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Abstract

This paper looks at the influence of economic sustainability on the Esports industry. Over the past decade, Esports has experienced significant growth due to various factors, including economic expansion and the COVID-19 pandemic, which facilitated the development of online leagues, leading to a perceived sense of industry sustainability. However, with investors withdrawing their support and significant organisations downsizing, several individuals have suffered adverse effects, creating an ‘Esports Winter’, a harsh environment in an oversaturated space. The research undertaken aims to look at the impact of this from a unique, industry-wide perspective whilst making comparisons to other media industries, such as sports.
This research, incorporating analytical and written data from a survey published widely online, demonstrates that while the Esports industry is currently unsustainable, those in the industry are determined to improve its longevity and sustainability. These beliefs are shown across fields of work, with individuals across industries giving varied responses to their beliefs in economic sustainability while providing personal insight into what they believe would solve this issue.
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“Imagination is the essence of discovery.” – Winston, Overwatch. (2016)
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[bookmark: _Toc166793307]Introduction
Player One—The Issue of Economic Sustainability in Esports is a crucial examination of the sustainability issues facing the Esports industry. Esports, a competitive gaming platform, relies on various elements such as players, broadcasting, and administration. The games encompass multiple genres, from MOBAs like League of Legends to first-person Shooters like VALORANT and mobile games like Mobile Legends Bang Bang. Depending on publisher support, revenue streams vary by game and are sustained through merchandise, sponsorships, and in-game transactions.

[bookmark: _Toc166520503]This research aims to highlight how economic sustainability has impacted the Esports industry on a broader scale by taking perspectives globally rather than looking at layoff solely as a measure of industry sustainability. Is Esports economically sustainable, and can it be made sustainable? The objectives are as follows: highlight industry issues beyond layoffs, look at how individuals are impacted by sustainability, and understand why individuals have these perspectives—using Fazio et al.’s notion of experience and how this reflects attitudes and behaviours. (Fazio, Zanna & Cooper, 1978) The research provides foresight into the esports industry and how actions in the sector reflect individual behaviours shaped by experience. 

 The effect of economic sustainability within Esports is a prominent issue, as some of the largest companies in games and esports have been producing mass layoffs in recent months, including PlayStation, Xbox, Riot, and ESL FACEIT Group. (Howley, 2024) Despite record profits for many larger organisations, these layoffs are a trend following the post-COVID-19 pandemic decline in Esports. (Campbell, 2023) The COVID-19 pandemic created a significant boom around Esports (Agrawal, Upadhyay, 2022), where organisations and investors overcompensated for a temporary growth effect due to increased viewership because of stay-at-home orders. (Goldman, Hedlund, 2020) This research focuses on Esports Sustainability and how it impacts individuals. The study aims to show individual beliefs while weighing out the impact on those on different continents, as their ecosystems are drastically different. Although there is a wide belief that Esports is not sustainable, the research also aims to show how many people also believe that Esports is sustainable. Now more than ever, this research is a way of allowing individuals to have a say on the outlook of the Esports industry beyond reports of layoffs. It reports the sector at various levels, from grassroots to international recognition, where grassroots is underrepresented in Esports, highlighted by ESL for its viability with the correct structure and funding. (ESL UK, 2020)

The dissertation takes a comprehensive view of Esports, providing a broad coverage of esports issues alongside detailed insights into the Esports industry through academic journals and primary research data. The paper introduces Esports sustainability, highlighting industry failings because of sustainability. The literature review includes relevant academic journals that look at financial sustainability in esports, such as Nyström et al., 2022. It also incorporates articles like Freitas, 2023 to substantiate the economic problems within Esports. The research methodology includes case studies, such as the layoffs by Microsoft, to demonstrate the contextual impact of these financial issues. (Warren, 2024) For this research, a survey was conducted online and distributed through social media, seeking individuals' perspectives on economic sustainability in Esports. The data utilises mixed methods, providing both statistical and sentiment-based insights into the individual belief of Esports sustainability. Primary data allows for direct responses on the long-term sustainability of esports and its impact on participants. This research will uncover significant relationships between issues such as regional vs international esports, given the global accessibility of the survey. It will also use qualitative data to validate the results derived from quantitative data.
[bookmark: _Toc166793308]What is Sustainability?
Nyström et al. highlight economic sustainability as an effective use of resources for economic growth. Esports has shown poor sustainability through recent layoffs; these include Activision Blizzard and Xbox, owned by Microsoft, which laid off 1,900 staff, amounting to roughly 8% of its gaming workforce. (Warren, 2024) These layoffs are despite Microsoft generating $56.2 billion in revenue, up 8 per cent in quarter 4 of 2023. (Warren, 2023) The layoffs highlight an industry-wide issue of poor practice, where companies have ineffectively used resources such as production staff. Beyond Esports, economic sustainability looks toward traditional businesses and how they operate. Greenwood et al. quantify how financial development impacts economic development; they highlight the value of intermediation in financial development as vital for economic growth. Greenwood also signifies the value of innovation in cultivating financial development and that without it, economies cannot expect to develop efficiently. (Greenwood, Sanchez & Wang, 2013) Rosenberg states that ‘innovative activity has been the most important component of long-term economic growth.’ (Rosenberg, 2006) Long-term economic growth is something yet to be seen with Esports due to its emergence primarily in the last decade.

