and non-endemics can 

also if they tie their products with esports in an engaging manner. This is in line with the significant 

percentage of fans that indicated to have bought multiple products from esports sponsors. Still, this 

benefit is dependent on the brand type and sponsorship activation method. 

The data also supported the hypothesis that esports sponsorships are a sustainable investment. 

Since its inception, the esports market has been growing. The number of fans is increasing and they 

are becoming increasingly more interested in competitive gaming. Even the number of sponsors 

and amount of ROIs are increasing. In other words, esports are not a passing fad. As long as 

sponsors make an informed investment and do not accept to sponsor some of the few cunning 

esports entities that are asking for exaggeratedly high monetary amounts, the investment is likely to 

be sustainable. Equally important is to only sponsor entities that have been in esports for a long 

time and avoid recent entities as these tend to be highly volatile. Even so, it must be stressed that 

sustainability is highly dependent on how popular and effective the sponsored entity is. 

On further inspection of the empirical data, it was possible to identify four additional potential 

main benefits that had not been hypothesized due to not being very prevalent in the literature. 

Despite there not being enough empirical data to confirm the validity of these elements as main 

benefits, the fact that the samples provided this information without being directly asked about it 

makes it relevant. The first of these potential main benefits is the sponsors’ ability to improve their 

products through fan and player feedback. For example, brands can place demo booths where fans 

can try their products, which allows them to receive immediate consumer feedback and personally 

analyse how they handle or react to the product. Likewise, endemic brands that produce keyboards 

and mice, for instance, can receive valuable feedback from pro-gamers on how to improve their 

products. 

Another potential main benefit is the existence of attractive grassroots. According to some 

members of Sample 1, besides being cheaper, grassroots provide better cost-effectiveness ratios. 
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This is because even low tier entities can make a big impact and the popularity gap between a high 

and low tier pro-gamer, for instance, is not as large as in sports. Additionally, just the act of 

sponsoring grassroots shows that the brand is supporting a struggling entity, which generates 

considerable goodwill. Hence, contrary to sports, several brands are interested in sponsoring 

esports grassroots. This also implies that less financially capable companies can sponsor this 

market. 

Some experts suggested that esports sponsors may benefit from employer branding. It was 

defended that sponsoring this market has a positively effect on the brand’s image as an employer 

and not only as consumer brand. The act of sponsoring this industry makes the brand be seen as a 

cool and modern employer. Some brands sponsor esports with this in mind and take the opportunity 

to engage with the technologically savvy esports community to scout for potential employees. 

Lastly, it was pointed out that sponsoring esports may allow for investee branding. When a 

brand sponsors competitive gaming, investors perceive it as cooler, as well as more innovative, 

attractive, and up-to-date. This is because the brand is inserted in a trendy industry. 

Regarding the hypothesized main risks, it was confirmed that the negative public view on 

videogames is a risk to esports sponsors. The level of violence present in most games is 

unfoundedly believed to promote real-world aggressiveness and shootings. This is further 

strengthened whenever there are any acts of violence in the real-world. Moreover, some 

videogames have players controlling terrorists, which make people have an even worse perception 

of them. Even some of the people who like videogames feel uncomfortable with those elements 

after witnessing real-world acts of terrorism. Some members of society also believe videogames 

promote addiction and gambling and the reality is that some cases of this have happened. To make 

matters worse, some politicians and media are promoting unfounded negative views. The stigma is 

so voracious that most fans feel the need to hide their interest for esports from society. Although 

the severity of this risk has been decreasing, several brands are still reluctant to associate with 

esports to avoid suffering from collateral damage and having their image negatively affected, 

which may drive away some consumers and investors. Still, the severity of this risk is dependent on 

the type of videogame that the sponsor is associated with and on the type of country. 

It was also confirmed that disreputable behaviour and corruption are a risk to esports sponsors. 

The most common types of disreputable behaviours are: toxic attitudes, sexism, illegal and 

unregulated gambling, match-fixing, cheating and cyberattacks, doping, swatting, and not 

honouring business promises. Unfortunately, it is difficult for anyone to prevent them. Most of 

these behaviours come from immature esports entities and pro-players or from deceitful sponsors. 

However, it is surprising that, despite also being generally young, most esports fans do not condone 

these behaviours and roughly one third have disliked a sponsor due to disreputable acts either from 

the sponsor or from the sponsored entity. Hence, it is vital that sponsors issue public statements and 

distance themselves from sponsored-parties that engage in disreputable behaviours to prevent 

having their brand image damaged. This means that brands that are cautious about their image may 

not want to sponsor esports. Still, the sponsors that effectively show the fan-base that they are 

against corruption and disreputable behaviour will be positively-perceived as defenders of a fair, 

ethical, and mature esports scene, which will result in a large flow of positive press, positive fan 

perception, and awareness. 

The infancy of the esports industry was confirmed as a risk to esports sponsors. The most 

common issues that promote this risk are esports’ lack of a main governing body, the volatile and 

unknown environment, the lack of standardization, the lack of commercial experience from the 

esports entities, and the industry’s underdevelopment in general. Although some sports also suffer 

from these problems, in esports, these elements are considerably below the standards of most 

established sports. Hence, to avoid these issues, brands should carefully study the esports market 
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prior to entering as sponsors. This will allow them to make better informed decisions without 

putting their investments at risk. 

The hypothesis that the fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a main risk to esports 

sponsors was not confirmed. It was stated that this is only a risk for the sponsors that do not 

understand nor study esports to know which games have a high staying power and for the sponsors 

that make multi-year sponsorship contracts, which is very rare. Furthermore, the most popular 

esports videogames are old games. New competitive games often receive far more attention from 

streamers than from pro-players. This is especially not a risk if brands only sponsor videogames 

that have proven to have high staying power or sponsor more than one videogame. 

Poor performance was confirmed as a main risk to esports sponsors. The most common issues 

that seem to promote this risk are the difficulty to measure sponsorship effectiveness, low 

viewership outside Twitch and YouTube, sponsor incongruence, and the possibility of the 

sponsored party having poor performance, which could lead the sponsor to suffer from negative 

brand image transfer. Brands must also understand that short-term sponsorships will not lead to 

significant ROIs. Just like sponsorships in other areas, the ROIs of esports sponsorships will only 

be clear and significant in the long-term. Also, this risk is dependent on the type of brand and 

sponsorship strategy. 

Four additional potential main risks that were not hypothesized were also found in the 

empirical data. The first of these is the esports industry’s dependence on just a few core esports 

titles. The esports market is restricted to just a small handful of very popular long-standing games, 

which makes esports almost seem like a monopoly. The three most popular esports games also 

have high entry barriers for both new players and viewers due to either being too complex, difficult 

to understand, or taking a long time for matches to end. The question was also raised as to what 

will happen when the popularity of these few core games titles starts diminishing and if any new 

games will be able to be as popular as them. 

Another potential main risk is the overvaluation of esports entities. Some brands possess a lot 

of spending power but do not understand esports and do not know how much they should invest 

and on who. The result is that they end up investing far too much and inflating the values of several 

esports entities, which leaves smaller brands with no means of matching their offerings. There are 

teams that, just after being created, are already receiving million dollar investments. This raises the 

market value of all pro-players and makes esports unreasonably expensive. There are also some 

teams and leagues that use the high excitement around esports as a justification to request 

exorbitant sponsorship fees. Some teams and leagues are trying to obtain as much money as they 

can with no consideration for the real value that they can offer in return. A few esports teams are 

valued at 300 million dollars, which does not make sense because the entire esports industry is 

valued at roughly 1 billion dollars. This overvaluing will lead several uninformed brands to not 

have profitable sponsorships and move away from the esports industry. 

A few experts alluded that some esports individuals are commercially inexperienced and that 

this may be a risk for sponsors. It was stressed that the majority of people in esports do not have 

professional experience outside of gaming and most esports entities do not have a person with 

considerable business, marketing, or sponsorship expertise. Some sponsored pro-players have even 

been caught streaming their training sessions while using a chair from another brand. This lack of 

commercial experience is because most esports people are still young adults and esports is their 

first job. Hence, they did not have time to develop and learn how to properly work in a professional 

environment. The difficulty in dealing with unprofessional individuals has led some brands to stop 

sponsoring esports and can result in damage to the sponsor’s image as well as lead to decreased 

ROIs. 
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Finally, the data suggested that the power videogame developers and publishers have over 

esports games may be a risk for sponsors. Publishers have the power to ask for extremely high 

sponsorship fees for the tournaments that they organize. One expert even described these values as 

“highway robbery and ridiculous.” Unfortunately, since publishers make so much money from their 

games, they simply ask whatever value they want. Developers and publishers also have the power 

to completely control the sponsorships and what happens in esports. The more popular their game 

is, the more control they want to have over everything connected to their game. They can even 

prohibit pro-players from showing their sponsors’ logos during tournaments organized by them. 

Developers and publishers also have the power of either supporting or abandoning their games. 

Although some games have the potential to be very popular in esports, they are not because the 

developer did not support or correctly handle the game’s esports scene. 

Two double-edged swords that were not hypothesized were also found in the empirical data. 

The first pertains to esports fans’ high vocality, which seems to be both a benefit and a risk to 

esports sponsors. On the one hand, esports fans have extremely positive reactions to brands that 

correctly conduct sponsorships. This includes strong positive language and sentiment on social 

media and other online communities, which results in an improvement of the sponsor’s brand 

image. It was even defended that esports fans will love and support sponsors better than the fans of 

almost any other sport or community. On the other hand, some sponsor actions can lead to extreme 

negative fan reactions. For instance, saying something that is not in line with the fans’ general 

opinion, seeming unauthentic or disinterested about esports, not understanding esports and its 

community, being overly commercial, among other things. Sponsors that do any of this will receive 

strong verbal backlash, resistance to the sponsorship, fan attempts to damage the sponsor’s brand 

image, etc. This dichotomy exists because, when brands sponsor esports, they are touching on 

something that is deeply loved by several people. This implies that fans are a very passionate, but 

also a very protective community, which results in the sponsors being either loved or hated. 

The second double-edged sword is the globality of the esports audience. For brands with a 

global consumer target, this is a great benefit. But sponsors with a very specific geographical 

target-group (e.g. the USA) will not be satisfied with the viewership levels they will be receiving. 

While it is said that there are roughly 250 million esports enthusiasts, this is a global value, with the 

USA having just between 30 and 40 million. This means that, for the brands that only operate in the 

USA, it would cost much more to sponsor an esports team because the cost per person reached in 

the USA would be roughly five times higher than for global brands. Thus, it could actually cost the 

same as simply sponsoring a high-level sports team. Also, unlike sports, where sponsors can target 

consumers from very specific geographical locations by sponsoring athletes that represent that 

region, in esports, the large majority of esports teams do not represent a specific region or country. 

This is a problem even for global brands because most of them prefer to target, activate, and 

monitor their sponsorships within specific geographical delimitations to be more in line with the 

culture of each region. 

In relation to the hypothesised main strategies, it was confirmed that brands should acquire 

esports expertise prior to starting a sponsorship. Esports are very different from other markets 

(including sports) and even the esports industry itself is highly nuanced according to each different 

game, genre, and region. Due to not being directly connected to esports, it is even more important 

for non-endemic brands to learn more about competitive gaming. There have been sponsors that 

did not acquire esports expertise and lost a lot of money, damaged business connections, angered 

the fans, and hurt their brand. Fans perceive sponsorships from uninformed brands as unnatural or 

forced and will heavily criticize sponsors they believe are there just to make a sale and did not take 

time to understand esports nor its culture and lingo. It was even defended that sponsoring esports 

without any knowledge of the field is the same as paying fans to hate the brand. These wrong 
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activations have led some brands to regret sponsoring esports. It was defended that genuine 

activations are more appealing than high-spending sponsorships, which implies that informed 

sponsors will have much better results at much lower costs. Hence, it is vital that sponsors study 

the esports market, immerse themselves in the esports culture, recruit esports experts or, at the very 

least, locate employees who are esports fans to help manage the sponsorship.  

It was also confirmed that brands should start sponsoring esports as soon as possible. The 

words “as soon as possible” are used to indicate that brands should not enter esports unprepared. 

