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Abstract  
With a marked growth in the industry of esports, this paper examines the epistemological, 
ethical and operational challenges impacting esports. In exploring the available literature on 
the esports phenomena, it argues that the current ‘gold rush’ is unsustainable unless the 
problems of government interference, legitimacy, regulation and inequality within gaming 
culture are tackled by widening the study of esports. To manage the challenges confronting 
esports and recognise the potential benefits, this paper proposes that the theory of sports 
diplomacy be applied to esports. Doing so provides a better framework for understanding and 
tackling the challenges threatening the growth and legitimacy of esports.  
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Introduction   
 
Over the past decade, esports has seen remarkable growth. Advances in internet access and 
streaming platforms such as Twitch, Facebook and YouTube have contributed to the current 
industry valuation of $850 million USD, which is predicted to increase to $1.4 billion by 2020 
(NewZoo 2018). Consumer brands including Coca-Cola, Red Bull and Anheuser-Bush, 
amongst others, are investing heavily in esports sponsorship. Meanwhile, many traditional 
sporting leagues are teaming up with esports providers, including Formula One and the 
F1esports Series, FIFA and the FIFA eWorld Cup 2019, and the NBA and its successful 
NBA2K League. This growth and value is demonstrated by the recent 2019 Fortnite final, 
which boasted more than twenty million hours watched and a prize pool of $30 million US 
dollars (EsportsCharts 2019). 

More recently, esports demonstrated its value when COVID-19 brought traditional 
sport to a shuddering halt. During these “unprecedented” times, media commentators including 
Stefan Hall (Hall 2020), the Project Lead for Media, Entertainment and Culture for the World 
Economic Forum commented that “COVID-19 is taking gaming and esports to the next level, 
with the pandemic accelerating existing trends within the gaming industry”. This commentary 
is not isolated with multiple traditional media outlets reporting on the rapid acceleration of new 
viewership adoption of esports through online and streaming services (Gaskell 2020). Of 
additional interest, is the shift in traditional sporting games and brands 
such as FIFA, Triathlon, NHL, Cycling, Tennis, F1, NASCAR and MotoGP pivoting from 
physical to fully virtual competition (Leporati 2020).  This shift is different from established 
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sports brands teaming up with esports to a form of online competition with their own sporting 
brand, rules and audiences. 

With growth, however, comes challenges. Summerley (2020) calls into question the 
very definition of esports and the complexity of defining the field and niche institutions within 
the sport umbrella. Reitman et al. (2020) highlights the nascency and disparity of esports 
literature, including the issues associated with the construction of the research corpus. For 
example, as esports research is often siloed into discipline-specific publications, 
communication has been limited across several academic fields, contradicting the very nature 
of the esports industry.  

These challenges are mirrored by many in the esports industry that fear current trends 
are not sustainable. In a well-cited report, Kotaku (2019) claimed that the statistics describing 
the growth in esports “are at best rosy-eyed and, at worst, inflated, unverified, or misleading” 
(D’Anastasio 2019). Figuratively speaking, and even with the recent growth during the 
COVID-19 crisis, esports could be a bubble about to pop (Scholz 2019). Addiction, corruption, 
and cheating generate negative publicity, as does the industry’s obsession with commercial 
outcomes, market share and viewership.  

For sporting puritans and traditionalists, esports is mysterious and unsettling. They echo 
sentiments such as ‘this isn’t a real sport!’, ‘surely games should be played outside and not 
inside?’, and ‘the virtual world doesn’t compare to the real world.’ In terms of the controversy 
over whether esports belongs under the umbrella of ‘real’ sport or constitutes a new, separate 
category of games altogether, we accept the majority position: that esports is simply another 
type of sport. Esports are now part of a broad, diverse pantheon that includes everything from 
break-dancing to Fortnite to football. This paper adopts a broad definition of sport as “all forms 
of physical activity that contribute to physical fitness, mental well-being and social interaction. 
These include: play, recreation, organised, casual or competitive sport; and indigenous sports 
or games” (United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force on Sport for Development and Peace, 
2015). 