Doane et al. accentuates that businesses should consider factors such as a company’s financial performance and influence on the broader economy when managing economic sustainability. (Doane, MacGillivray, 2001) These indicators can be measured financially through profits or tracked regarding a company’s offering of services. Within Esports, many companies offer similar services, so the saturation of roles in the ratio to work presented is often highly disproportionate. Consequently, over 180,000 staff within technology and games were laid off in the United States in 2023. (Lafray, 2023) Dr Kulman estimates that 0.0001% of gamers will reach a professional level, where it is their primary source of income. (Kulman, 2020) This oversaturation prevents many Esports players from achieving long-term economic sustainability, negatively impacting teams and their respective organisations. The Esports industry is homogenous rather than convergent.

Another significant issue within Esports is the lack of profit for most organisations. Profit drives economic growth within and beyond an organisation. (Hinton, 2020) However, many companies struggle to return a feasible profit to continue operations within Esports. (Bedingfield, 2023) The struggle to generate sufficient revenue is due to the current Esports model, unlike traditional sports such as football in the U.K. or American football in the United States, which use a subscription or pay-per-view model.

Esports is free to watch online. An estimated $25.57 billion in payments for sports streaming rights, such as the Super Bowl in 2023 in the U.S. alone. (Robson, 2023)  Meanwhile, in 2021, this statistic for Esports streaming revenue was a mere $25.1 million. (Newzoo, 2021), a 1080% difference. The pay-to-view model benefits traditional sports, as there is ample demand for these shows to be broadcast. Thus, viewers are willing to pay to experience them, as it provides them with the sport and a social experience to share with friends and work colleagues.

On the other hand, there is often a lack of shared social experience within Esports beyond in-person events. For games such as Pokémon, its Esports (Video Game, Trading Card Game, Pokémon GO and Pokémon Unite) operate directly under Nintendo and The Pokémon Company International, which limits aspects of sponsorship, such as players wearing sponsored kits on stage. (Play Pokémon, 2024)  However, by having a central model, Pokémon has created sustainable Esports by supporting global events in favour of decentralised tournaments, using merchandise and entry fees, and not having to pay licensing costs to a publisher for the rights to run an event.

An example of a pay-to-view Esports event is the 2012 Major League Gaming’s Winter Arena, which charged $20 for the high-quality, ad-free StarCraft 2 tournament. (Tassi, 2012) This event had 241,000 concurrent viewers; however, it had issues with stream quality, and the stream at multiple points went offline, leading to fans complaining that they had paid for the experience but left with little to be desired. While a mixed success, it creates a barrier to entry for those with less disposable income, whereas, in its infancy, Esports needs elevated levels of engagement to ensure investment. Similar models have been seen, such as League of Legends Esports Pro-View, designed in 2019 to give fans ‘greater control of their viewing experience’, allowing viewers to follow individual players and provide a synchronised multi-viewing experience. It was available in its European (LEC) and American (LCS) leagues. It costs $14.99 for the LCS Pro-View or €14.99 for the LEC Pro-View. The revenue was split between regional leagues and teams ‘to continue growing LoL Esports.’ (LoL Esports Staff, 2019) However, it closed in February 2022, with Riot Games citing that they ‘did not see a strong interest in Pro-View as a standalone subscription service.’  (LoL Esports Staff, 2022)

For Esports to be economically sustainable, organisations must opt for a more business-centric model to generate revenue and, more importantly, profit. Teams should aim to focus on a long-term set of targets. Although targets must be strategically chosen to benefit an organisation, they should also be in the interest of stakeholders. (Stringer, 2012) Communication across an organisation is integral to setting targets that respect all parties’ interests. Nielsen et al. highlight how communicating effectively amongst a team helps field development as a player beyond game skills such as aiming and knowledge of the games. (Nielsen, Hanghøj, 2019) In the long term, this may enable organisations in Esports to improve their revenue stream, leading to further economic growth and improving the financial sustainability of Esports. However, the average spending per Esports fan is $5.30 (Mercado, Varela & Mercado, 2024), yet an American Football fan is estimated to spend $732 throughout a season. (Horymski, 2023) It is worth considering that the market in Esports wildly varies in the UK compared to the United States or South Korea, so ventures in one region may thrive but fail in another. An example is the closure of all Belong Arenas in the US, which are continuing operations in the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland. (Sacco, 2023a)
[bookmark: _Toc166793309]The Esports Timeline
The growth timeline for Esports covers the critical points in Esports sustainability; these include Esports' growth, the COVID-19 Esports boom, the Decline in Esports, and The Esports Winter, displayed in Figure 1. [image: A timeline with colorful circles and text