They should decide to sponsor now, but first acquire esports expertise. Only then should they begin 

sponsoring. The reason for this is the quick and constant increase of esports sponsorship costs. In 

the last two years, sponsorship costs have multiplied by 10. Hence, brands should penetrate the 

market before entrance barriers become too high. This is especially relevant for smaller and less 

financially capable sponsors. Moreover, early sponsors that support this industry at an early stage 

are prone to be positively perceived by the fan-base because they are seen as partly altruistic 

entities who wish to support a market in need. By contrast, brands that sponsor esports when it is 

no longer a niche are likely to be seen as purely commercial entities only interested in cashing in on 

its popularity. Besides costs and image benefits, this is also an effective method of avoiding heavy 

competition. The higher the sponsorship clutter, the harder it will be to be noticed. Likewise, the 

earlier a brand sponsors esports the quicker it will cement its place in this industry and lockout the 

competition by making it harder for them to become as relevant and noticeable. This will lockout 

the competition also because earlier sponsors will already have acquired relevant and practical 

esports expertise as well as intimate esports business relations that newer sponsors will lack. Lastly, 

sponsoring early, while sponsorship costs are still low, means that brands have more room to 

experiment without the risk of losing too much money. 

The creation of relevant-added value was also confirmed as an essential main strategy. This is 

important because traditional sponsorships are not effective in competitive gaming and may even 

lead to negative ROIs. Esports fans belong to the young demographic that invented the ad-blocker, 

which means that they are not easily swayed by traditional advertisements (like simple logo 

placements) that aim to do nothing more than blatantly increase brand awareness. Ergo, brands 

must adopt a more consumer-oriented mind-set. They should aim to firstly benefit the esports 

community, which will then result in increased brand awareness. This strategy is quite effective at 

grabbing the fans’ attention because fans are so saturated of purely commercial ads and it is 

relevant esports-related content that will actually catch their attention. This strategy will make 

sponsors seem like a brand that is not solely worried about profits, but also with making something 

that enhances the fans’ experience. The sponsor will be perceived as a brand that actually cares 

about esports and its community. This will make fans develop strong positive feelings towards the 

sponsor as opposed to the general dislike that general ads receive. The fans’ most wanted types of 

relevant-added value are (from most to least important): supporting tournaments and pro-players, 

promoting gaming’s acceptance, providing esports-related content, promoting good practice and 

integrity, presenting esports-related advertisements, focusing on storytelling, and performing 

product trial. As can be seen, three of the four most wanted methods were connected to directly 

improving the esports industry and not directly related to benefiting the fans, which shows the 

altruistic nature of the community. 

The hypothesis that sponsors should focus on sponsoring mostly pro-players and teams was 

confirmed. These were seen as the most beneficial of all sponsoring entities because they are the 

celebrities of esports, meaning that they gain the most attention, which benefits the sponsor. 

Likewise, if a pro-player wins a tournament while using a gaming mouse or a chair from a 

particular sponsor, that company will be perceived as a quality brand and will benefit from 

increased brand awareness and sales, as well as improved brand image and authenticity. They also 



522 

 

allow for more creative sponsorships and it is easier to do storytelling with them. Some capable 

pro-gamers will even create content for the sponsors. All of these benefits make them very cost-

effective to sponsor. Comparatively, sponsoring commentators is very likely to lead to conflicts of 

interest because they are often employed by the tournament organizers, which are often controlled 

by a large main sponsor. Pro-players are rarely affected by this because they are not employed by 

the tournament organizes, they are just participants. Regarding tournaments and leagues, they are 

often much more expensive to sponsor and are also of much shorter duration. While most 

tournaments only last a week, pro-players compete throughout the year and they can have multi-

year sponsorship contracts. Because of this, it is harder to reap positive ROIs when sponsoring 

tournaments. In terms of videogames, sponsoring them provides less visibility because is a highly 

focused partnership. Experts also argued that it is very unauthentic and awkward to put a brand 

inside a videogame. 

Being a main sponsor was not confirmed to be an essential main strategy. This is a very 

expensive investment, meaning that the economic hit would be too big for most brands to handle 

and would not justify the desired ROIs. It was equally stressed that non-main sponsorships are also 

effective, which is why there are no many non-main sponsors in esports. Even simple product 

placements or being an official supplier can lead to very relevant returns. Although being a main 

sponsor can significantly increase the ROIs, the most important strategy to obtain high ROIs is to 

conduct a solid and well-planned sponsorship. It is especially important to create highly 

personalized and authentic activations full of relevant-added value that have a high and lasting 

impact. A well-designed sponsorship can easily outshine and reap higher ROIs than main 

sponsorships, and at a much lower cost. Still, large and more financially capable brands can 

capitalize on their economic prowess and be main sponsors. This is especially true for leading 

brands that would be misaligned with their high market position if they were not also the leading 

sponsor. 

Lastly, it was confirmed that sponsors should avoid over-advertising. These practices can 

easily irritate esports fans. Although it was defended that esports fans have a high acceptance of 

sponsorships and ads, this acceptance should not be abused. Constantly spamming fans with ads 

may lead them to hate the brand (damaging its reputation) and to not buy the brand’s products as a 

form of protest. Equally hated is when sponsors repeat the same exact ads over and over. The over-

spreading of ads in esports is even leading several fans to use ad-blockers, which turns 

sponsorships and promotional material into a waste of money. Sponsors must carefully plan how 

often they advertise and find the right balance. Particularly, experts advised sponsors to prioritize 

quality over quantity and to focus on creating authentic and organic ads and activations. For 

instance, in a 3 hour tournament, the sponsor should present different ads throughout the event and 

capitalize on that to tell a compelling story. 

Four additional potential main strategies that were not hypothesized were also found in the 

empirical data. The first of these is that brands should commit to long-term sponsorships. Since 

most sponsorships are only sustainable in the long-term, sponsors that invest in the short-term may 

be disappointed. This is especially true in esports. Hence, brands looking for quick ROIs should 

look elsewhere. Unfortunately, most brands only commit to short-term sponsorships of around six 

months and this is very frustrating for fans. They are tired of brands not viewing esports as a 

serious long-term investment. Sponsors must comprehend that it takes time to gather a following in 

social media and only after that long-term commitment will sponsors notice an increase in sales. A 

great example are luxurious car brands, like Mercedes and Porsche, that enter esports with the 

intent of first building awareness, then preference and, only after that, purchase intent and, finally, 

sales. They have this long-term commitment because they know that the esports demographic is 

young and will only be able to afford expensive cars in the next five or 15 years. But their young 
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age is the perfect time to start investing in these potential customers. Overall, sponsors who are in 

esports for the long-term are likely to be happy with their investments and may be celebrated by 

fans as true supporters of esports. 

A few experts suggested that sponsors should create personalized strategies that are solely 

adapted to fully take advantage of esports
261

. For this, it is also important to create strategies 

adapted to the sponsor’s particular goals. A sponsorship aiming to promote awareness must be 

different from one aiming to increase sales of a particular product. Equally important is to avoid 

mimicking traditional sponsorships, including sports. The reason why so many esports 

sponsorships have gone wrong is because sponsors treated it like regular sports and relied on 

inefficient cash-for-logo methods. As such, brands must change their mind-sets. Unlike sports 

sponsors, who tend to think “What can I get out of this?”, esports sponsors must ponder what they 

can give to fans which will then result in benefits for the sponsor. They must also be as authentic as 

possible because unauthentic sponsors are negatively perceived. Equally important is to adapt ads 

according to the length of each particular tournament. While promotional messages of short 

tournaments must be simple and direct, the ones from long events need to be dynamic, change as 

the tournament advances, and tell a story. The messaging must also be in sync with esports’ very 

specific lingo and humour. Moreover, different strategies must be adapted to each different esports 

sector and videogame because the fans of an esports videogame represent a community that is 

largely different from the communities of other esports games. 

Another potential strategy is to partner with other sponsors. Specifically, they must work 

together to make a combined effort. One expert even defended that this is currently the best 

strategy for esports sponsors. This will allow brands to be involved with, and partake, in each 

other’s sponsorship activations. Sponsors can also co-promote each other to make a bigger impact 

in the esports industry. This includes connecting the sponsors’ social networks and strengths to 

boost each other’s brands. A common benefit here is that the audiences of both brands get together, 

which results in a boosting of both sponsors’ awareness. The strategy of partnering with other 

sponsors will also make esports cheaper to sponsor because all partnering entities will share the 

costs. This implies that smaller brands can sponsor esports, sponsors are susceptible to less pressure 

and risks, they will struggle less with having positive ROIs, and there will be more room for 

experimentation. 

Lastly, the data alluded that brands should use social media to promote their sponsorships. The 

esports fan-base is a heavy consumer of social media and esports themselves are an online and 

social phenomenon. Because there are always several things happening in the world of esports, fans 

are constantly scrolling down on social media. This demographic is a master of social media and 

can easily make posts go viral and increase the online presence of some brands. But, most 

important of all, the large majority of this demographic relies on smartphones and PCs, and makes 

little use of TVs and other traditional mass media channels. Because of this, sponsors are trying to 

boost their number of followers on social media to increase their brand awareness. There are 

several other benefits to promoting through social media, including a greater ease of calculating 

ROIs (e.g. sponsors can easily track how many more followers they got from a 10 thousand dollar 

investment and calculate if the ROIs are positive). 

Based on all the aforementioned empirical evidence, which included the confirmation and 

refutation of the hypotheses, it was concluded that the answers to the research questions are as 

follows. Brands that orchestrate well-thought-out and effective esports sponsorships are prone to 

                                                           
261 This tactic is different from the strategy of creating relevant-added value because relevant value refers to 

creating entertaining and interesting content for esports fans (this strategy can be adapted from some sport sponsorship 

tactics) and creating personalized strategies refers to orchestrating sponsorships that do not mimic sponsorships of other 

markets. 
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benefit from esports’ low sponsorship costs, increase their brand awareness, improve their brand 

image, increase their sales, and have a sustainable investment. However, even these efficient 

sponsors, and all other esports sponsors, are susceptible to the risks of suffering from the negative 

public views on videogames, from the disreputable behaviour and corruption present in esports, 

from the infancy of the esports industry, and from instances of poor performance. Ergo, to promote 

the likelihood of having a successful sponsorship, as well as maximize and mitigate the above-

mentioned benefits and risks, respectively, brands must acquire esports expertise prior to starting 

any sponsorship in the competitive gaming market, start sponsoring as soon as possible, 

incorporate relevant-added value into their sponsorships, focus on mainly sponsoring pro-players 

and teams, and avoid over-advertising. 

The general findings bring implications both to researchers and practitioners. After empirical 

scrutiny, the research identified more main benefits than main risks, which may imply that esports 

sponsorships bring more positives than negatives. Moreover, if we combine the percentages of all 

experts who agreed that the hypothesized main benefits were valid, the average is 88.2%. By 

contrast, the average percentage of experts who perceived the hypothesized main risks as valid was 

of only 59.1%. This indicated that, in general, the benefits have a higher degree of validity than the 

risks. Ergo, it can be assumed that brands are more likely to enjoy the benefits of sponsoring 

esports than to suffer the risks of partnering with this market. In a similar vein, the average 

percentage of experts who perceived the hypothesized main strategies as valid was of 83.3%. This 

value is very close to the percentage present in the benefits and gives the strategies an equally high 

degree of validity. 

Nevertheless, it is vital to note that the findings are not applicable to every single esports 

sponsor the same way. It all depends on multiple elements. The importance of the aspect of 

relativeness about the applicability of the main benefits, risks, and strategies was proven by the 

large number of experts who stressed that the validity of these three constructs is dependent on 

multiple elements. Hence, it is essential that every sponsor understands that the likelihood of them 

reaping the benefits or suffering from the risks of sponsoring esports is highly dependent on 

various aspects. The same applies to the applicability of the strategies. Five main benefits were 

validated, but sponsors must apply the correct sponsorship activations to enjoy these benefits. 

Generic and old-fashioned cash-for-logo sponsorships are not guaranteed to lead to significant 

ROIs. For example, brands that do not know which are the best entities to sponsor are not likely to 

have low sponsorship costs and brands that do not orchestrate an effective sponsorship are not 

likely to improve their image, raise their sales, and have a sustainable investment. Likewise, not all 

esports sponsors will have to endure the validated main risks. While unprepared sponsors are much 

more prone to be negatively affected by these risks, well-informed and capable sponsors are less 

likely to be damaged by them. The same applies to the validated main strategies. It is not as 

important that an endemic brand that is already well-versed in the world of esports to acquire 

esports expertise as a non-endemic brand that never heard about it. An economically powerful 

company, like Coca-Cola, does not need to start sponsoring as soon as a less financially capable 

brand. And a sponsor that creates interesting and diverse promotional messages does not need to 

avoid over-advertising as much as a brand that only presents the same generic propaganda. 