Like the uber-game, Red Dead Redemption, esports feels like a Wild West gold rush – 
unsustainable, anarchic, and profiting only the lucky few. In such a rapacious, confusing and 
polemic environment, the potential benefits and positive outcomes from growth in esports are 
lost. The first challenge for those in the industry is to better understand mounting problems and 
criticisms in the literature, as well as common trends and developments. Second, while the 
esports industry is able to articulate a shared vision – see, for example, the esports Berlin 
Declaration (EsportsEurope 2019) – shared policy goals, as well as, more importantly, a 
strategy to realise them, is lacking.  

This paper argues that ethical and operational problems in esports can be overcome by 
learning from the theory and practice of ‘sports diplomacy’, another relatively new term. At its 
very simplest, sports diplomacy concerns the role that sport plays ‘off the pitch’. Born from 
the profession and habitus of diplomacy, it focuses on the strategic use of sport as a means to 
reach positive policy outcomes. There is a large body of theory on sports diplomacy, (see, for 
example: Rofe 2018; Dichter and Johns 2014; Murray 2018; Pamment 2019) and its practice 
is increasing. Many states – Australia, Japan, and France, for example – now have sports 
diplomacy strategies, all of which aim to create sustainable partnerships between 
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members of a sporting ecosystem. Sport is the glue that binds these nascent relationships 
together, and the aim is to produce mutually reciprocal outcomes for all concerned: fans, 
players, regimes, sponsors, and governments. The esports industry could adapt and benefit 
from applying the best theory and practice of sports diplomacy.  

The purpose of this paper is to begin building a theory of esports diplomacy, expanding 
on the early discourse begun in the Academy of Sport Blog at the University of Edinburgh 
(Murray and Birt, 2019). This means borrowing and adapting knowledge from the canon of 
‘new’ sports diplomacy as well as reviewing, analysing and ordering the literature on esports. 
In time, a grand, abstract theory of esports may emerge, however, the first step towards such 
an outcome is put epistemology first and ontology second. This exercise should provide the 
young but growing field of esports scholarship with some much-needed conceptual order, as 
well as solid, theoretical bedrock from which to build upon. We propose that this new way of 
ordering knowledge and thinking should be christened ‘esports diplomacy’.  

The growing body of knowledge on esports, we argue, could then form a diplomatic 
strategy for ‘players’ in the esports industry. Esports diplomacy theory and practice would, in 
turn, be useful for: countering common threats and problems; shaping a shared vision for a 
sustainable future; speaking with a unified voice; effectively negotiating with more powerful 
partners (such as states or sporting regimes); and articulating and proselytising its core policy 
messages as well as its culture, values, offering, interests, needs, and fears. Esports diplomacy, 
if developed carefully, could turn the gold rush into a vibrant, socially responsible and 
sustainable industry. 

This paper aims to build theory, documenting and borrowing from the concepts of sport, 
diplomacy and sports diplomacy. Following this exercise, the paper then elaborates on the term 
‘esports diplomacy’ through an extensive literature review, describing the challenges, trends 
and themes in the industry. This step is crucial to the creation of a body of diplomatic 
knowledge tailored to the esports industry. The paper then concludes by defining the theory of 
esports diplomacy and highlighting benefits for esports stakeholders in adopting this new way 
of thinking.  

This paper introduces the first sustained, theoretical discussion on esports diplomacy.  
It therefore “describes a range of possibilities” conducive to stimulating and directing the 
further development of knowledge by highlighting “gaps” in what we do know, and what we 
do not know, about the intersection between esports, society and diplomacy (Hayek 1980, 32). 
This paper encourages thinking on how esports can be used as a means to achieve positive 
outcomes for society and the nation, rather than fuelling financial gain for already-successful 
brands, sports teams and video game behemoths. It argues that the solution to many of the woes 
facing the industry can be countered by thinking and acting diplomatically. 
 
 
Part one: sport and diplomacy  
 
Before the term ‘esports diplomacy’ can be introduced, ‘sports diplomacy’ must first be 
defined. This is important as sports diplomacy is a relatively new term that intrigues and 
confuses most observers, often simultaneously.  In terms of its component parts, sport can be 
easily defined as “an activity involving physical exertion, skill and/or hand-eye  
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coordination as the primary focus of the activity, with elements of competition where rules and 
patterns of behaviour governing the activity exist formally through organisations” (Pink 2008, 
8). Sport is a universal language. It is common to every human body and shared in the antique 
physical systems that all humans possess. Sportspeople all over the world practice the same 
universal skills, including, but not limited to: hand-eye coordination, skill, athleticism, practice, 
physical exertion, organisation, and discipline (Meier 1981). We all speak the language of 
sport. These unique qualities are precisely what Mandela refers to in an oft-cited quote,  

 
“sport has the power to change the world. It has the power to inspire. It has the power 
to unite people in a way that little else does. Sport can awaken hope where there was 
previously only despair. Sport speaks to people in a language they can understand” 
(Mandela 2000). 
 