Description automatically generated]
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 Each aspect of the timeline highlights a significant timeframe within esports that has impacted the overall outlook towards Esports economic sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc166793311]The Growth of Esports
T.L. Taylor’s ‘Raising the Stakes’ and T. Scholz’s ‘The Future of eSports’ support the growth of Esports. Scholz acknowledges the significance of the Esports industry's ‘volatility’. This is rooted in the structure of Esports organisations, such as teams, where a business model is needed that enable stakeholders to create a ‘profitable and sustainable business model. (Scholz, 2019)  However, T.L. Taylor challenged this from their viewpoint on the ESL model, which is ‘deeply linked to a larger player community.’ (Taylor, 2012)  This model focuses on grassroots, intermediate, and professional play, giving a unique platform for lower-tier players to compete at a more suitable level. This growth model allowed ESL to grow exponentially at all levels as the oldest, still-functional esports organiser, having almost 23 years of experience. (ESL FACEIT Group, 2024) This can also be seen in FNATIC, one of the most recognisable teams in Esports due to their focus on competition, content creation and community. (Fnatic, 2024)
[bookmark: _Toc166793312]The COVID-19 Boom
The COVID-19 boom looks at the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Esports, particularly in broadcasting and employment. This is supported by Bousquet, J. & Ertz, M. 2021, "eSports: Historical Review, Current State, and Future Challenges”. Bousquet recognises that Esports will struggle due to a lack of recognition while facing image issues as an industry. These issues stem from popular titles being violent, gamers traditionally being socially isolated and disreputable sponsors. However, Bousquet concludes that despite structural issues, growth within the Esports industry will likely continue to grow but may interweave more with traditional sports.  (Bousquet, Ertz, 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc166793313]The Decline in Esports 
The COVID-19 boom followed the decline in Esports, which shows its declining state following the COVID-19 pandemic. Nyström’s "Current issues of sustainability in Esports" provides evidence of why Esports declined. Nyström explains that economic sustainability has been at the ‘forefront’, but other aspects, such as social sustainability, have been neglected. (Nyström et al., 2022) Joyram uses a diagram in Figure 2 to examine the relationships between social, economic, and environmental factors that create sustainability.  (Santos, Serpa, 2020) This relationship is paramount in Esports for any aspect to remain viable because the talent pool is limited at the highest level; however, if those at grassroots and intermediate levels are not being supported effectively, there is less incentive to remain within Esports. This may include a lack of pay (economic), a healthy work/life balance (social) and efficiency (environmental). The most common incentive is revenue, which many professional players and organisations benefit from, but a majority do not; this leads to an imbalance in other sustainability factors, making the Esports ecosystem much less desirable for organisations and individuals.
[bookmark: _Toc166793314]The Esports Winter
The Esports Winter covers the current climate within Esports, such as industry layoffs, with contextual articles such as Activision Blizzard and Promod Esports. However, it also overlaps with Freitas’ "The Infancy of the Esports Industry as a Risk to its Sponsors", which details why Esports has struggled because of its infancy and instability. Freitas highlights that ‘most developed sports do not completely depend on sponsor money’, yet Esports, without sponsors, cannot survive. (Freitas, 2023)  One example is the loss of sponsors such as Coca-Cola and T-Mobile during the 2021 Overwatch League season following sexual harassment allegations at Activision Blizzard. (Sinclair, 2021) The journal also states that to sponsors that Esports is a ‘novel’, which was highly beneficial to sponsors. However, due to fragmentation (Peters, 2015), the Esports market is saturated with organisations ranging from production to competition, making long-term investment scarce due to market infancy being unreliable regarding a return on investment for sponsors. This timeline is vital to the research undertaken, and a focal point of this included whether individuals believed Esports was economically sustainable at the time of the survey (November 2023-February 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc166793315]Immature Industries
Esports has boomed in the last decade; Taylor highlights that Esports is an ‘emergent phenomenon’ where sponsoring an organisation is primarily a ‘marketing experiment’, showing the industry's fragility in relying on this model. A core example of this is Promod Esports, which lost several partnerships, including one with Riot Games, and was forced into administration due to financial mismanagement. (Sacco, 2023b) This growth has been disproportionate compared to other sectors, such as sports. From 2020 to 2023 in the United States, the Esports industry grew from $387.84 million to $871 million in revenue, an almost 125% increase. (Statista, 2024) Meanwhile, in sports, the NBA's revenue grew from $7.92 billion to $10.58 billion in 2020-2023, a 33% increase. (Statista, 2023)

Esports boomed during the COVID-19 pandemic, and Twitch's viewership increased by over 70% to approximately 4.9 billion hours. (Christou, 2021)  In contrast, sports in the UK alone reached 2.048 billion hours of viewership in 2021. (Gough, 2024b) Due to isolation restrictions, theatres were made to close, and sports matches were cancelled or played behind closed doors. Esports was able to thrive as production was not affected, where events could operate remotely, along with players competing from team facilities or their homes. However, Freitas highlights that Esports is still immature; the level of growth makes tracking change difficult, creating disarray and barriers to access, which, in the long term, promotes misunderstandings. This leads to assumptions that further hinder the Esports industry's growth. (Freitas, 2023) This immaturity is shown in the issues that have plagued the industry after the pandemic, including a lack of formal structure. Organisations such as ESIC and KeSPA have attempted to organise and structure Esports, but they have struggled to be accepted formally. Sports bodies such as the International Olympic Committee act as non-governmental organisations; they encourage Olympic values and take care of the administration of the Olympic Games.