Equally important is that sponsors become aware of the order of things. For example, a brand 

that just started sponsoring esports (and applied an effective strategy) will immediately benefit 

from low sponsorship costs, but the remaining benefits, like increased awareness and sales, image 

improvement, and sustainability, will only appear in the long-term. Regarding the risks, these can 

appear at any time. In terms of the strategies, brands must acquire esports expertise before 

beginning any partnership. After the company has acquired sufficient expertise, it should decide 

what entity to sponsor. They must also ensure that the sponsorship has enough relevant-added 
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value to catch the fans’ attention, engage them, and acquire goodwill, while at the same time not 

falling into the definition of over-advertising. Only after all of these tactics have been thoroughly 

planned should the brand start sponsoring as soon as possible. Following these strategies (in the 

correct order) is especially relevant so that the benefits can be maximized and the risks mitigated. 

The findings answered the research questions and allowed the study to reach its main goal of 

identifying the main effects and strategies of sponsoring esports. Hence, this contribution 

attenuated the knowledge gap that had been identified at the beginning of the investigation. The 

word “attenuated” is used here because there is always more that can be researched and uncovered. 

Prime examples of this are the new potential main benefits, risks, double-edged swords, and 

strategies that the empirical data alluded to exist. 

Several brands have given up on sponsoring esports because they did not understand the 

market or how to properly tackle it. Some were looking for unlikely benefits, like short-term ROIs. 

Others, unaware of the risks, encountered a number of dangerous pitfalls. Likewise, several just 

applied the same generic sponsorship methodologies that worked on other markets. This research 

provides both academics and practitioners with data from a large number of esports sponsorship 

experts and fans on what sponsors should expect to reap from these partnerships, what to be 

watchful of, and how to orchestrate efficient and effective sponsorships in competitive gaming. It is 

expected that this newly-found data may help, not only esports sponsors and the esports industry to 

thrive even further, but also incentive the creation of several new scientific studies on this new, 

emerging, and under-researched market. 

 

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

There were some aspects that limited the research. The first major limitation was the high lack 

of reliable literature and scientific research on the specific topic of esports sponsorships and the 

esports market. Because of this, it was sometimes necessary to analyse literature of sponsorships in 

other markets. This included occasional analyses of the main benefits and risks of general 

sponsorships, as well as general main strategies. 

The use of a non-probabilistic methodology limited the reliability of the data. Since there is not 

a complete list or database of what brands are sponsoring esports, and of the people that are fans of 

competitive gaming, it was impossible to conduct a probabilistic data collection. 

Regarding Sample 1, one noticeable limitation was the difficulty in contacting and 

interviewing a significantly large number of esports sponsorship experts. Although 22 experts in 

esports sponsorships were interviewed, this number is still not high enough to accurately represent 

the entirety of competitive gaming sponsors. This becomes more apparent when we bear in mind 

that only seven endemic sponsors, eight non-endemic sponsors, and seven marketing agencies were 

interviewed, which is a small number for each group. Equally limiting was the dissimilar number 

of interviewed endemics, non-endemics, and marketing agencies. Seven endemic sponsors and 

seven marketing agencies were interviewed, but eight non-endemic sponsors also were. This could 

have potentially added a small bias towards the general opinion of non-endemic sponsors. The data 

of one non-endemic sponsor could have been deleted so that there were an equal number of experts 

across these three groups, but we decided to keep it because there is so little information about 

esports sponsorships that even the opinion of just one more expert is remarkably valuable. 

The inability to disclose the real names of the esports sponsors and marketing agencies that 

were interviewed was also a limiting factor. Their names were omitted so that the study would 

abide by the ethical standards of anonymity and confidentiality in social research. Although 12 

experts allowed their brand names to be shown, 10 did not. This led to the decision of omitting the 
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names of all interviewed brands so that the data from brands with disclosed names did not receive 

more attention than the data from anonymous brands. This allowed the research to be more well-

balanced and less biased.  

In terms of Sample 2, there was a limitation regarding how representative the sample was in 

relation to the entire population of esports fans. Only 5.8% of the sample of esports fans resides in 

Asia, which does not accurately reflect the Asian-dominated audience of esports. Although Reddit 

and Discord are extremely popular esports social platforms in the West, it could be that these 

platforms are not as popular in the East and, as such, the esports fans’ survey was unable to reach a 

large enough Asian community. This could have introduced some bias towards the general opinion 

of western esports fans.  

Lastly, the closed-ended survey applied to Sample 2, although necessary to analyse a 

significantly large number of individuals, may have restricted the fans’ ability to freely vocalize 

their opinions on the object of study. This may, in turn, have limited the richness of their data. 

 

 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

Although there is very scarce reliable literature and scientific research on the specific topic of 

esports sponsorships, this investigation provided the basis on which multiple future studies can be 

built. For instance, considering that this study analysed the bulk of esports sponsorships, future 

studies should be more tailored to the specificities of the various types of esports sponsors. This 

includes, for instance, analysing the main benefits and risks that large or small esports sponsors 

face and the main strategies that each use. The same analysis could be applied to sponsors that 

operate at a national or international scale, to worldwide known brands or less known ones, or to 

brands that have sponsored esports since its inception or to brands that have just started sponsoring. 

Since this research underrepresented the Asian esports fan-base, future studies should ensure 

that they find popular esports-related digital social platforms in the East and apply their surveys 

there too so that the sample can accurately represent the entire population of esports fans. In fact, it 

would be very interesting to apply this study’s online survey (for Sample 2) solely on Asian 

dominated esports-related digital social platforms and analyse how the empirical data differs from 

the one in this study. This would provide a fascinating comparison between the western and eastern 

esports fan-bases. 

In the same vein, future research should focus on analysing specific demographics of esports 

fans and their opinions on multiple aspects of esports sponsorships. How do European esports fans’ 

views on esports sponsorships differ from American ones? Do residents of countries where esports 

tournaments are still very small in scale have a greater acceptance of sponsors than fans that reside 

in countries with large-scale tournaments? These and many other fan-related questions should be 

researched. 

Most important of all, the new potential main benefits, risks, and strategies that emerged from 

the empirical data of the open-ended questions need dedicated scientific studies to verify their 

validity. Specifically, product improvement based on feedback, attractive grassroots, employer 

branding, and investee branding were identified as potential main benefits. Dependence on few 

core esports titles, overvalued esports entities, commercially inexperienced individuals, and power 

of videogame publishers were identified as potential main risks. And committing to long-term 

sponsorships, creating personalized strategies, partnering with other sponsors, and using social 

media were identified as potential main strategies. 

It is in the interest of all to better understand what the future of sponsorships in esports will be 

like. It is true that the general esport market has proven to be a resilient and fast-growing industry. 
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But, until when will esports sponsorship ROIs continue to increase? Is the annual ROI increase 

starting to stagnate or is it still greatly increasing year-by-year? Are there any predictions as to 

when the yearly ROI increase will stabilize? This research showed that sponsoring esports is a 

sustainable investment so it is not expected that brands will start receiving negative ROIs anytime 

soon, but is there a change of that ever happening and, if so, when? Esports are extremely 

dependent on sponsors to survive, but is there any chance of that changing in the future? There 

have been some tournaments hosted by publishers of major esports games that did not allow 

sponsors to participate. Although these events are extremely rare and had their ups and downs, 

could this type of event become more common? 

At the time of writing, not even the COVID-19 pandemic that is negatively affecting almost 

every market area is having much of an effect on esports. In fact, as Heinrich (2020) from The 

Guardian states, esports are better than ever and viewership levels are breaking new records. Some 

tournaments have been cancelled or postponed, but several are being turned into online 

tournaments. There are even sporting agencies that are turning to the social distancing strengths of 

esports to conduct their events online through videogames. Heinrich also points out that Formula 1 

is hosting a virtual Grand Prix with racers using realistic racing videogames and racing wheels to 

compete and the same is happening in NASCAR. These apparent new strengths and benefits of 

esports in times of pandemics and social distancing need further studying. 

Since the esports market is evolving at such a fast pace that scientific research is not even able 

to keep up with its developments, it is vital to call attention for, not only specific topics of study, 

but also the quantity of research. A market that becomes more popular during a pandemic and 

times of economic uncertainty, with sporting agencies even using it to survive, deserves more 

attention than this. 
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€: Euro currency (Arabi, 2008). 

£: Pound Sterling currency (Arabi, 2008). 

$: United States dollar currency (Arabi, 2008). 

A: Agree. 
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ADHD: Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (Holden, Kaburakis, & Rodenberg, 2018). 

AEVI: Asociación Española de Videojuegos (AEVI, 2018). 

AnSWR: Analysis Software for Word-Based Records (Faherty, 2010). 

APA: American Psychological Association (American Psychological Association, 2010). 

App: Application (Arabi, 2008). 

ATLAS.ti: Archiv für Technik, Lebenswelt und Alltagssprache, or Archive for Technology, 

Lifeworld and Everyday Language.text interpretation (Frey, 2018). 

B: Beneficial. 

BC: Before Christ (Mattia, 2003). 

BEA: British Esports Association (Shabir, 2017). 

CAITA: Computer-Assisted Interpretive Textual Analysis (Mills, Durepos, & Wiebe, 2010). 

CAQDAS: Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (King & Brooks, 2018). 

CAWI: Computer-assisted web interviews (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

CEO: Chief Executive Officer (Arabi, 2008). 

CGC: Competitive Gaming Conference (CGC Europe, 2015). 

CGS: Championship Gaming Series (Li, 2016). 

CIGC: Creative Industries Global Conference (CIGC, 2019). 

CMC: Computer-mediated-communication (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014). 

COD: Call of Duty (EES5). 

CPM: Cost per mile/Cost per thousand (EES2). 

CS: Counter-Strike (Ströh, 2017). 

CS:GO: Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CGC Europe, 2015). 

CSS: Counter-Strike: Source (Onofrio, 2011). 

D: Disagree. 

DDoS: Distributed Denial of Service (Shabir, 2017). 

Dota: Defense of the Ancients (Ströh, 2017). 

DRAM: Dynamic Random Access Memory (EES6). 

EA: Electronic Arts (Mooney, 2018). 

EEA: European Economic Area (NEES4). 

EES: Endemic esports sponsor. 

EMEA: Europe, Middle East, and Africa (EES3). 

EPS: ESL Pro Series (Donschen, 2010). 

Epsem: Equal probability selection method (Coolican, 2014). 

ESA: Entertainment Software Association (ESA, 2017). 

ESEA: E-Sports Entertainment Association (Winnan, 2016). 

ESGHT: Escola Superior de Gestão, Hotelaria e Turismo (Ribeiro et al., 2019). 

ESIC: Esports Integrity Coalition (Shabir, 2017). 

ESL: Electronic Sports League (Donschen, 2010; Shabir, 2017). 

ESPN: Entertainment and Sports Programing Network (Ströh, 2017). 
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Esports: Electronic sports (Brenda, 2017; Shabir, 2017; Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

ESWC: Electronic Sports World Cup (Ströh, 2017). 

FMCG: Fast-moving consumer goods (MA3). 

FPS: First person shooter (Shabir, 2017). 

GEICO: Government Employees Insurance Company (Ströh, 2017). 

GOMTV: Gretech Online Movie Television (Li, 2016). 

GS: Games-Services (Donschen, 2010). 

H: Harmful. 

HR: Human Resources (MA3). 

ICT: Information and communication technologies (Carter & Gibbs, 2013). 

IEM: Intel Extreme Masters (CGC Europe, 2015). 

IESF: International Esports Federation (Brickell, 2017; Shabir, 2017). 

Indies: Independent game developers (Steinkuehler, 2016). 

IOC: International Olympic Committee (Shabir, 2017). 

IP: Intellectual property (Newman, 2016; Winnan, 2016). 

ISCAL: Instituto Superior de Contabilidade e Administração de Lisboa (Ribeiro et al., 2019). 

KeSPA: Korea e-Sports Association (Ströh, 2017; Winnan, 2016). 

KPI: Key performance indicator (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). 

KTF: Korea Telecom Freetel (Jin, 2010). 

LAN: Local Area Network (Lu, 2017). 

LoL: League of Legends (Ströh, 2017). 

LVP: Liga de Videojuegos Profesional (Liga de Videojuegos Profesional). 

LYR: Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway (Smith, Stavros, & Westberg, 2017). 

MA: Marketing agency. 

MLG: Major League Gaming (Shabir, 2017; Zolides, 2015). 

MMO: Massively multiplayer online (Thomas, Orland, & Steinberg, 2007). 

MOBA: multiplayer online battle arena (Shabir, 2017). 

Mods: Modifications (Thomas et al., 2007). 

MTG: Modern Times Group (Ströh, 2017). 

MYM: Meet Your Makers (Taylor, 2012). 

N: Total size of the sample (Ethridge, 2015). 

n: A subgroup of the total sample. Particularly, the number of individuals who answered to a 

particular item (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017). 