Mandela was alluding to the ability of sport to transcend political boundaries and to sublimate 
conflict by promoting “contact” between separate people, groups and nations (Allport 1954, 
30-45). In turn, contact-via-sport reduces tension, division, xenophobia, and the sort of 
misunderstandings that lead to inter-group violence. Sport, in other words, has diplomatic 
qualities. It is a civil activity aimed at “mediating estrangement” between separate political 
communities, allowing them to interact peacefully, for the most part (Der Derian 1987, 91). As 
a result, sport has a unique power as a positive, vanguard institution of globalisation. As the 
French philosopher, Robert Redeker notes, “who is against sport? No one, or almost no one. 
The Inuits are as interested in the World Cup as the Argentineans, Congolese and Europeans” 
(Redeker 2008, 494-500).  

Interest alone, however, does not guarantee success in using sport as a tool for 
mediation, nation-branding, or diplomacy.  International sporting events can backfire, 
sometimes in catastrophic fashion. In the lead up to the 2014 Brazil World Cup and the 2016 
Rio Summer Olympics Budgets spiralled out of control (it cost $US4billion to build stadiums 
for sixty-four football matches, a staggering $US62 million per match), urban riots were as 
common as political corruption (President Dilma Rousseff was impeached during the Rio 
Games), and water courses for swimming, rowing and kayaking were “contaminated with raw 
human sewage teeming with dangerous viruses and bacteria” (Barchfield, 2016). The same 
might be said of the 2022 Qatar World Cup. This event is synonymous with corruption, poor 
planning (FIFA originally planned to hold the tournament in summer, where temperatures 
reached fifty degree centigrade), financial extravagance (it’s going to cost $US200 billion — 
four times the amount Russia spent on the historically expensive Sochi Olympics), and, sadly, 
shocking human rights practice, including well-founded allegations of “modern-day slavery” 
to build the extremely expensive, air-conditioned stadiums (Manfred, 2015).   

Diplomacy also has its good and bad sides (why scholars refer to it as “Janus-faced”; 
two-sided), however, it is a more complicated term to define (Murray, 2018). Despite the word 
being part of the everyday vernacular, most associate the word with the official government 
profession where diplomacy serves as a means to a state’s foreign policy ends. As Berridge 
notes, diplomacy is “the term given to the official channels of communication employed by the 
members of a system of states” whose “chief purpose” is to “enable states to secure the 
objectives of their foreign policies without resort to force, propaganda, or law” (Berridge, 
Keens-Soper and Otte 2001, 1). Besides representation, information gathering and 
dissemination, communication, and negotiation, one of the key functions of diplomacy is “the 
minimisation of friction in international affairs” (Bull 1977, 165).  
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Among the general public, “a well-developed image exists of [a diplomat:] a privileged 
elite pursuing exciting and prestigious careers, without paying parking tickets and with varying 
degrees of effectiveness” (Sharp 1999, 40).  

While such stereotypes may be true of some countries, others defy this concept. Without 
diplomacy, the “engine room” of international affairs, the international relations system would 
be locked in a permanent state of estrangement and, at worst, conflict (Cohen 1998, 1).  As the 
famed theorist-practitioner Sir Ernest Satow notes of diplomacy, it is the “best means devised 
by civilisation for preventing international relations from being governed by force alone” 
(Satow 1957). Throughout the ages, it is diplomacy - not trade, statecraft, or armed force – that 
has been the difference between war and peace, chaos and order, suffering and progress. 

However, the state and its Ministry of Foreign Affairs do not own the word 
‘diplomacy’. Several scholars have widened the theory and practice of diplomacy, arguing that 
many other international actors such as multinational corporations, civil society organisations 
and supranational organisations such as the European Union (‘EU’) also practice diplomacy on 
a daily basis (Murray, Sharp, Wiseman, Criekemans, and Melissen 2011, 709-728). The word 
‘diplomacy’ therefore describes a series of processes, the proverbial means to a series of ends. 
Like sport, it too is an ancient, civil and – ideally - peaceful institution that promotes commit 
over estrangement, peace over conflict, and the creation of mutually reciprocal, win-win 
outcomes (Jarvie, 2020).  