Meanwhile, Esports need well-respected organisations across games to regulate games and their competitions. There have been attempts in countries such as South Korea. KeSPA, the Korean Esports Player Association, was created by South Korea’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism. It is a driving force in organising tournaments and guiding professional players; however, it also helps negotiate streaming and broadcasting rights agreements. (Burk, 2013a) Although KeSPA sets a great example of governance within Esports, they have also caused several issues, as seen in the fallout between Blizzard KeSPA was not respecting their intellectual property in 2007, where Blizzard Entertainment felt KeSPA was not respecting their intellectual property and took away the broadcasting partnership between the pair. (Rogers, 2012) A lack of structure for both players and staff globally makes it increasingly difficult for investors to want to invest in Esports due to its high-risk nature and volatility.

Scholz discusses the rise in the number of sports teams entering Esports and how these are grouped, as shown in Figure 3, including Manchester City, an English football team that has a team in the ePremier League. (Manchester City, 2024) According to Scholz, they are Type 1 in the typification of teams where players are brought on for a ‘digital version of the core business.’ (Scholz, Völkel & Uebach, 2021) On the other hand, sports stars have taken co-ownership of an Esports organisation, such as Lionel Messi, who became the co-owner of the Argentine organisation KRÜ Esports (Xu, 2023), taking on Type 4 as a joint venture alongside founder Sergio Aguero, making KRÜ Esports simultaneously Type 2 due to their ventures in multiple games whilst also being Type 4. Sports organisations entering Esports is highly advantageous in the current state of Esports. Since teams typically follow strict regulations and are more likely to be well structured than a non-sports-backed organisation, they have stable revenue through long-term sponsorships and merchandising. 
Due to population ecology theory, Hannan and Freeman study dynamic changes within a set of organisations. They discuss how organisations are structured in a manner which hinders them when the environment shifts, where long-term change is selective rather than adaptive. (Hannan, Freeman, 1977) In Esports, specific organisations are selectively well-structured, which is not something all organisations can quickly adapt to, hence why many fail. An example of a selective structure is Team Liquid. They began 2000 as a StarCraft clan but have primarily focused on Esports rather than branching out into other fields. Team Liquid’s focus on competition has allowed them to harness rosters across various titles and, with over 75 premier trophies, become the ‘winningest organisation in Esports’. (Team Liquid, 2024)

On the contrary, organisations such as the Houston Outlaws, previously owned by OpTic Gaming, have not been able to shift successfully. After rebranding in November 2023 to focus on content creation rather than Esports following the shutdown of the Overwatch League franchise, Houston Outlaws experienced a wave of backlash from the Overwatch community online. They have since been struggling to market themselves successfully, with their content receiving consistent negative backlash and low engagement. (McLaughlin, 2023)

The Esports market has grown and created competition across all aspects, such as marketing, broadcasting, and playing. Supported by T. Scholz’s eSports is Business Management in the World of Competitive Gaming, the fifth chapter focuses on the volatility of the Esports industry. Scholz discusses a technique known as the ‘Three C’s’. 

The first C is Coopetition, where although competition is necessary in Esports, interdependence must be maintained. Competition helps provide opportunities through cooperation and competition, creates an overall better product, and increases the likelihood of profit for those involved. The second C is Co-destiny, where organisations engaged in a product, such as an Esports league, have mutually aligned aims to benefit from a product's success. These mutual goals create further interdependency between organisations. The third C is Convergence. Bernard and Durlauf summarise that convergence is the idea that the gap between a more prominent and less prominent group will close over time. (Bernard, Durlauf, 1996) When the concept of convergence is applied to Esports, less developed groups are given the potential to grow and keep up with further established groups. Using the three Cs has allowed for substantial growth in recent years due to organisations across Esports aligning aims and a more significant focus on regional scenes, such as the recent growth of Saudi Arabian Esports. (Hilani Fadi, 2024)  However, competition is high, with minimal coopetition, for resources such as publisher funding create a thin line between operation and liquidation where organisations have failed. A recent example includes Platform, an Esports-themed bar in London, which quoted ‘the company’s financial position’ as the reason for entering ‘voluntary liquidation.’. (Sacco, 2024) The research undertaken in this dissertation highlights an individual view on Esports sustainability. It also looks at the growth in Esports, which has led to the current sustainability issues Esports faces.
[bookmark: _Toc166793316]Regional Disparities
Regarding market size, Esports is most significant in Asia, Europe, and North America. (Gough, 2023a)Regions vary massively in their games based on what is popular. For example, Korea thrives on games such as League of Legends, whilst Europe has a predominant Counter-Strike 2 fanbase. Faker is a professional Korean League of Legends player whose earnings total over $1.57 Million. (Gough, 2024a), while Durpeeh, a Danish Counter-Strike professional, totals $2.18 Million. (Gough, 2023b) It is necessary to examine the disparities between these regions. The research primarily looks at Europe and North America based on the data received. However, countries such as Saudi Arabia are rapidly investing in Esports. Their national development fund created two investment funds worth $120 Million, aiming to encourage investment in their local esports and games industry. (Sim, 2024)

North America is projected to reach $1.07 billion in Esports revenue in 2024. It is home to some highly influential teams, such as Cloud9 and FAZE, in titles such as VALORANT and Counter-Strike. Many non-endemic investors believe esports is a foray into gaming, a well-regulated and profitable industry. This perspective negatively impacts the industry further as lack of regulation creates disarray between work and personal life, as highlighted by Johnson and Woodcock. (Johnson, Woodcock, 2021) Consequently, players are often traded between teams from intermediate pathways such as Overwatch Collegiate, where Luminosity signed Maryville University’s Overwatch Roster. (Jagielski-Harrison, 2024) This benefits Luminosity as they have access to the university facilities and a well-synergised team; however, using a localised talent pool may hinder them in competition with signing a group of professional players. 