N/A: Not applicable (Becker, 2017). 

NADA: Nationale Anti Doping Agentur (Stivers, 2017). 

NBA: National Basketball Association (Smith et al., 2017). 

NCAA: National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA, n.d.). 

NEES: Non-endemic esports sponsor. 

NFL: National Football League (Smith et al., 2017). 

NHL: National Hockey League (Winnan, 2016). 

No.: Number (American Psychological Association, 2010). 

PC: Personal Computer (Arabi, 2008). 

PEDs: Performance-enhancing drugs (Winnan, 2016). 

PR: Public relations (Lieberman & Esgate, 2014). 

Pro: Professional (Room, 2010). 

PSG: Paris Saint-Germain (Shabir, 2017). 

PUBG: PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds (NEES5). 

QDA: Qualitative Data Analysis (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 
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QUAL: Qualitative (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018). 

QUAN: Quantitative (Cohen et al., 2018). 

ROI: Return on investment (Arabi, 2008). 

RPG: Role-playing game (Schrier, 2016). 

RTS: Real-time strategy (Shabir, 2017). 

SAS: Statistical Analysis System (Neuman, 2014a). 

SB: Slightly beneficial. 

SD: Standard deviation (Ho, 2018). 

SH: Slightly harmful. 

SPSS: Statistical Package for the Social Sciences/Statistical Product and Service Solutions 

(Tavakoli, 2012). 

StA: Strongly agree. 

StD: Strongly disagree. 

SwA: Somewhat agree. 

SwD: Somewhat disagree. 

TAMS: Text Analysis Markup System (Ignatow & Mihalcea, 2017). 

TBS: Turner Broadcasting System (Mooney, 2018; Ströh, 2017). 

TOCRIA: Tourism and Creative Industries Academic Association (TOCRIA, n.d.). 

TSM: Team SoloMid (Winnan, 2016). 

TV: Television (Arabi, 2008). 

UBC: University of British Columbia (Shabir, 2017). 

UFC: Ultimate Fighting Championship (Wilson, 2017). 

UK: United Kingdom (Hollist, 2015). 

UKeSA: United Kingdom eSports Association (Hollist, 2015). 

URL: Uniform resource locator (Sylvester & Rennie, 2017). 

US: United States (Mattia, 2003). 

USA: United States of America (Mattia, 2003). 

VACS: Valve’s Anti-Cheat System (Ströh, 2017). 

VB: Very beneficial. 

VH: Very harmful. 

VR: Virtual reality (Ströh, 2017). 

WADA: World Anti-Doping Agency (Ströh, 2017). 

WCG: World Cyber Games (Donschen, 2010). 

WESA: World Esports Association (Shabir, 2017). 

WoW: World of WarCraft (EES7). 
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GLOSSARY 

 

4Es: Refers to the four elements of the consumer-perceived experience, and includes 

entertainment, esthetic, escapist, and educational experiences (Seo, 2013). 

Adoption process: A cognitive procedure that starts when the consumer becomes aware of a 

product and goes to a point where he becomes a regular user (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

Advertising slot: A brief and specific time frame in which an advertisement is shown (Business 

Dictionary, 2018). 

Analytic generalization: Refers to a thoroughly created theoretical proposition, statement, or 

theory. This generalization can present itself as a working hypothesis, a lesson learned, or a 

principle that is thought to be generalizable to other cases and situations (Yin, 2014). 

Balanced scale: Presents an equal number of negative and positive response categories (Sarstedt & 

Mooi, 2019). 

Bookmarker: Someone who holds the money of bettors (Collin, 2003) and pays the winners 

(Room, 2010). 

Brand alignment: Is related to efforts of integrating, harmonizing, and homogenizing the brand’s 

values, mission, vision, etc. across the entire company and market. The entire business of the 

company should be driven by the brand and the company should think of itself as a brand 

(Kapferer, 2008). 

Brand awareness: An individual’s capability to recall a brand (e.g. logo, trademark, symbol, etc.) 

and identify a brand with visual or acoustic aids (Burmann, Riley, Halaszovich, & Schade, 

2017; Keller, 2013; Lee & Jee, 2016). That is, brand awareness consists of both brand recall 

and brand recognition (Burmann et al., 2017; Keller, 2013). 

Brand equity: The additional or subtracting value that is applied in consumers’ minds when 

reacting to a product or marketing of a brand they know (Kotler, Armstrong, Harris, & He, 

2020). 

Brand experience: Is related to feelings, cognitions, sensations, and behavioural responses which 

are caused due to consumer exposure to particular brand stimuli that may come from the 

brand’s identity, design, communications, packaging, or environments (Brakus, Schmitt, & 

Zarantonello, 2009). That is, brand experience can be understood as what the consumer 

experiences as he interacts with a particular brand (Landa, 2011). 

Brand extension: Happens when a company extends their brand name to new types of products 

(Kotler et al., 2020). 

Brand image: How consumers perceive a specific brand (Kotler et al., 2020). 

Brand image transfer: Happens when the elements that we associate with something (e.g. a 

specific event or entity) are linked, in our minds, with a sponsor or brand (Amis & Cornwell, 

2005). 

Brand loyalty: A consumer’s positive attitudes and feelings towards a particular brand (Pride & 

Ferrell, 2016) which can manifest as an extremely high composition of affection and positive 

attitudes towards a brand and elevated levels of continuous and consistent purchases of the 

brand’s products (Marticotte, Arcand, & Baudry, 2016; Pride & Ferrell, 2016).  

Brand recall: A consumer’s ability to remember a specific brand name without any kind of help 

(Biscaia, Trail, Ross, & Yoshida, 2017). 

Brand recognition: The ability to remember a brand only when presented with some type of help 

or stimuli (Biscaia et al., 2017). 

Branding: The act and strategy of building a name and image for particular product or brand 

(Baker, 1998). 



578 

 

Categorical question: A question that splits an otherwise continuous spectrum of options into 

smaller, and more manageable, categories. For example, a question about annual income could 

be divided into: $19,999 or less, $20,000-$39,999, $40,000-$59,999, etc. (Stockemer, 2019). 

Closed-ended question: A question that asks participants to chose, from a set of options provided 

by the researcher (Babbie, 2013; Mooi, Sarstedt, & Mooi-Reci, 2018; Morling, 2018; 

Stockemer, 2019), the option that is best in sync with their thoughts or opinions (Morling, 

2018). 

Cognitive dissonance: Happens when, after a purchase, the consumer is satisfied with the benefits 

of the product he acquired but feels uneasy about the drawbacks of the chosen product and 

losing the benefits of the alternative products he did not acquire (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 

Cognitive flexibility: Is related to the ability to use different mental frameworks and thinking 

strategies. For instance, leaders with good cognitive flexibility are able to analyse an 

environment and identify any alterations that may happen, while also acquiring a holistic 

understanding of the situation, and develop several strategies to deal with any situation that 

may occur (Calarco & Gurvis, 2006). 

Construct validity: It is the most important type of validity (Cohen et al., 2018). It refers to the 

degree to which one or more data collection tools are able to accurately measure the construct 

that is being analysed (Tavakoli, 2012; Zedeck, 2014) and how valid the inferences that will be 

drawn are (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Contingency question: Questions that are dependent on the participants’ response to the filter 

question (Cohen et al., 2018). They are intended to be answered only by the participants who 

provide a particular answer to the filter question (Babbie, 2013). 

Contrived study setting: Research in contrived settings seeks to create an artificial research 

scenario or situation (Frauendorf, 2006). 

Convergent-parallel mixed methods with equivalent status: In this method, qualitative and 

quantitative data are collected independently and in parallel with each other in a single phase. 

That is, both data are collected at the same time, which gives birth to two different databases 

(Patten & Newhart, 2018). In the next stage, each database is analysed separately (Edmonds & 

Kennedy, 2017) and, afterwards, both databases are compared to analyse the existence of 

converging or diverging evidence (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Since it is an equivalent status 

approach, both qualitative and quantitative data had the same importance when analysing the 

validity of the hypotheses (Walliman, 2018). 

Cosplaying: Refers to individuals dressing up as characters from the games (Pitkänen, 2015). 

Cost per mile (CPM): Also known as cost per thousand, it refers to the average cost that a 

company pays for an advertisement to be viewed or clicked by one thousand people (Garris & 

Mishra, 2015). 

Covert stance: The investigator conducts a study as a secret researcher, meaning that the 

individuals under study are unaware that he is analysing them (Berg, 2001). 

Cross-sectional time horizon: Focuses on collecting data at a single point in time (Stockemer, 

2019). Information is collected just once (Leavy, 2017), and the resulting data provides a 

snapshot (Cohen et al., 2018), a representation (Mills et al., 2010), a static description, a 

picture per se, of how the object of study is at that particular (Tavakoli, 2012) frozen moment 

in time (Babbie, 2013, 2014). 

Data collection tool: Refers to the instrument and strategies that are used in the data collection 

phase (Babbie, 2013). 

Demographic questions: Are used to assess the characteristics of the sample, like education, 

income, occupation, marital status, gender, age, etc. (Bordens & Abbott, 2018). 
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Descriptive purpose: Aims to observe events and situations and then describe them. Specifically, 

what, how, when, and where particular things happen (Babbie, 2014). 

Developer: Generally less financially capable firms than publishers. Only develop games and leave 

the remaining tasks (e.g. publishing, promotion, and distribution) for publishers (Novak & 

Levy, 2008). 

Dichotomous question: A closed-ended question where participants can only select one of two 

options. For example, participants must choose between “yes” or “no”, or between “male” or 

“female” (Stockemer, 2019). 

Double-barreled question: Asks for just one answer but contains more than a one question 

(Babbie, 2014). 

Double-edged sword: Something that is both beneficial and harmful. 

Employer branding: Brand image is often more connected to how people perceive the brand from 

a consumer perspective and employer branding is more connected with how people perceive 

the company from an employee (or possible employee) standpoint. In short, employer 

branding is related to the reputation and image of the brand as an employer and as a place to 

work (Barrow & Mosley, 2005). 

Endemic sponsor: Sponsors with a direct or indirect connection to the sponsored party. Their 

products are needed and used by the sponsored party, thus these sponsors tend to act as product 

suppliers. In the case of esports, this includes manufactures of computer-related hardware, 

software, peripherals, and equipment (Ströh, 2017). 

Equidistant scale: A scale whose response options are labelled in such a way that each option is 

equally distanced from one another and across the entire spectrum of response options 

(DeVellis, 2017). 

Esports: Professionally organized videogame competitions (CGC Europe, 2015) where 

professional gamers (often dubbed pro-gamers or pro-players) compete against each other, in 

videogames, with the objective of winning money, prizes, prestige (Mooney, 2018), and 

championship titles (Newzoo, 2018b). 

Expert sampling: A common form of purposive sampling. In expert sampling, individuals who are 

experts or possess particular knowledge about the topic of interest are selected for the sample 

(Stockemer, 2019). They must have demonstrated or known expertise in the field of study 

(Kumar, 2014). 

Explanatory purpose: Aims to explain phenomena. Specifically, why particular things happen 

(Babbie, 2014). 

Exploratory purpose: Aims to examine relatively new areas and better understand a novel topic 

(Babbie, 2014). It seeks to investigate topics where there is little to no information (Cooper & 

Schindler, 2014; Kumar, 2014; Neuman, 2014b; Zedeck, 2014) and access to empirical data is 

very limited (Mills et al., 2010). 

External validity: It is related to generalizability. That is, how generalizable the results are to the 

larger population of interest (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). 

Filter question: Serves to analyse if a participant is apt to respond to a particular set of questions 

(Cohen et al., 2018). 

Flow: A very pleasurable mental state that comes from being highly absorbed into an experience or 

activity (Fransen, Rompay, & Muntinga, 2013). 

Forced-choice scale: A scale that does not contain the neutral option, which is usually placed in 

the middle of the response categories spectrum. The reason for this is to force participants to 

take a stance and choose either a negative or positive answer (Mooi et al., 2018). 

Free-choice scale: A scale that contains the neutral option (Mooi et al., 2018). 
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Game: “A form of recreation constituted by a set of rules that specify an object to be attained and 

the permissible means of attaining it” (Kelley, 2014, p. 40). 

Game literacy: The conjunction of skills learned from gaming (Newman, 2008). 

Gamification: Refers to the implementation of game design elements in non-gaming contexts. 

Some examples include: points, leaderboards, levels, and badges (Klevers, Sailer, & Günthner, 

2016). 

Gaming houses: Houses where members of pro-teams often reside together to train their gaming 

skills (Parkin, 2015). 