In 2012, such synergies and novel ways of thinking led to the creation of the concept 
of ‘sports diplomacy’: the strategic, networked use of sport to build sustainable relationships 
between people, nations and sporting organisations (from clubs to businesses to sporting 
regimes) for mutually reciprocal commercial, social , development, trade-tourism, education 
and foreign policy outcomes (Murray 2012, 576-592). The term empirically refutes the 
erroneous claim that sport and politics do not, or should not, mix. The field argues and 
empirically proves that sports and politics do mix often. Such mixing must be studied in order 
to promote the good and counter the bad.  

Those involved in the study and practice of this ‘mixing’ have had to repeatedly argue 
that sports diplomacy deserves separate attention from Public Diplomacy or Soft Power. Due 
to the size, scope and economic clout of sport, scholars argue the sports ‘industry’ deserves 
singular engagement, study and attention. This is because the unique power of sport is lost 
when it is “lumped under the umbrella of public or cultural diplomacy” alongside other forms 
of soft power such as culture, art, music, food, educational exchange, and international 
broadcasting, for example (Murray, 2018, 254).  Such attention also mirrors trends in the real 
world of diplomacy where sports diplomacy strategies, policies, offices, and officers are now 
beginning to emerge.  

The same might be said of ‘lumping’ sport under Soft Power (that sport gets lost), 
however, there are other reasons scholars are keen to distance sports diplomacy from this 
extremely popular term.  First, sport was already being “co-opted” as a tool of attraction of 
power projection long before Nye coined the term in his 1990 book Bound to Lead: The 
Changing Nature of American Power. Second, the word ‘soft’ is synonymous with something 
weak, particularly when compared to hard power, which suggests strength, substance and awe 
(something that is impressive and daunting at the same time). Third, there is nothing soft about 
power. Power is concerned with directing the behaviour of others, persuading them – by force 
or attraction – to do what they are told. Whether a state is trying to co-ere through hard power 
or co-opt through soft, they are still trying to compel another state to  
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their will. In addition, nicely telling other nations to ‘want what you want’ has colonial 
undertones, particularly for Less Developed Countries. Fourth, the concept is dated (it was 
introduced round about the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union, in 1990) and has obvious 
western DNA. Nye, it must be remembered, alongside Robert Keohane, is the father of the 
neoliberal school of thought, an American way of seeing and understanding the world. Many 
non-western nations therefore find the term soft power unhelpful. The ‘new’ body of sports 
diplomacy scholarship styles itself as a global theory and fully embraces Allison’s (1993, 17)  
notion that all kinds of governments “have endorsed international sporting competition as a 
testing ground for the nation or for a political ‘system’. German Nazis, Italian Fascists, Soviet 
and Cuban Communists, Chinese Maoists, western capitalist democrats, Latin American juntas 
– all have played the game and believed in it.” 

As noted in the introduction, many states have launched sports diplomacy strategies, as 
have intergovernmental organisations such as the EU. Pilot studies are underway that changes 
the referent object from states to regional governments such as Cataluña, Quebec, and Wales. 
The concept is also being applied to national sporting organisations such as the National 
Basketball Association (‘NBA’), the Fédération Internationale de Football Association 
(‘FIFA’) and the International Olympic Committee (‘IOC’), as well as sporting businesses such 
as Adidas, Body Armour and Nike. With such a malleable concept, it seems both obvious and 
natural to apply the concept to esports and usher in a new term of esports diplomacy. Before 
this can occur, however, it is vital to build the concept from a rigorous and expansive literature 
review.  

 
 

Esports and diplomacy: the literature review 
 
This section presents a detailed literature review on the topic of esports and its diplomatic 
potential. In doing so, it aims to create a foundational basis for any researchers or policy makers 
interested in role esports could play ‘off the screen’. This review is also useful for those new 
to, or curious about, the world of esports, and defines the term, as well as describes the 
challenges facing the industry, accordingly. 

The literature review was guided by four broad research questions:  
 

(1) What is esports?  
(2) What are the main trends in the literature on esports? 
(3) What are the positive and negative aspects of esports? 
(4) Has there been anything written on esports diplomacy? 