Recently, there has been a significant push to make the UK, particularly London, a hub for Esports events. An example is looking at the Copper Box Arena in Stratford, West London. It was built for the 2012 London Olympics; however, in recent years, it has been used for:
· World Series of Warzone Finals 2023
· League of Legends MSI 2023
· Apex Legends Global Series 2022
· Rocket League Championship Series 2022
· Rocket League Championship Series 2024

This is due to a significant push from governing bodies such as the Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, alongside London and Partners, where Khan declared the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, home of the Copper Box Arena, “A global leader in Esports”. (Sacco, 2023c) This push was designed to boost tourism using Esports events. (Çavuş, 2020), which are more likely to attract a global, dedicated audience. (Barney, 2021) Beyond events, UK-based organisation FNATIC has a successful model. Its teams compete in numerous titles, including Overwatch, League of Legends, Counter-Strike 2, Apex Legends, and VALORANT. However, it also uniquely focuses on content creation and community, where many organisations solely focus on high-level players.



[image: A diagram of a diagram

Description automatically generated] Figure 4 - Venn Diagram, based on Hedlund's Typology of Esports Players to fit Fnatic's Audience vs a Generic Esports Organisation.  (Hedlund, 2023a).

Fnatic has a variety of content creators, such as Caedral, a former League of Legends player turned streamer, but also features Megan Garner. Known as megsoundslikeegg, Megan significantly focuses on community and inclusion, including her audience in her streams and pushing for women’s Esports events, such as VALORANT’s Game Changers series, by diversifying its content profile and prioritising gaming within the Esports space. Based on Hedlund’s ‘A Typology of Esport Players’, a diverse content portfolio features high-level gameplay and a welcoming community. Fnatic is more likely to appeal to casual-social and casual competitive esports consumers than purely competitive, as shown in Figure 4. (Hedlund, 2023) Therefore, it will likely increase consumer loyalty and give it a unique selling point as an Esports organisation. (Kordyaka, Jahn & Niehaves, 2020)
[bookmark: _Toc166793317]Methodology
This paper addresses the prevalent issue of economic sustainability in the esports industry. It also looks at its impact on individuals and larger-scale corporations. This research aims to highlight a common problem within Esports and measure its effect on individuals who are often not given a voice. The data was gathered through a Qualtrics survey. Using Qualtrics allowed individuals to participate anonymously whilst remote; this allows for a large participant pool. This research aids in understanding the issues of economic sustainability in Esports that occur at every tier despite representation typically shown through top-flight teams and organisations.

[image: A questionnaire with many questions

Description automatically generated]The methodology employed was a Qualtrics survey, which featured 11 questions. Figure 5 – A table to display the survey questions and the data they provide.


Personal / Demographic data allows the author to understand who has participated in the survey, creating an image of what an individual in the Esports industry may look like based on age, location, and gender. Quantitative data is designed to measure data numerically, providing a precise value to data such as age or gender. Qualitative data allows an individual to explore topics that may be more experience-based, such as an individual's belief in how Esports can be made sustainable. (Cleland, 2015) Using multiple data types enables a larger pool of responses to create healthy counterarguments with a more diverse participant pool. (Brannen, 2017) A mixed methods approach can create validity by looking at numerical and written data, enhancing the likelihood of an accurate representation of data supporting a thesis compared to a methodological artefact. (Bouchard Jr, 1976)

To gather as many responses as possible, social media platforms like Twitter and LinkedIn promoted the survey to a larger, esports-focused audience. This prevented the data from being diluted by ineligible responses while ensuring participants were eligible to participate.
To support the approach of Esports Sustainability, Bousquet, J. & Ertz, M. 2021, "eSports: Historical Review, Current State, and Future Challenges”, looks at Esports in the past, present and future tense, highlighting issues such as the COVID-19 pandemic and what problems may arise because of an oversaturation within the Esports industry. (Bousquet, Ertz, 2021) To support data collection, “Unobtrusive Measures” by Thomas J. Bouchard Jr, 1976. Bouchard Jr. portrays the benefit of mixed-method research, helping create a three-dimensional portrayal of data over solely qualitative and quantitative research methods. (Bouchard Jr, 1976) However, the most significant contributor to the research's reasoning was numerous organisations failing to pay contractors or laying off staff, as seen in the liquidation of Promod Esports in November 2023 (Taylor-Hill, 2023).

The criteria for the data being supportive is insignificant. This is because the research looks at the belief that esports can and cannot be sustainable. Of the 220 respondents, 50 were removed, and 170 were accepted. The removal of 50 responses is due to incomplete surveys or responses that may compromise the respondent. In agreement with the Staffordshire University Ethical Review policy and University Research Ethics Committee, the research must not contain data which could identify participants. Following this protocol, any responses to qualitative questions that gave sensitive data were removed, along with the remainder of their responses. 