Grassroots: Low tier professional players and tournaments (MA2). 

Heterogeneous sampling: Also known as maximum variation sampling (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2016), it is a form of purposive sampling (Patten & Newhart, 2018). In this method, 

deliberate efforts are made to gather a heterogeneous sample (Christensen, Johnson, & Turner, 

2015). That is, units with verifiable different aspects are selected (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Intellectual property: A videogame franchise (Chao, 2017). 

Interviewer bias: When the interviewer influences the participants’ answers (Sarstedt & Mooi, 

2019). 

Investee branding: While brand image is often more connected to how people perceive the brand 

from a consumer perspective, employer branding is more connected with how people perceive 

the company from an employee (or possible employee) standpoint (Barrow & Mosley, 2005), 

investee branding is more linked with how people perceive the brand from an investor 

perspective (Cornwell, 2014). 

Killer games: Videogames that promote gamers’ aggressiveness and escapism. Some believe that 

these games make people lose their empathy for others and even train them for the army 

(Scholz, 2010a). 

Leverage: In sponsorships, leverage (or activation) is related to the additional funds that brands 

use beyond the payment of the sponsorship fee. This includes activities like efforts to market 

and promote the sponsorship and using integrated marketing to activate the sponsorship (Yang, 

Sparks, & Li, 2008). 

Likert scale: Shows the level of agreement or disagreement that an individual has with a particular 

statement (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). In order to be considered a true Likert scale, a statement 

(Morling, 2018), in the form of a declarative sentence, must be presented (DeVellis, 2017). 

The scale must also contain multiple choices (Stockemer, 2019) that reflect different levels of 

agreement and disagreement with the aforementioned sentence (DeVellis, 2017). 

Linear-analytic structure: Also referred to as logico-deductive (Saunders et al., 2016), this is the 

standard and most common structure used by scientific articles in research journals (McLeod, 

2003; Mills et al., 2010; Yin, 2014). It usually follows the common format of: Presentation of 

the problem, review of the literature, description of the methodology, exposition of the 

collected data, analysis of the data, delivery of a set of conclusions, explanation the 

implications, and suggestions for further research (Yin, 2014). 

Literature review: The process by which a justified and detailed analysis and commentary is 

given about the merits and defects of a key corpus within a specific area of interest (Saunders 

et al., 2016). 

Livestream: Contrary to other online technologies, where the video must firstly be downloaded 

into the computer, streaming technology transmits data in a continuous flow, giving people 

immediate access to the video. In this context, live streaming allows viewers to watch the 

action in real-time (i.e. at the same time that it is happening in the real world; Mooney, 2018). 
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Longitudinal study time horizon: Collects data repeatedly over a period of time, from the same 

participants (Cohen et al., 2018), to analyse change or similarity over time (Patten & Newhart, 

2018). 

Manufacturer: A firm that designs and creates hardware (i.e. gaming platforms). These companies 

often possess their own game developers, which in this case are called first-party developers, 

because they develop games exclusively for that manufacturer’s hardware. Manufacturers have 

complete control over what games can be played on their systems (Novak & Levy, 2008). 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs: Human needs are hierarchically arranged. People try to satisfy the 

most important essential need first before trying to satisfy the second most important need and 

so on. From most to least important, these needs are: physiological, safety, social, esteem, and 

self-actualisation (Kotler et al., 2020). 

Match-fixing: When a match is already planned to have a specific pre-determined result to profit 

from gambling fraud (Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016). 

Mean: The average of total values. For example, the mean of the group of numbers 1, 5, 6, 48, and 

1000 is 212 (Ho, 2018). 

Median: It is the middle value of a group of numbers. In a group of seven numbers in ascending 

order, the median will be the fourth number. In a group of six numbers in ascending order, the 

median will be the average of the third and fourth numbers. For example, the median value of 

the group of numbers 1, 5, 6, 48, and 1000 is 6 and the median value of the group of numbers 

1, 5, 6, and 48 is 5.5 (Ho, 2018). 

Methodology: Refers to the framework of methods used during research (Silverman, 2017; Woolf 

& Silver, 2018). This is the second phase of research (Riazi, 2016) and its objective is to 

expose a detailed plan that describes how the research was conducted and what the researcher 

did during the study (Leavy, 2017). 

Methods: Are related to the individual techniques, tools (Silverman, 2017; Woolf & Silver, 2018), 

and processes (Woolf & Silver, 2018) used for collecting and analysing data (Silverman, 

2017). 

Mixed methods: They allow a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods to be employed 

during data collection, data analyses, and data interpretations (Mills et al., 2010). 

Mode: The most repeated value. For example, the mode of the group of numbers 1, 5, 5, 6, 48, 48, 

48, 48 and 1000 is 48 (Ho, 2018). 

Moderator: Refers to an individual who controls and moderates a subreddit or Discord server. 

They have the ability to delete any posts that they think do not belong in the subreddits or 

Discord servers (Winnan, 2016). 

Mods: The abbreviated form of modifications. It consists of amateur or professionally-created 

system files that alter aspects or the content of a videogame. These are usually created by 

consumers and not by the game developers (Thomas et al., 2007). 

Multiple-case study: While single-case studies address one case, a multiple-case study covers two 

or more cases (Yin, 2014). Case studies are intensive analysis of real-word issues in their 

natural contexts (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017) that gather various different types of data 

(Zedeck, 2014). 

N: Size of the total sample (Ethridge, 2015). 

n: A subgroup of the total sample. Particularly, the number of individuals who answered to a 

particular item (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017). 

Non-contrived study setting: Studies in non-contrived settings are conducted in a natural 

environment, where everything proceeds as normal (Frauendorf, 2006; Sekaran & Bougie, 

2016). 
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Non-endemic sponsor: Sponsors with no direct or indirect connection with the sponsored party. 

These companies’ support is mostly financial. In the case of esports sponsors, some examples 

include insurances and banks (Ströh, 2017). 

Non-structured questionnaire: There is no predefined question order and the researcher can ask 

new questions based on what the participants answers (Rwegoshora, 2014). 

Nonprobability sampling: Also known as non-random sampling (Saunders et al., 2016) or non-

epsem (Coolican, 2014), it does not rely on probability theory (Kumar, 2014), it is based on the 

researcher’s pre-established criteria (Tavakoli, 2012). Here, the researcher himself targets and 

selects the particular sample of interest under the complete knowledge that the research will 

not provide a representation of the wider population, just a representation of the cases under 

study (Cohen et al., 2018). This means that nonprobability samples are not randomly selected 

(Burns & Burns, 2008) and the probability of a unit being included into the sample is unknown 

(Tavakoli, 2012). 

NVivo: A qualitative data analysis software (Frey, 2018; Riazi, 2016) that was specially designed 

to work with large amounts of qualitative data (Ograjenšek, 2016; Silverman, 2017). 

Offline tournament: Esports tournaments where players meet at a specific real-world physical 

location (e.g. arena, venue, stadium, lobby, etc.) in order to compete. These tend to be the most 

prestigious esports tournaments and to offer large prize pools (Ströh, 2017). 

Online tournament: Esports tournament where players do not meet at a real physical location to 

compete. Instead, they compete from their individual geographical locations through an 

internet connection. These tend to be minor tournaments with low prize pools (Ströh, 2017). 

Open-ended question: Does not restrict respondents as they provide little to no structure regarding 

how to answer (Mooi et al., 2018). Usually, the participant provides his own answer, in his 

own way, and with his own words (Stockemer, 2019). 

Opportunity cost: Refers to when an investor chooses an option that proves to be less beneficial 

than another (Yang et al., 2008). 

Overt stance: The investigator presents himself as a researcher to the individuals he will be 

analysing. Hence, the sample is aware that is being studies by that person (Berg, 2001). 

Parallel thinking: Refers to the ability of a group of individuals to think together, with both 

looking at positives and negatives together. No one is driven by ego or acts as a separatist. 

Everyone acts in harmony (Jasmuheen, 2007). 

Population: Also called universe (Zedeck, 2014), it refers to the entire conglomeration of a 

specific, clearly delineated (Mooi et al., 2018; Riazi, 2016), and complete group of units 

(Reddy, 2015; Zedeck, 2014) that is of interest to the research (Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Mooi 

et al., 2018; Morling, 2018). In other words, a population can be described as the whole set 

(Morling, 2018), the total mass of units being studied (Darian-Smith & McCarty, 2017). 

Probability sampling: Also known as representative sampling (Saunders et al., 2016). Here, all 

the units of the population have the same chance of being included into the sample (Riazi, 

2016). This is because the units are randomly selected (Babbie, 2013; Lavrakas, 2008; Riazi, 

2016) and each one possesses a known and nonzero chance of being included into the sample 

(Babbie, 2013; Lavrakas, 2008; Zedeck, 2014). 

Product trial: Happens when brands give people the chance to try their products. It can also mean 

the simple demonstration of a product’s excellence to potential customers instead of inducing 

people to personally test it (Crompton, 1994). 

Publisher: Responsible for developing, publishing, promoting, and distributing videogames 

(Novak & Levy, 2008). 
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Purposive sampling: Also known as judgemental sampling (Patten & Newhart, 2018), or 

judgment sampling (Frey, 2018), it is used when the researcher personally selects which cases 

will be included in the study (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Qualitative data: It is presented as words and subjected to non-statistical analyses (Saunders et al., 

2016). It is a non-numerical form of data (Walliman, 2018) that is not presented in terms of 

values (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). It can take the form of texts (Patten & Newhart, 2018), audio, 

pictures (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019), images, videos, etc. (Saunders et al., 2016). It favours data 

collection tools that are able to capture the entire complexity of the object of study with rich 

descriptions (Patten & Newhart, 2018), like open-ended interviews (Yin, 2014). 

Quantitative data: It is presented as numbers and subjected to statistical analyses (Saunders et al., 

2016). It favours data collection tools whose resulting data can easily be translated into 

numbers, like closed-ended questionnaires (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

Quota sampling: Here, units are selected based on particular characteristics so that the sample will 

possess the same distribution of characteristics of the population that is being studied. This 

requires the existence of a matrix that describes the characteristics of the population of interest. 

The characteristics that are necessary for the research vary from study to study. While some 

may only require to know the percentage of males and females, other studies may require to 

know what portion from these males and females fall into various categories, like ethnic 

groups, educational levels, etc. (Babbie, 2013). 

Reach: The amount of people exposed to the sponsorship (Tsiotsou, 2011). 

Relevant-added value: In the sponsoring environment, providing relevant-added refers to going 

beyond simple media exposure activities, like plain logo placements, and actually providing 

the target audience with content (related to the sponsored industry) that is of interest to them 

and improves their experience (Ströh, 2017). 

Reliability: Refers to how dependable, consistent, and replicable a study is through time or over 

different respondents or instruments (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Return on investment: A measurement of how productive a marketing investment was. This is 

calculated by dividing the marketing profits by the marketing expenses (Kotler & Armstrong, 

2018). 

Sample: It is fraction of a whole (Walliman, 2018; Zedeck, 2014). It is small portion that is chosen 

from a wider population in order to be analysed (Bordens & Abbott, 2018; Riazi, 2016; 

Saunders et al., 2016; Zedeck, 2014). Specifically, it refers to the number of people selected 

from a population, which will be analysed with the objective of generating data about them 

(Leavy, 2017). 

Sample size: Regarding sample size, this refers to the number of people (i.e. units) that participated 

in a research (Frey, 2018; Siebert & Siebert, 2018) and is commonly referred to as N (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018). 

Sampling: The process by which units of observation are selected from a particular population in 

order to be studied (Babbie, 2013; Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019; Walliman, 2018). 

Self-administration: The participants are the ones who read and fill-out the questionnaire, not the 

researcher (Babbie, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018). 

Self-recruitment: In self-recruitment online surveys, a link to the survey is placed on digital 

platforms and the individuals who wish to participate can click on the link to fill it out. This 

method differs from other administration tactics in the sense that the researcher is not directly 

approaching each individual person. A link is placed on a digital platform where the 

population of interest is likely to reside, no one is directly approached, and only those who 

read the participation request and wish to participate will fill out the survey (Couper & 

Bosnjak, 2010). 
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Serotonin syndrome: A set of symptoms (like agitation, tremor, and shivering) that can happen 

after the intake of serotonin (Ferri, 2016). 

Skin gambling: Wagering of in-game items (Teichert, Gainsbury, & Mühlbach, 2017). 

Social artefact: Refers to anything that is created by social beings. Some examples include: 

paintings, poems, books, buildings, automobiles, etc. (Babbie, 2013). 

Sponsor: “Any corporation or other legal entity providing financial or other sponsorship support” 

(International Chamber of Commerce, 2011, p. 22). 