 
A thematic analysis of the vast body of literature on esports took place. Literature was 

chosen based on relevance to the research questions and would include journal articles, books, 
reports, and online articles deemed applicable for an academic study of the esports industry. 
This method focused on identifying patterns of meaning – or common themes – across the 
dataset. Distilling these themes into simple, lucid language is a vital exercise, particularly for 
the architects of any future strategy. The key themes to emerge were:   

 
(1) esports is a contested concept. 
(2) The esports ecosystem – the web of networks that exist between esports, governments, 

and other related institutions and individuals – is characterised by 
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disconnection, disorganisation, fragmentation, missed opportunities and questionable 
practices (analogous to Deadwood in the 1870s).  

(3) The current state of affairs is encouraging governments, regimes and regulatory bodies 
to circle.  

(4) As a result, esports is already being used as a more coercive diplomatic tool, as a means 
to policy ends, by certain governments.  

(5) However, there is currently no collective diplomatic strategy in place to counter existing 
problems in the esports industry, or to assist in realising any core policy objectives for 
the common good. 

(6) If esports is to be successful, sustainable and beneficial for society, then a new way of 
harnessing its power – in the form of esports diplomacy – should be adopted.  

 
Each of these themes are distilled and discussed below.  
 
 
Theme 1: What is esports?  
 
This section is written for those with little or no knowledge of the esports industry. ‘esports’ is 
a term that describes a rapidly evolving area of media, competition, and industry disruption 
formed around video games played competitively for spectators, typically by professional 
gamers belonging to teams coordinated by different leagues, ladders and tournaments (Birt, 
2018; Murray and Birt, 2019).  

However, the definition of esports is contested in the literature, with varying degrees of 
emphasis on computer mediation, physicality, infrastructure and spectatorship (Summerley 
2020). Reitman et al. (2020) sums this up in the statement, “Defining esports is a nontrivial 
debate that underlies scholars’ framing of their research” (p 40). As a result, this research 
frames the definition as: 

 
“a form of sports where the primary aspects of the sport are facilitated by electronic 
systems; the input of players and teams as well as the output of the esports system are 
mediated by human-computer interfaces” (Hamari and Sjöblom, 2017, 213). 

 
Although not a recent addition to the competition landscape, having evolved out of 

Stanford University in 1972, the past decade has seen the esports industry grow exponentially 
(Murray and Birt, 2019).  
  The 2010s saw a growth in both online viewership and prize money for esports 
(NewZoo 2018) with global revenues increasing from $130 million in 2012 to $1,187,400,000 
in 2019 (Allred et al. 2019). In 2017, an estimated 588 major esports events were organised 
(Sjöblom et al. 2019, 13). With such a large number of competitions running at any given time, 
publishers and other investment stakeholders are incentivised to support growing competition 
and develop professional esports tournaments as marketing expansions to their products. 
According to Deloitte’s The Rise of Esports Investment report, the esports industry attracted 
over $4.5B USD in disclosed investments in 2018 (Deloitte 2019).  
  Both the number of participants and the number of viewers in esports has increased 
significantly in a short period of time. In 2013, it was estimated that more than 70 million 
people watched esports globally (Hamari and Sjöblom 2017, 211), and in 2017, this number 
increased to 335 million, with 143 million classed as ‘active spectators’ (Sjöblom et al. 2019, 
13).  
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 Since COVID-19 hitting in early 2020 these numbers have once again been re-estimated 
with the latest NewZoo data analytics report released in May after COVID-19 (Rietkerk 2020) 
estimating that 2020 global revenues will be $SUSD 1,059.3 million, slightly down on original 
estimates due to the loss of physical arena tournaments, but that the 2023 forecasts were upward 
from original estimations to $USD 1,598.2 million. It was noted in the report that due to 
cancelled events, esports online streaming will grow faster than expected but the physical 
tournaments have been cancelled. The trends however remain that esports is growing at more 
than double digit rates despite physical arena cancellation. 
 The marketing intelligence firm NewZoo further categorises the global esports audience 
into ‘frequent viewers or enthusiasts’ and ‘occasional spectators’ (Carter et al. 2018, 6) - 
demonstrating the broadening appeal of esports for both fanatics and casual viewers alike. It is 
estimated that esports has a total aggregate fanbase of 380 million people (Deloitte 2019). 
  At present, the esports industry is considered an enticing, low risk investment. 
Deloitte’s aforementioned report states that “while the viability of esports leagues as 10, or 20-
year ventures is untested, the entry cost is so comparatively low, and the target audience value 
so high, that dozens of traditional investors have taken the bet” (Deloitte 2019, 9). The report 
describes venture capital as the predominant driver of investment within the esports industry. 
It states that “2018 was a record year for venture capital investment, with 49 investments, 
[which was] double the number of investments in 2017”. This venture capital is provided by 
sources such private game publishers, streaming platforms, software developers and individual 
team organisations (Deloitte 2019, 8). As esports continues to mimic the competition structures 
of traditional sports, investments are also made by high profile personalities in physical sports 
(Mander and Buckle 2018, 4). Esports thrives on major sponsorship and spectatorship to drive 
its already deeply networked communities (Carter et al. 2018, 5), and unsurprisingly, 
sponsorship is the single largest revenue stream, generating $359 million in 2018 (Ozanian and 
Christina 2018). This is followed by advertising (generating $174 million), media rights ($161 
million), game publishing fees ($116 million) and merchandise and tickets ($96 million) 
(Ozanian and Christina 2018). Mergers and acquisitions between technology companies have 
also driven acceleration in the industry, providing significant financial backing for future 
ventures (Deloitte 2019, 7). 
 