A survey is optimal for this research as the findings benefit participants, and the study is designed to reflect the Esports industry. A benefit of using mixed methods for this research is that it allows for more diverse findings, as participants can justify their responses based on their experiences. However, removing 23% of respondents due to a breach of ethics is not ideal. This could have been prevented by outlining in the ethics document that any information that could reveal a person’s identity would nullify any data given. Interviews may have been more effective at gathering unique qualitative data. However, this research benefits from a larger sample pool to diversify the findings, where an interview may require a dedicated time, location, and transcript. Due to time constraints, this would not be feasible with the number of eligible participants. Figure 6 shows an orderly framework for the work undertaken to create and gather the necessary data. 

The potential of this data has not yet been published within Esports. This is due to the research being widely accessible through social media. In other instances of economic sustainability being measured in Esports, news articles focus on layoffs at large companies such as Microsoft and Activision Blizzard. This is significant as most Esports industry operates at an entry-level level, such as grassroots players and volunteer staff. The methodology aims to gather data about individuals in the Esports Industry. This is done through an online survey shared on Twitter and LinkedIn. The survey asks about individual relationships to Esports and their beliefs on how economically sustainable the Esports industry is. This data reached 220 participants, with 170 valid. This data will be processed through SPSS to provide analytical figures supporting the research. It will be analysed based on whether the individual believes that esports can or cannot be sustainable and segmented by age, gender, and role within esports. Using demographic data helps create a picture of what a survey respondent may look like.


[bookmark: _Toc166793318]Findings
For the research,  220 participants completed the survey. Of these, 50 were removed for incomplete responses and ethics breaches. One hundred seventy responses were found to be valid and were used to support the research.
[bookmark: _Toc166793319]Demographics
Of 170 respondents, 119 were male, 29 were female, 19 were non-binary, and three preferred not to say.Figure 6 – A table showing survey gender distribution

	Gender
	Count

	Male
	119

	Female
	29

	Non-Binary
	19



[image: A graph with purple rectangles and white squares

Description automatically generated]Most respondents (134) were from Europe, followed by 30 from North America, two from Oceania, two from Africa, and two from Asia. Figure 7 – A bar chart from the survey displaying the results for participant region.
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Description automatically generated]Out of 170 respondents, 150 were aged 18-29, 14 were 30-39, 4 were 40-49, 1 was 50-59, and 1 chose not to disclose their age. These details were accurate during the survey period between November 2023 and February 2024. Based on the findings, the typical survey participant was a male from Europe aged 18-29. 
Figure 8 – A pie chart displaying the results from the survey asking participants for their age.

[bookmark: _Toc166793320]Employment
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Description automatically generated]Employment must be considered as participants could select numerous employment options, including the field of work and contract type (Questions 4 and 5). This reflects the Esports industry, where many individuals balance Esports with other factors, such as studying or external full-time work. Figure 9 – A distribution chart displaying the results from the survey asking participants field of work within Esports. 


Out of 170 respondents, the following employment options were selected: 10% in administration, 13% in broadcasting, 8% in content creation, 3% in education, 13% in events, 3% in journalism, 10% in management roles, and 10% in marketing or public relations. 13% of participants are players, 3% work in sales, 8% in social media, and 9% in talent. 
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Description automatically generated]Work-based contracts within Esports include apprentices (1.58%), unemployed (4.35%), employed part-time (9.49%), volunteers (15.81%), employed full-time (16.21%), students (17.79%), and self-employed (34.78%).
Figure 10 – A pie chart displaying the results from the survey asking participants for work contract status

[bookmark: _Toc166793321]Sustainability
[bookmark: _Toc166520518][bookmark: _Toc166543540][bookmark: _Toc166544250][bookmark: _Toc166632541][bookmark: _Toc166632669][bookmark: _Toc166793322]Regarding sustainability, of 170 participants, sustainability issues had impacted 126; 28 had not, and 16 were unsure whether they had or had not.
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Description automatically generated]Figure 11 – A pie chart displaying the results from the survey asking participants whether they had been impacted by sustainability in Esports.
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Description automatically generated]Regarding how sustainability impacted individuals, 50.6% reported lacking job security or growth opportunities. 41.57% spoke about late/reduced pay, 39.76% cited a lack of motivation, 36.14% had a poor work/life balance, and 21.08% highlighted disbandment of their team/organisation. 17.47% had been made redundant, and  13.25% said sustainability had not affected them. Meanwhile, 6.02% were impacted by sustainability in other ways. The most frequent sentiments included personal beliefs, where their money came from and lack of contracts. 1.20% were unsure or preferred not to say.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]As an economic model, 60 participants stated that Esports is sustainable in the long term, while 55 said it was not, and 55 were unsure.Figure 13 – A pie chart displaying the results from the survey asking participants whether they believe Esports is sustainable in the long therm.
Figure 12 – A bar chart displaying the results from the survey asking participants how they had been impacted by sustainability in Esports.