Sponsor congruence: Also known as match or fit (Dardis, 2009), it refers to the consumer’s 

evaluation of how well the sponsor and the sponsored party fit (Johnston & Paulsen, 2011). 

Congruence exists when there is a resemblance between the sponsor and the sponsored party 

(Smith, 2008). 

Sponsor incongruence: Happens when the consumer perceives a negative fit between the sponsor 

and the sponsored party (Johnston & Paulsen, 2011). 

Sponsored party: “Any individual or other legal entity owning the relevant rights in the 

sponsorship property and receiving direct or indirect support from a sponsor in relation to the 

sponsorship property” (International Chamber of Commerce, 2011, p. 23). 

Sponsorship: “Any commercial agreement by which a sponsor, for the mutual benefit of the 

sponsor and sponsored party, contractually provides financing or other support in order to 

establish an association between the sponsor’s image, brands or products and a sponsorship 

property, in return for rights to promote this association and/or for the granting of certain 

agreed direct or indirect benefits” (International Chamber of Commerce, 2011, p. 22). 

Spot fixing: Deliberately underperforming (or manipulating) in a specific part of the match in 

order to profit from gambling fraud (Esports Integrity Coalition, 2016). 

SPSS: A software for quantitative data analysis (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019) specialized in managing 

(Stockemer, 2019) and performing statistical analyses (Cronk, 2018). 

Standard deviation (SD): On average, it shows the value that roughly 68% of the sample will be 

above and below the Mean value (Ho, 2018). 

Statistical generalization: It straightforwardly claims that the findings from a (large) sample are 

applicable and generalizable to the population from which the study sample belongs. These 

statistical generalizations are based on statistical analyses and inferences (Yin, 2014). 

Storytelling: Also referred as content marketing (Pulizzi, 2012) or narrative (Denning, 2006), it 

can be perceived as a creative advertising and branding strategy where stories are used to 

strengthen the brands relations with customers and to stimulate brand loyalty (Trigoni, 2016). 

Streisand effect: Any attempt to hide or ban something will tend to generate even more publicity 

with a greater reach (Winnan, 2016). 

Structured questionnaire: Presents concrete and definitive questions, which have been prepared 

before the data collection process began. The type of questionnaire and order of questions is 

also decided way before collecting empirical data (Rwegoshora, 2014). 

Swatting: Most commonly happens when someone who knows the address of a person who is 

streaming a playing session calls the police or an emergency number and gives a false report 

stating that a crime (e.g. bomb threat or murder) has happened at that particular address, which 

results in the police or a SWAT team raiding the streamer’s house (Gard & Gard, 2017). 

Termination cost: Refers to the cost of ending a sponsorship. A sponsorship should only be 

terminated if the costs of continuation outweigh the costs of termination. However, aspects like 

financial uncertainty may also lead to sponsorship termination (Yang et al., 2008). 
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Tetris effect: Happens when an individual is exposed to a long, repetitive and pattern-based 

activity which starts affecting and shaping his imagination and thoughts. Severe cases include 

seeing coloured shapes falling in your peripheral vision after playing too much Candy Crush 

Saga, Bejeweled, or Tetris (Ackerman, 2016). 

The model of the magic triangle of sports: Proposed by Bruhn in the 1980s, it describes the 

relation between the sport, the media, and the industry (i.e. the brands interested in that 

specific sport), with the audience as the central component. The more these three components 

cooperate and efficiently interact (i.e. sport, media, and industry), the more revenue will be 

generated from fans and commercial partners (Ströh, 2017). 

Triangulation: A triangulation design, also called a parallel-databases design or convergence 

model, makes use of more than one type of data, to cross-check if the findings from one 

particular method corroborate with those of another method (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). 

This method is commonly used in mixed-methods approaches and in case studies (Hesse-

Biber, 2017). 

Unbalanced scale: Presents an unequal number of negative and positive response categories 

(Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). 

Unit: The unit is the most basic level or element from which data is being collected (Patten & 

Newhart, 2018) and analysed (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2019). The unit can be either a living or a 

non-living entity (Hesse-Biber, 2017). Units cannot be abstractions, like arguments, 

hypotheses, or claims. They must be real-world phenomena, with concrete manifestations 

(Yin, 2014). For example, the: individual, group of people, institution, program (Hesse-Biber, 

2017), organization, family, etc. (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

Unit of analysis: It is related to whom or what is being studied (Babbie, 2013). It refers to “the 

units about which information is collected” (Adler & Clark, 2011, p. 368). 

Unit of observation: Refers to the level from which data will be collected (Guest, Namey, & 

Mitchell, 2013). That is, while the unit of analysis refers to who or what is being studied, the 

unit of observation refers to the unit (or units) from which empirical data is collected 

(D’Allura, 2016). 

Valid %: Percentage of individuals who answered (Ho, 2018). 

Validity: Validation happens when it is verified that the collected data, as well as the analysis and 

interpretation processes, are valid, credible, and authentic (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Videogame: All computer-based software focused on entertainment that make use of an electronic 

platform and involve at least one player (Newman, 2004). 
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APPENDIX 1 – QUESTIONNAIRE FOR ENDEMIC AND NON-ENDEMIC SPONSORS 

(SAMPLE 1) 
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APPENDIX 2 – QUESTIONNAIRE FOR MARKETING AGENCIES (SAMPLE 1) 
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APPENDIX 3 – VERBATIM TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEWS WITH ESPORTS 

SPONSORSHIP EXPERTS (SAMPLE 1; CATEGORIZED ON NVIVO 10) 
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Appendix 3.1. EES1 interview transcript 
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Appendix 3.2. EES2 interview transcript 
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Appendix 3.3. EES3 interview transcript 
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Appendix 3.4. EES4 interview transcript 
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Appendix 3.5. EES5 interview transcript 
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APPENDIX 4 – CLOSED-ENDED ANSWERS FROM ESPORTS SPONSORSHIP EXPERTS 

(SAMPLE 1; SUMMARIZED ON SPSS 25) 
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Table 81 

SPSS (Sample 1): Number of experts that answered each item of the questionnaire 

 

Esports are 
cheaper to 

sponsor than 
regular sports 

Sponsoring 
esports leads to 
increased brand 

awareness 

Sponsoring esports 
leads to an 

improved brand 
image 

Sponsoring 
esports leads to 
increased sales 

Sponsoring 
esports is a 
sustainable 
investment 

N Valid 22 22 22 22 22 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 
 

 

The negative 
public view on 

videogames is a 
risk to esports 

sponsors 

Disreputable 
behaviour and 

corruption are a 
risk to esports 

sponsors 

The problems 
associated with 

the infancy of the 
esports industry 

are a risk to 
esports sponsors 

When a 
videogame 

launches, it tends 
to lose its 

popularity fairly 
quickly. This is a 

risk to esports 
sponsors 

Poor performance 
is a risk to esports 

sponsors 

N Valid 22 22 22 22 22 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 
 

 

Esports sponsors 
should acquire 

esports expertise 
prior to starting an 

esports 
sponsorship 

Because the costs 
of sponsoring 
esports are 

increasing, brands 
should start 
sponsoring 

esports as soon 
as possible 

When sponsoring 
esports, sponsors 

should create 
relevant-added 

value and develop 
sustainable 
marketing 
strategies 

The most 
beneficial party to 

sponsor is 
professional 

players/teams 

The most 
beneficial party to 

sponsor is 
commentators 

N Valid 22 22 22 22 22 

Missing 0 0 0 0 0 
 

 

The most beneficial 
party to sponsor is 

tournaments/leagues 

The most beneficial 
party to sponsor is 

videogames 

Esports sponsors 
should strive to be the 
main sponsors of the 
player/team/comment
ator/tournament/video

game that they are 
sponsoring 

Esports sponsors 
should avoid over-

advertising 

N Valid 22 22 22 22 

Missing 0 0 0 0 

 

Table 82 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q1 Esports are cheaper to sponsor than regular sports 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 6 27.3 27.3  

Disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Somewhat agree 8 36.4 36.4  

Somewhat disagree 3 13.6 13.6  

Strongly agree 4 18.2 18.2  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 83 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q3 Sponsoring esports leads to increased brand awareness 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 10 45.5 45.5  

Somewhat agree 4 18.2 18.2  

Strongly agree 8 36.4 36.4  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 84 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q5 Sponsoring esports leads to an improved brand image 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 9 40.9 40.9  

Somewhat agree 9 40.9 40.9  

Strongly agree 4 18.2 18.2  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  
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Table 85 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q7 Sponsoring esports leads to increased sales 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 6 27.3 27.3  

Disagree 4 18.2 18.2  

Somewhat agree 9 40.9 40.9  

Somewhat disagree 2 9.1 9.1  

Strongly agree 1 4.5 4.5  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 86 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q9 Sponsoring esports is a sustainable investment 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 10 45.5 45.5  

Disagree 2 9.1 9.1  

Somewhat agree 6 27.3 27.3  

Somewhat disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Strongly agree 3 13.6 13.6  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 87 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q12 The negative public view on videogames is a risk to esports sponsors 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 6 27.3 27.3  

Disagree 9 40.9 40.9  

Somewhat agree 5 22.7 22.7  

Somewhat disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Strongly disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 88 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q14 Disreputable behaviour and corruption are a risk to esports sponsors 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 4 18.2 18.2  

Disagree 4 18.2 18.2  

Somewhat agree 4 18.2 18.2  

Somewhat disagree 4 18.2 18.2  

Strongly agree 5 22.7 22.7  

Strongly disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 89 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q16 The problems associated with the infancy of the esports industry are a 

risk to esports sponsors 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 6 27.3 27.3  

Disagree 3 13.6 13.6  

Somewhat agree 8 36.4 36.4  

Somewhat disagree 2 9.1 9.1  

Strongly disagree 3 13.6 13.6  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



843 

 

Table 90 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q18 The fast drop in popularity of each videogame title is a risk to esports 

sponsors 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 6 27.3 27.3  

Disagree 5 22.7 22.7  

Somewhat agree 3 13.6 13.6  

Somewhat disagree 4 18.2 18.2  

Strongly agree 1 4.5 4.5  

Strongly disagree 3 13.6 13.6  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 91 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q20 Poor performance is a risk to esports sponsors 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 9 40.9 40.9  

Disagree 5 22.7 22.7  

Somewhat agree 2 9.1 9.1  

Strongly agree 6 27.3 27.3  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 92 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q23 Esports sponsors should acquire esports expertise prior to starting an 

esports sponsorship 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 3 13.6 13.6  

Disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Somewhat agree 1 4.5 4.5  

Strongly agree 17 77.3 77.3  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 93 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q25 Because the costs of sponsoring esports are increasing, brands should 

start sponsoring esports as soon as possible 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 5 22.7 22.7  

Disagree 6 27.3 27.3  

Somewhat agree 5 22.7 22.7  

Somewhat disagree 2 9.1 9.1  

Strongly agree 3 13.6 13.6  

Strongly disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 94 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q27 When sponsoring esports, sponsors should create relevant-added value 

and develop sustainable marketing strategies 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 5 22.7 22.7  

Strongly agree 17 77.3 77.3  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  
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Table 95 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q29 Esports sponsors should strive to be the main sponsors of the 

player/team/commentator/tournament/videogame that they are sponsoring 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 4 18.2 18.2  

Disagree 4 18.2 18.2  

Somewhat agree 7 31.8 31.8  

Somewhat disagree 7 31.8 31.8  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 96 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q31 Esports sponsors should avoid over-advertising 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Agree 14 63.6 63.6  

Disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Somewhat agree 1 4.5 4.5  

Somewhat disagree 1 4.5 4.5  

Strongly agree 5 22.7 22.7  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 97 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q33 The most beneficial party to sponsor is professional players/teams 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Beneficial 7 31.8 31.8  

Slightly beneficial 4 18.2 18.2  

Very beneficial 11 50.0 50.0  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 98 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q33 The most beneficial party to sponsor is commentators 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Beneficial 3 13.6 13.6  

Harmful 3 13.6 13.6  

Slightly beneficial 8 36.4 36.4  

Slightly harmful 7 31.8 31.8  

Very beneficial 1 4.5 4.5  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 99 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q33 The most beneficial party to sponsor is tournaments/leagues 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Beneficial 10 45.5 45.5  

Slightly beneficial 6 27.3 27.3  

Very beneficial 6 27.3 27.3  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 100 

SPSS (Sample 1): Q33 The most beneficial party to sponsor is videogames 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Beneficial 4 18.2 18.2  