 
Theme 2: esports and the ongoing battle for legitimacy 
 
Esports has been the subject of vigorous debate since its conception. While those within the 
industry pursue its legitimisation as a form of sport (Thiborg 2009, 8), this has been opposed 
on the grounds of its perceived lack of physicality (Funk, Pizzo, and Bake 2017, 9) by both 
sports scholars and national governments alike. This theme repeatedly emerged in the literature 
and finding a way to enhance legitimacy will be a core policy problem to overcome.  

In 2018, the IOC and the Global Association of International Sport Federations 
(‘GAISF’) met to discuss the idea of esports entering the Olympic Games (IOC News 2018a). 
This forum brought together both sporting and gaming influencers through a series of forums 
where the growth of esport competition and audience were highlighted in the hopes of ratifying 
esports as a ‘real’ sport. However, there were concerns raised about the depiction of violence 
within leading esport software and the values of the Olympic movement. Further discussions 
occurred at the 2018 Olympic Summit (IOC News, 2018b), where esports were  
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considered “premature” for inclusion in the 2024 Paris games. The IOC raised concerns about 
the commercially driven outcomes of esports and their own values-based aims. However, it 
was noted later in the 2019 Olympic Summit, that esports showed potential for becoming more 
physical through Augmented and Virtual Reality and the focus should be on players rather than 
specific esport titles. This reflected the priority of the summit “putting athletes at the heart of 
the Olympic Movement” (IOC News 2019). 
 Despite these concerns, and the opposition of sports ‘traditionalists’, esports has 
institutionalised rapidly and fulfills the definitions of a sport by both Suits and Guttmann, and 
is applicable to enter the legal domain as a ‘sport’ per article 2.1.a of the European Sports 
Charter (Llorens 2017, 469). The Berlin Declaration, an agreement between fifteen European 
national esports federations and stakeholder organisations, serves as an example of esports 
articulating a shared vision. Meanwhile, core values and principles of esports engagement are 
beginning to emerge. The Interactive Games & Entertainment Association (‘IGEA’), an 
independent association representing the business and public policy interests of Australian and 
New Zealand companies in the computing and video game industry, recently published what 
could be described as a policy doctrine, listing safety and well-being, integrity and fair play, 
respect and diversity, and positive and enriching game play as its core principles (IGEA 2019). 

Yet, despite these positive developments, the legitimacy of esports is instead being 
determined by the norms set by national governments and international sporting institutions. 
In this sense, the success of the institutions concerned with the governance of esports - these 
being game producers, tournament organisers and esports regimes, clubs and leagues (Rosen 
2017) – is largely dependent on their ability to demonstrate the practical feasibility and 
financial return of esports (Mander and Buckle 2018, 4). With major corporate sponsors (Funk, 
Pizzo, and Bake 2017, 7) and partnerships with major sporting teams (Carter et al. 2018, 5), 
national governments are actively granting ‘sporting privileges’ (Ashton 2019) in favour of the 
industry (Thiborg 2009, 2). At an international level, the esports federations have made major 
strides towards legitimacy with the Olympic Council of Asia accepting esports as an official 
competitive sport at the 2022 Asia Games (Yu 2018, 89), and the International Olympic 
Committee announcing its recognition of esports (Yue 2018, 1). In light of these international 
successes, it is considered increasingly likely that governments will follow in suit.  
 