Participants were asked to provide reasoning for this response; 148 of 170 participants gave a response. Of those responses, 71 were positive and 77 were negative. From this, the 148 responses' main sentiments were industry/organisation, change, business, and profit.
	Response Sentiment
	Count
	Underlying Themes
	Frequency

	Very Positive
	28
	Industry/Organisations
	172

	Moderately Positive
	43
	Change
	350

	Moderately Negative
	53
	Business
	219

	Very Negative
	24
	Profit
	66
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Description automatically generated] Question 10 used a scale to determine opinions based on the statements and took the mean to give an average. It shows that individuals enjoy working in esports, which could likely be made sustainable; however, they are on the fence about the industry's sustainability and their positions and believe they will remain in Esports long term.Figure 14 – A bar chart displaying the results from the survey asking participants to rank Esports related statements, as shown in the X-Axis.
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Description automatically generated]For question 11, participants were asked how the Esports industry could be made more sustainable; of 170 participants, 117 gave a response. These were the most comment sentiments. Figure 15 – A pie chart displaying the sentiments from the survey asking participants how they could make Esports more sustainable in the future. (You may need to zoom in, as this was done through NVivo and the labels are small)
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Discussion – Is Esports economically sustainable, and how can it be made sustainable?
This section highlights the data gathered and how it supports the motion that while the Esports industry is currently unsustainable economically, those within Esports have a level of drive to facilitate economic sustainability. The significance of such research is that esports sustainability has never looked at individuals working across the ecosystem but highlighted layoffs and revenue as the sole measuring factors of economic sustainability. From the findings, the average participant was a male located in Europe, aged  18-19. Based on the data gathered, they are likely to be equally a player, event staff member, or production team member whilst being a student or working part-time. They are likely to be impacted by sustainability; however, based on the findings, their opinion could vary on whether the Esports industry is economically sustainable. This may be based on the participant work sector, as some are likely more stable than others. Meanwhile, they are likely to enjoy being within the industry but are unsure if remaining within the Esports industry is viable for them. This is taken from the findings for the most frequent results and will vary by individual.

The findings support several perspectives from existing literature, including Freitas, 2023, which highlights the risk of the esports industry to investors due to its age. An essential sentiment from the research findings was that “Organisations must live within their means.” Highlighted by Christou, 2019, underlining how COVID-19  impacted Esports. The Esports industry experienced unparalleled growth. This meant that investment in Esports was high, leading to market oversaturation. 

This research is based on media coverage of layoffs seen by companies like Riot, alongside literature such as Bousquet and Ertz, 2021, which highlights challenges as the industry moves forward, including international recognition, such as the Commonwealth Games in 2022, highlighting structural issues as seen in the problems between KeSPA and Blizzard Entertainment. (Burk, 2013b). Based on these factors, the expected result for the belief in sustainability was that more people would believe esports was unstable economically rather than an almost three-part split.

 Alongside many participants being impacted by sustainability, Many participants discussed spending reasonably, allowing organisations to decrease running costs. “More government involvement, better planning and oversight for businesses, and protections for freelancers.” With over 34% of the participants being freelancers, it is likely that by improving working conditions such as contracts and payment terms, they are more likely to remain in the Esports industry, as the mean for 170 participants who felt stable in esports was 4.52. Those to stay in Esports in 12 months were 6.97.

Esports is in a complex space, with a lack of investment and market saturation; however, as industry attitudes begin to shift into how this can be improved, it is likely that with formal structuring and regulation for organisations, players and staff, Esports can be made economically sustainable in its longevity. 
[bookmark: _Toc166793324]Conclusion
Concerning economic sustainability in Esports, the industry's longevity will continue to suffer with poor infrastructure, layoffs, and lack of investment. The research findings highlight that individuals are aware of these issues. Nevertheless, individuals and investors are leaving the industry; this is highlighted by individual sentiments, where many feel helpless as changes need to be made to an extensive infrastructure, where attempts have fallen short due to lack of regulation. 
[bookmark: _Toc166793325]Sustainability Impact
The responses show that people wish to see the Esports industry thrive, as many enjoy working there. However, they do not believe they can remain in the industry because they are negatively affected. This was explored through a survey of 170 participants from 220. The results highlight the value of addressing these issues to maintain industry well-being, economically and mentally, for the individuals involved.

[bookmark: _Toc166793326][bookmark: _Toc166543545][bookmark: _Toc166544255]Economic Perceptions
While opinions were divided on whether Esports is sustainable, there is an unprecedented level of uncertainty among participants, likely to reflect across the Esports industry. There is a need to examine economic models and ethical practices within the industry, as common sentiments found that many had experienced unethical work practices and expressed concerns for industry feasibility in the long term.