Harmful 3 13.6 13.6  

Slightly beneficial 6 27.3 27.3  

Slightly harmful 4 18.2 18.2  

Very beneficial 5 22.7 22.7  

Total 22 100.0 100.0  
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APPENDIX 6 – CLOSED-ENDED ANSWERS FROM ESPORTS FANS (SAMPLE 2; 

SUMMARIZED ON SPSS 25) 
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Table 101 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q1 Do you regularly watch and/or 

participate in esports? 
N Valid 6194 

Missing 0 

 

Table 102 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q1 Do you regularly watch and/or participate in esports? 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 5638 91.0 91.0  

No 556 9.0 9.0  

Total 6194 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 103 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q2 What is your opinion on the number of 

esports sponsors? 
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 104 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q2 What is your opinion on the number of esports sponsors? 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Fewer brands should sponsor 
esports 

236 4.2 4.2  

The current number of esports 
sponsors is ideal 

1635 29.0 29.0  

More brands should sponsor 
esports 

3767 66.8 66.8  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 105 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q3 Overall, what is your opinion on esports 

sponsors?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 106 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q3 Overall, what is your opinion on esports sponsors?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid I do not like them 62 1.1 1.1  

I do not like them, but I 
understand that they are 
necessary 

536 9.5 9.5  

I am indifferent to them 420 7.4 7.4  

I am indifferent to them, but I 
understand that they are 
necessary 

2280 40.4 40.4  

I like them 494 8.8 8.8  

I like them and I understand that 
they are necessary 

1846 32.7 32.7  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 107 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q4 Do you remember the name of any 

sponsor you saw in esports? 
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 
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Table 108 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q4 Do you remember the name of any sponsor you saw in esports? 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 4845 85.9 85.9  

No 793 14.1 14.1  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 109 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q6 How many brands did you write in the 

above question?  
N Valid 4845 

Missing 793 

Mean 4.54 

Median 4.00 

Mode 3 

Std. Deviation 3.222 

Variance 10.382 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 25 

 

Table 110 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q6 How many brands did you write in the above question?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid 1 698 12.4 14.4  

2 671 11.9 13.8  

3 856 15.2 17.7  

4 724 12.8 14.9  

5 523 9.3 10.8  

6 383 6.8 7.9  

7 263 4.7 5.4  

8 163 2.9 3.4  

9 111 2.0 2.3  

10 155 2.7 3.2  

11 109 1.9 2.2  

12 62 1.1 1.3  

13 37 .7 .8  

14 21 .4 .4  

15 19 .3 .4  

16 16 .3 .3  

17 14 .2 .3  

18 6 .1 .1  

19 5 .1 .1  

20 3 .1 .1  

21 1 .0 .0  

22 3 .1 .1  

23 1 .0 .0  

25 1 .0 .0  

Total 4845 85.9 100.0  

Missing 0 793 14.1   

Total 5638 100.0   

 

Table 111 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q7 Is there any brand that you started liking 

more because they sponsor esports?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 
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Table 112 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q7 Is there any brand that you started liking more because they sponsor 

esports?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 1834 32.5 32.5  

No 3804 67.5 67.5  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 113 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q9 How many brands did you write in the 

above question?  
N Valid 1834 

Missing 3804 

Mean 1.80 

Median 1.00 

Mode 1 

Std. Deviation 1.384 

Variance 1.915 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 16 

 

Table 114 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q9 How many brands did you write in the above question?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid 1 1069 19.0 58.3  

2 418 7.4 22.8  

3 193 3.4 10.5  

4 81 1.4 4.4  

5 33 .6 1.8  

6 12 .2 .7  

7 9 .2 .5  

8 4 .1 .2  

9 4 .1 .2  

10 6 .1 .3  

11 3 .1 .2  

13 1 .0 .1  

16 1 .0 .1  

Total 1834 32.5 100.0  

Missing 0 3804 67.5   

Total 5638 100.0   

 

Table 115 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q10. Have you bought something from an 

esports sponsor?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 116 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q10. Have you bought something from an esports sponsor?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 2235 39.6 39.6  

No 3403 60.4 60.4  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  
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Table 117 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q11 How many products have you bought 

from esports sponsors?  
N Valid 2235 

Missing 3403 

Mean 4.20 

Median 3.00 

Mode 1 

Std. Deviation 4.657 

Variance 21.691 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 30 

 

Table 118 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q11 How many products have you bought from esports sponsors?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid 1 536 9.5 24.0  

2 523 9.3 23.4  

3 388 6.9 17.4  

4 218 3.9 9.8  

5 178 3.2 8.0  

6 74 1.3 3.3  

7 42 .7 1.9  

8 19 .3 .9  

9 6 .1 .3  

10 30 .5 1.3  

11 28 .5 1.3  

12 30 .5 1.3  

13 20 .4 .9  

14 15 .3 .7  

15 24 .4 1.1  

16 20 .4 .9  

17 9 .2 .4  

18 7 .1 .3  

19 3 .1 .1  

20 17 .3 .8  

21 14 .2 .6  

22 6 .1 .3  

23 8 .1 .4  

24 3 .1 .1  

25 11 .2 .5  

27 1 .0 .0  

28 1 .0 .0  

30 4 .1 .2  

Total 2235 39.6 100.0  

Missing System 3403 60.4   

Total 5638 100.0   

 

Table 119 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q12 Over time, my interest in esports has 

been 
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 120 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q12 Over time, my interest in esports has been 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Decreasing 653 11.6 11.6  

The same 1674 29.7 29.7  

Increasing 3311 58.7 58.7  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  
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Table 121 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q13 Do you think society still has a negative 

perception of videogames?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 122 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q13 Do you think society still has a negative perception of videogames?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes, most people have negative 
views on videogames 

1615 28.6 28.6  

Yes, some people have negative 
views on videogames 

3779 67.0 67.0  

No 244 4.3 4.3  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 123 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q14 Has society’s negative view on 

videogames ever led you to hide your interest for esports? 
N Valid 5394 

Missing 244 

 

Table 124 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q14 Has society’s negative view on videogames ever led you to hide your 

interest for esports? 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes, always 438 7.8 8.1  

Yes, sometimes 2593 46.0 48.1  

No 2363 41.9 43.8  

Total 5394 95.7 100.0  

Missing  244 4.3   

Total 5638 100.0   

 

Table 125 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q15 Has any sort of disreputable behaviour 

ever made you dislike an esports sponsor?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 126 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q15 Has any sort of disreputable behaviour ever made you dislike an esports 

sponsor?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 1827 32.4 32.4  

No 3811 67.6 67.6  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 127 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q16 What type of disreputable behaviour 

made you dislike that sponsor? (Select all that apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P3Q16_MRQ_Set 1827 32.4% 3811 67.6% 5638 100.0% 
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Table 128 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q16 What type of disreputable behaviour made you dislike that sponsor? 

(Select all that apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P3Q16_MRQ_Set Corruption (for example: 
exploitation; not honoring 
payments; etc.) 

1408 29.9% 77.1% 

Toxic behaviour 757 16.1% 41.4% 

Sexism and/or lack of female pro-
players 

424 9.0% 23.2% 

Illegal and unregulated gambling 
(for example: promoting 
underage gambling; etc.) 

733 15.5% 40.1% 

Match-fixing 518 11.0% 28.4% 

Cheating and/or cyberattacks 417 8.8% 22.8% 

Doping (for instance, pro-players 
engaging in doping; sponsor 
promoting drugs; etc.) 

191 4.1% 10.5% 

Other 266 5.6% 14.6% 

Total 4714 100.0% 258.0% 

 

Table 129 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q17 Do you think that the esports industry 

has problems to solve?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 130 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q17 Do you think that the esports industry has problems to solve?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 5438 96.5 96.5  

No 200 3.5 3.5  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 131 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q18 What are the main problems of the 

esports industry? (Select all that apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P3Q18_MRQ_Set 5438 96.5% 200 3.5% 5638 100.0% 
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Table 132 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q18 What are the main problems of the esports industry? (Select all that 

apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P3Q18_MRQ_Set Lack of a main governing body 
(for example, FIFA largely 
governs football; FIBA largely 
controls Basketball; but no 
organization is governing 
esports) 

2281 13.4% 41.9% 

Lack of regulation 2010 11.8% 37.0% 

Lack of standardization (for 
example: different tournaments 
have different rules for the same 
videogames; etc.) 

2839 16.7% 52.2% 

Volatility (tournaments, pro-
players, teams, etc. disappear as 
quickly as they appeared) 

3527 20.7% 64.9% 

Dependence on sponsors 2192 12.9% 40.3% 

Lack of knowledge about the 
esports industry (sponsors still do 
not have enough knowledge 
about esports) 

3326 19.5% 61.2% 

Other 838 4.9% 15.4% 

Total 17013 100.0% 312.9% 

 

Table 133 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q19 Do you watch esports tournaments of 

videogames that were launched in 2014 or before?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 134 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q19 Do you watch esports tournaments of videogames that were launched in 

2014 or before?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 4357 77.3 77.3  

No 1281 22.7 22.7  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 135 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q20 What videogames (that were launched 

in 2014 or before) do you still watch in esports? (Select all that apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P3Q20_MRQ_Set 4357 77.3% 1281 22.7% 5638 100.0% 
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Table 136 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q20 What videogames (that were launched in 2014 or before) do you still 

watch in esports? (Select all that apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P3Q20_MRQ_Set Age of Empires II: The Forgotten 
(and older versions) 

205 1.6% 4.7% 

BlazBlue: Chrono Phantasma 
(and older versions) 

72 0.6% 1.7% 

Call of Duty: Ghosts (and older 
versions) 

204 1.6% 4.7% 

Clash of Clans 106 0.8% 2.4% 

Counter-Strike (all versions up to 
2014) 

2335 18.6% 53.6% 

CrossFire 16 0.1% 0.4% 

Dota (all versions up to 2014) 971 7.7% 22.3% 

Gears of War: Judgment (and 
older versions) 

37 0.3% 0.8% 

Guilty Gear Xrd -SIGN- (and 
older versions) 

98 0.8% 2.2% 

Halo (all versions up to 2014) 421 3.4% 9.7% 

Hearthstone 920 7.3% 21.1% 

Heroes of Newerth 36 0.3% 0.8% 

League of Legends 2067 16.5% 47.4% 

Mortal Kombat 9 (and older 
versions) 

133 1.1% 3.1% 

Pokémon Omega Ruby and 
Alpha Sapphire (and older 
versions) 

21 0.2% 0.5% 

Quake Live (and older versions) 26 0.2% 0.6% 

Skullgirls Encore (and older 
versions) 

111 0.9% 2.5% 

SMITE 271 2.2% 6.2% 

SoulCalibur V (and older 
versions) 

83 0.7% 1.9% 

StarCraft (all versions up to 2014) 958 7.6% 22.0% 

Super Smash Bros. for Wii U 
(and older versions) 

975 7.8% 22.4% 

Team Fortress 2 247 2.0% 5.7% 

Tekken 6 (and older versions) 184 1.5% 4.2% 

The King of Fighters XIII (and 
older versions) 

72 0.6% 1.7% 

Ultra Street Fighter IV (and older 
versions) 

227 1.8% 5.2% 

Vainglory 63 0.5% 1.4% 

WarCraft (all versions up to 2014) 391 3.1% 9.0% 

World of Tanks 130 1.0% 3.0% 

World of Warcraft 853 6.8% 19.6% 

Other 320 2.5% 7.3% 

Total 12553 100.0% 288.1% 

 

Table 137 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q21 What platforms do you use to watch 

esports? (Select all that apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P3Q21_MRQ_Set 5638 100.0% 0 0.0% 5638 100.0% 
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Table 138 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q21 What platforms do you use to watch esports? (Select all that apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P3Q21_MRQ_Set Facebook 145 1.3% 2.6% 

Mixer 458 4.2% 8.1% 

MLG.tv 192 1.7% 3.4% 

Television channels (for example, 
ESPN, BBC, TBS, etc.) 

438 4.0% 7.8% 

Twitch 5397 49.1% 95.7% 

YouTube 4167 37.9% 73.9% 

Other 203 1.8% 3.6% 

Total 11000 100.0% 195.1% 

 

Table 139 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q22 Have you seen any brands you thought 

should not be sponsoring esports?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 140 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q22 Have you seen any brands you thought should not be sponsoring esports?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 1018 18.1 18.1  

No 4620 81.9 81.9  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 141 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q23. What types of brands should not be 

sponsoring esports? (Select all that apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P3Q23_MRQ_Set 1018 18.1% 4620 81.9% 5638 100.0% 

 

Table 142 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q23. What types of brands should not be sponsoring esports? (Select all that 

apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P3Q23_MRQ_Set Adult brands 381 16.8% 37.4% 

Brands involved in disreputable 
behaviours and corruption 

590 26.0% 58.0% 

Brands that encourage unhealthy 
lifestyles (for example: energy 
drink brands, fast food brands, 
etc.) 

299 13.2% 29.4% 

Gambling brands 669 29.5% 65.7% 

All non-endemic brands (brands 
that are not related to 
videogames) 

222 9.8% 21.8% 

Other 107 4.7% 10.5% 

Total 2268 100.0% 222.8% 

 

Table 143 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q24 Do you think that esports sponsors need 

to better understand the esports industry?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 



871 

 

Table 144 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q24 Do you think that esports sponsors need to better understand the esports 

industry?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 2864 50.8 50.8  

Yes, but only endemic sponsors 
(brands related to esports) 

608 10.8 10.8  

Yes, but only non-endemic 
sponsors (brands not related to 
esports) 

1402 24.9 24.9  

No 764 13.6 13.6  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 145 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q25. How should esports sponsors improve 

their understanding of the esports industry? (Select all that apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P4Q25_MRQ_Set 4874 86.4% 764 13.6% 5638 100.0% 

 

Table 146 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q25. How should esports sponsors improve their understanding of the esports 

industry? (Select all that apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P4Q25_MRQ_Set Sponsors should study the 
esports market, the different 
communities, and the different 
videogames 

3732 35.5% 76.6% 

Sponsors should immerse 
themselves in the esports culture 
(for example, they should a 
create a section of the brand that 
is solely focused on, and always 
in direct contact with, esports) 

2900 27.6% 59.5% 

Sponsors should recruit esports 
experts 

2362 22.5% 48.5% 

Sponsors should see which of 
their employees are esports fans 
and let them manage the 
sponsorship 

1287 12.2% 26.4% 

Other 233 2.2% 4.8% 

Total 10514 100.0% 215.7% 

 

Table 147 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q26 Do you think esports sponsors should 

try to bring value to esports and improve the esports industry?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 
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Table 148 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q26 Do you think esports sponsors should try to bring value to esports and 

improve the esports industry?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes. Sponsors should try to bring 
value and improve the esports 
industry (for example, present 
more relevant advertisements 
and content for fans, support pro-
players, promote good practices, 
etc.) 

4800 85.1 85.1  

No. Besides the monetary 
exchange, they should only focus 
on advertising their brands 

838 14.9 14.9  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 149 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q27 What should esports sponsors do to 

bring value and improve the esports industry? (Select all that apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P4Q27_MRQ_Set 4800 85.1% 838 14.9% 5638 100.0% 

 

Table 150 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q27 What should esports sponsors do to bring value and improve the esports 

industry? (Select all that apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P4Q27_MRQ_Set Present fans with more 
interesting and esports-related 
advertisements 

2812 13.3% 58.6% 

Provide fans with interesting 
esports-related content (for 
example, interviews with 
proplayers, entertaining 
challenges, esports news and 
insights, etc.) 

3597 17.0% 74.9% 

Focus on the stories of pro-
players (for example, create 
videos showing the obstacles that 
each pro-player had to face) 

2387 11.3% 49.7% 

Support tournaments and pro-
players (this does not include the 
standard monetary exchange, it 
includes things like creating 
training facilities for pro-players, 
providing tournament organizers 
with places to organize their 
events, etc.) 

3708 17.6% 77.3% 

Perform product trial during 
esports tournaments 

1312 6.2% 27.3% 

Promote good practice and 
integrity 

3538 16.8% 73.7% 

Promote gaming’s acceptance 3615 17.1% 75.3% 

Other 129 0.6% 2.7% 

Total 21098 100.0% 439.5% 

 

Table 151 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q28 I prefer brands that sponsor 
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 
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Table 152 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q28 I prefer brands that sponsor 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Commentators 73 1.3 1.3  

Videogames 572 10.1 10.1  

Professional players and teams 3030 53.7 53.7  

Tournaments 1963 34.8 34.8  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 153 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q29 Do you prefer when a professional 

player/tournament is sponsored by a main brand or by multiple brands?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 154 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q29 Do you prefer when a professional player/tournament is sponsored by a 

main brand or by multiple brands?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid I prefer main sponsors 2282 40.5 40.5  

I prefer multiple sponsors 3356 59.5 59.5  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 155 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q30 Do you think there are too many 

advertisements in esports?  
N Valid 5638 

Missing 0 

 

Table 156 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q30 Do you think there are too many advertisements in esports?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Yes 932 16.5 16.5  

No 4706 83.5 83.5  

Total 5638 100.0 100.0  

 

Table 157 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q31 What is your gender?  
N Valid 5560 

Missing 78 

 

Table 158 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q31 What is your gender?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Female 407 7.2 7.3  

Male 5153 91.4 92.7  

Total 5560 98.6 100.0  

Missing  78 1.4   

Total 5638 100.0   
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Table 159 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q32 What is your age? 
N Valid 5412 

Missing 226 

Mean 23.05 

Median 22.00 

Mode 18 

Std. Deviation 6.062 

Variance 36.743 

Minimum 11 

Maximum 63 

 

Table 160 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q32 What is your age? 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid 11 3 .1 .1  

12 6 .1 .1  

13 35 .6 .6  

14 87 1.5 1.6  

15 182 3.2 3.4  

16 307 5.4 5.7  

17 289 5.1 5.3  

18 436 7.7 8.1  

19 370 6.6 6.8  

20 383 6.8 7.1  

21 373 6.6 6.9  

22 376 6.7 6.9  

23 361 6.4 6.7  

24 312 5.5 5.8  

25 312 5.5 5.8  

26 246 4.4 4.5  

27 236 4.2 4.4  

28 200 3.5 3.7  

29 162 2.9 3.0  

30 153 2.7 2.8  

31 115 2.0 2.1  

32 90 1.6 1.7  

33 60 1.1 1.1  

34 67 1.2 1.2  

35 56 1.0 1.0  

36 39 .7 .7  

37 30 .5 .6  

38 21 .4 .4  

39 21 .4 .4  

40 21 .4 .4  

41 13 .2 .2  

42 13 .2 .2  

43 3 .1 .1  

44 4 .1 .1  

45 5 .1 .1  

46 4 .1 .1  

47 4 .1 .1  

48 2 .0 .0  

49 2 .0 .0  

50 1 .0 .0  

51 1 .0 .0  

53 2 .0 .0  

55 1 .0 .0  

57 1 .0 .0  

58 2 .0 .0  

60 2 .0 .0  

61 1 .0 .0  

62 1 .0 .0  

63 1 .0 .0  

Total 5412 96.0 100.0  

Missing System 226 4.0   

Total 5638 100.0   
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Table 161 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q33 What is your marital status? 
N Valid 5510 

Missing 128 

 

Table 162 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q33 What is your marital status? 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Cohabiting (living together with 
loved one, but not married) 

932 16.5 16.9  

Divorced 33 .6 .6  

Married 480 8.5 8.7  

Single 4056 71.9 73.6  

Widowed 9 .2 .2  

Total 5510 97.7 100.0  

Missing  128 2.3   

Total 5638 100.0   

 

Table 163 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q34 What is the highest degree or level of 

school you have completed?  
N Valid 5497 

Missing 141 

 

Table 164 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q34 What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid 6th grade or less 11 .2 .2  

Bachelor degree/Degree 2332 41.4 42.4  

Between 7th and 12th grade 2178 38.6 39.6  

Master degree 525 9.3 9.6  

Other 345 6.1 6.3  

PhD/Doctor 90 1.6 1.6  

Post-doctorate 16 .3 .3  

Total 5497 97.5 100.0  

Missing  141 2.5   

Total 5638 100.0   

 

Table 165 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q35 What is your current employment 

status?  
N Valid 5527 

Missing 111 

 

Table 166 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q35 What is your current employment status?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Employed 2293 40.7 41.5  

Homemaker 40 .7 .7  

Other 133 2.4 2.4  

Retired 17 .3 .3  

Student 2720 48.2 49.2  

Unemployed 324 5.7 5.9  

Total 5527 98.0 100.0  

Missing  111 2.0   

Total 5638 100.0   
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Table 167 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q36 What is your current region?  
N Valid 5553 

Missing 85 

 

Table 168 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q36 What is your current region?  
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Valid Africa 32 .6 .6  

Asia 322 5.7 5.8  

Europe (includes Eastern and 
Western Europe) 

1860 33.0 33.5  

North America 3013 53.4 54.3  

Oceania 191 3.4 3.4  

South America 135 2.4 2.4  

Total 5553 98.5 100.0  

Missing  85 1.5   

Total 5638 100.0   

 

Table 169 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q37 What is your ethnicity? (Select all that 

apply) 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P5Q37_MRQ_Set 5477 97.1% 161 2.9% 5638 100.0% 

 

Table 170 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q37 What is your ethnicity? (Select all that apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P5Q37_MRQ_Set White 4255 70.1% 77.7% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 71 1.2% 1.3% 

Asian 824 13.6% 15.0% 

Black or African American 147 2.4% 2.7% 

Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin 421 6.9% 7.7% 

Middle Eastern or North African 116 1.9% 2.1% 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander 

38 0.6% 0.7% 

Other ethnicity 197 3.2% 3.6% 

Total 6069 100.0% 110.8% 

 

Table 171 

SPSS (Sample 2): Number of fans that answered to Q38 What esports videogames do you 

watch/participate in? (Select all that apply) 

 

 

Cases 
Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

$P5Q38_MRQ_Set 5630 99.9% 8 0.1% 5638 100.0% 
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Table 172 

SPSS (Sample 2): Q38 What esports videogames do you watch/participate in? (Select all that 

apply) 

 
Responses 

Percent of Cases N Percent 

$P5Q38_MRQ_Set Age of Empires (all versions) 356 1.4% 6.3% 

Apex Legends 1025 3.9% 18.2% 

Arena of Valor 38 0.1% 0.7% 

Battlefield (all versions) 402 1.5% 7.1% 

BlazBlue (all versions) 146 0.6% 2.6% 

Brawlhalla 186 0.7% 3.3% 

Call of Duty (all versions) 1014 3.8% 18.0% 

Clash of Clans 215 0.8% 3.8% 

Counter Strike (all versions) 2363 9.0% 42.0% 

CrossFire 19 0.1% 0.3% 

Dota (all versions) 907 3.4% 16.1% 

Dragon Ball FighterZ 288 1.1% 5.1% 

FIFA (all versions) 389 1.5% 6.9% 

Fortnite 998 3.8% 17.7% 

Gears of War (all versions) 124 0.5% 2.2% 

Guilty Gear (all versions) 160 0.6% 2.8% 

Gwent 137 0.5% 2.4% 

Halo (all versions) 550 2.1% 9.8% 

Hearthstone 952 3.6% 16.9% 

Heroes of Newerth 45 0.2% 0.8% 

Heroes of the Storm 284 1.1% 5.0% 

League of Legends 1966 7.5% 34.9% 

Madden NFL (all versions) 168 0.6% 3.0% 

Magic: The Gathering (all 
versions) 

589 2.2% 10.5% 

Mortal Kombat (all versions) 309 1.2% 5.5% 

Overwatch 2044 7.8% 36.3% 

Paladins 187 0.7% 3.3% 

PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds 697 2.6% 12.4% 

Pokémon (all versions) 893 3.4% 15.9% 

Quake (all versions) 204 0.8% 3.6% 

Rocket League 882 3.3% 15.7% 

Skullgirls (all versions) 128 0.5% 2.3% 

SMITE 257 1.0% 4.6% 

SoulCalibur (all versions) 154 0.6% 2.7% 

Splatoon (all versions) 163 0.6% 2.9% 

StarCraft (all versions) 867 3.3% 15.4% 

Street Fighter (all versions) 407 1.5% 7.2% 

Super Smash Bros. (all versions) 1500 5.7% 26.6% 

Team Fortress (all versions) 484 1.8% 8.6% 

TeamFight Tactics 422 1.6% 7.5% 

Tekken (all versions) 386 1.5% 6.9% 

The King of Fighters (all versions) 101 0.4% 1.8% 

Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six (all 
versions) 

953 3.6% 16.9% 

Vainglory 76 0.3% 1.3% 

WarCraft (all versions) 417 1.6% 7.4% 

World of Tanks 148 0.6% 2.6% 

World of Warcraft 879 3.3% 15.6% 

Other 473 1.8% 8.4% 

Total 26352 100.0% 468.1% 
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APPENDIX 7 – OPEN-ENDED ANSWERS FROM ESPORTS FANS (SAMPLE 2; 

CATEGORIZED ON NVIVO 10) 
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