Limitations
The primary limitations regarding the research involved participant data, from which 23% of responses were removed. To prevent data from being trimmed down from 220 to 170, it may be worth consulting participants who have shown interest in Esports sustainability and ensuring that all participants provide qualitative feedback to prevent data skewing when analysing and discussing Esports sustainability. There is also a significantly lower amount of qualitative feedback. To improve the rate and quality of qualitative data, a survey solely using quantitative data could have been initially used, and a follow-up interview could have been used to gain higher-quality qualitative feedback.
Improvements
Regarding Esports industry improvements, participants offered solutions that regarded revenue streams and lowering running costs. Meanwhile, participants considered improving the contract structure, as players and staff would benefit from a more supportive structure. Thus, this would increase the likelihood of staff retention and enhance well-being within Esports.
[bookmark: _Toc166793328]Culmination
To conclude, the study has successfully shed light on economic sustainability within the Esports industry. It has addressed payment, well-being, revenue, and infrastructure issues while being shaped by relevant theories that highlight them through news articles and academic media. By addressing these issues, stakeholders and investors may gain first-hand perspectives within the industry, which can be applied to the broader industry. To summarise, the Esports industry must further collaborate and support each aspect to keep the industry afloat; this must be understood at every level to ensure that as an industry, Esports can be sustainable in the long term for continuing generations.
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[bookmark: _Toc166632614][bookmark: _Toc166793395]Reflective Report
This reflection examines a critique of my dissertation, which addresses the impact of research, timeframe, and personal factors on my workflow, research topic, and structure. My dissertation focuses on Economic Sustainability within Esports, analysing the effects of sustainability issues on individuals in the Esports industry. My research aims to raise awareness within the industry about these issues and their widespread impact at all levels. While reflecting on my experiences, I aim to highlight my work's successes and identify areas for improvement in my research and structure for future revisions. (Jasper, 2003)
[bookmark: _Toc166632615][bookmark: _Toc166793396]Influences
My topic, economic sustainability within Esports, was influenced by various factors, including personal experiences such as being left unpaid by a contractor who later liquidated due to external factors, as evident in my writing. (Fudge, 2023) Although my experiences have shaped my perspective, they alone do not represent the Esports industry. However, gathering insights from a broad data pool would enable me to shed light on these issues and provide a comprehensive view of the industry's current state, including widespread layoffs and poor working practices for many Esports employees. In writing about Economic Sustainability, I intend to offer a personal perspective rather than solely relying on media articles, such as the layoffs at Riot Games in 2024. (Stubbs, 2024) By addressing these issues, I aim to publish my work and encourage a broader segment of the Esports industry to recognise that the impact of sustainability extends beyond layoffs and unpaid wages.
[bookmark: _Toc166632616][bookmark: _Toc166793397]
Research Processes
An online survey was conducted to address the lack of data supporting the thesis, targeting individuals over eighteen who had worked in any capacity within the Esports industry. From the 220 initial responses, 170 were deemed eligible for analysis, and the data was visualised to support the research. It is worth noting that some responses had to be trimmed due to GDPR and invalid entries, highlighting the need for a more focused and refined approach in future data collection efforts. The survey method was selected due to its accessibility, simplicity, and effectiveness in gathering qualitative and quantitative data. Although interviews might have provided more in-depth insights, time constraints and personal circumstances made the survey a more practical choice for this research. 
The research revealed that sustainability issues have significantly impacted individuals within the Esports industry, indicating that the current infrastructure of the Esports ecosystem is unsustainable in terms of economic and well-being factors. The comprehensive analysis of various perspectives and data sources, including academic journals, led to a more nuanced understanding of the industry. Surprisingly, the survey results showed a balanced split in opinions regarding Esports sustainability, defying initial expectations and emphasising the need for a broader approach to understanding industry perspectives. Ultimately, the extensive survey approach allowed for the acquisition of diverse and unique perspectives, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the industry's sustainability impact on individuals. This research has shed light on the intricate dynamics of sustainability within the Esports industry and highlights the importance of considering a wide range of perspectives in future studies.
[bookmark: _Toc166632617][bookmark: _Toc166793398]Personal Reflection
Completing a dissertation was a considerable challenge. This is due to the level of research required, the need to source academic journals to support my thesis, and the need to ensure I had met a reasonable quota for my survey. Meanwhile, I had to balance out outstanding work from other work modules and external Esports work. I prioritise external work because of the Esports industry, which is deeply rooted in having a solid work ethic and believing that you will succeed if you can work hard enough. (Garcia-Galicia, 2024) Consequently, I have struggled to stay on track consistently. Despite this, I have maintained regular contact with my academic mentor to ensure that I was being held accountable for my work, alongside having dedicated days to doing solely my dissertation. Meanwhile, I used my free days to attend university, socialise, and work on external projects without risking burnout. (Madden, 2021) I also built a framework, shown in Figure 6, which aided in structuring the process of my research and data collection phase. I have experienced burnout due to the need to constantly be busy to prove something to those within the Esports industry whilst neglecting other pillars of my life, such as well-being and social interaction. However, in supporting each pillar equally, I have improved my well-being and completed my dissertation within the allocated timeframe.
This dissertation ran through a challenging point in my life because of poor mental health and physical well-being, but it has shown me that focusing on well-being allows me to keep a basic structure within my schedule, preventing burnout whilst still accomplishing reasonable amounts of work over the last eight months. The experience I have gained throughout this dissertation, seeing participant perspectives of the industry, finding academic journals to explore industry perspectives of sustainability, navigating the history of Esports, and looking toward the future, has driven me forward in how I want to be involved in this space. I want my findings to help facilitate the future of the Esports industry and support those impacted by sustainability issues by letting their voices be heard. I hope my work can be published in journals like those that provided invaluable research on an already niche topic, namely Tobias Scholz, Anna-Greta Nyström, Julien Bousquet and Bruno Duarte Abreu Freitas. Without their research, I would have lacked academic findings documenting the growth in Esports, rising issues regarding sustainability and how, as an industry, we can look to the future.
[bookmark: _Toc166632618][bookmark: _Toc166632746][bookmark: _Toc166793399]Final Thoughts
From the experience of creating Player One – The Issue of Economic Sustainability in Esports, I feel I have successfully cultivated findings based on industry data, news articles and academic papers to support my thesis. I used these findings to help provide an unseen insight into the Esports industry, aiming to increase longevity and sustainability.
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