Theme 3: The familiar problems facing the esports industry 
 
It has been identified that literature on esports either focuses on the financial growth in the 
esports market or the problems inherent to such growth. The esports industry comes under 
regular criticism following concerns over its integrity breaches and cheating (Jessep 2019), 
gender imbalance (Lloren 2017, 474), rampant communications abuse (Sjöblom et al. 2019, 
40), gambling (Sjöblom et al. 2019, 34), and a lack of international regulation. These problems 
are a second, common theme in the literature surrounding esports. This paper does not wish to 
produce yet another ‘state of the industry’ type-discussion. Rather, it seeks to describe the 
literature relating to the problems - assisting to identify the immediate problems esports 
diplomacy would need to counter and negotiate. 
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The lack of regulation 
Despite esports developing “a nascent professional infrastructure [with] features familiar from 
the world of physical sports of entertainment, including tournaments, leagues, fans, teams, team 
owners, player contracts, sponsors, and the like” (Burk 2013, 1536), there is literary consensus 
that esports lacks adequate regulation and oversight (Green 2018), despite motions discussed 
above by the IOC and the Olympic Council of Asia. At present, the esports industry is highly 
fragmented with significant overlap (Green 2018). esports teams can compete across multiple 
games, leagues and tournaments, creating a myriad of potential ethical issues. For example, 
there is no criteria to distinguish esports amateurs from professionals, meaning that one could, 
in theory, play on a university esports team and at professional tournaments simultaneously 
(McCarthy 2019, 7). 

Governing bodies in esports are primarily owned by competing commercial enterprises, 
and norms of play are defined by the video game manufacturer (Jenny et al. 2017). In the United 
States, class actions have already commenced against video game developer Valve 
Corporation, claiming that it has facilitated a market “that [is] devoid of regulation and rampant 
with unfair contests, corruption, and receive[s] substantial benefit from minors” (Holden, 
Rodenberg and Kaburakis 2017, 236).  

The correlation between video games and gambling activities is also well documented 
in existing literature (King et al. 2012). According to a 2018 study, up to 67 percent of esports 
spectators had engaged in some form of esports gambling in the last 12 months (Macey and 
Hamari 2019, 20), while match-fixing and substance abuse can be pervasive amongst 
professional players (Holden, Rodenberg and Kaburakis 2017, 236; Godfrey 2018; Graham 
2015). These trends, interpreted in context with the rapid growth of esports, demands 
institutionalisation to protect the health of athletes, the integrity of the sport and the broader 
perception of its legitimacy. 
 
Diversity and gaming culture 
Esports are played under competitive conditions and often require social interactions between 
players (Freeman and Wohn 2017, 435). Studies have repeatedly confirmed a dominant player 
demographic of white and Asian males (Lee and Schoenstedt 2011, 41) in the age bracket of 
18 – 34 (Tran 2019). The esports environment has been described as one “where emotions run 
high and insults are part of the landscape” (Campbell 2015) and that “slurs are inevitable” in 
an anonymous setting (Segal 2014). Racist, misogynistic and homophobic slights are often 
used in live chats and streaming feeds (Mulkerin 2016), reminiscent of heckling in traditional 
sports, but amplified by the perceived lack of consequences in online gaming.  

To combat this phenomenon, game developers have implemented codes of conduct and 
disciplinary systems to reprimand players that demonstrate persistent negative behaviour (Riot 
Games 2017). Despite adverse trends in gaming culture, many authors agree that there is scope 
for social inclusivity in esports. Online multiplayer games have been found to elicit positive 
social capital when played with friends or strangers (Ryan Perry et al 2018, 202), with players 
providing “emotional and esteem support” to one another (Freeman and Wohn 2017). 

However, existing quantitative studies confirm that the lack of physical proximity 
between players often prevents these relationships from developing to their full capacity 
(Steinkuehler 
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and Williams 2006, 885). The scope for social inclusion in esports expands to differently abled 
gamers, emerging as a tool to improve the integration of these players in both online and offline 
communities (Ocean esports 2016). Where traditional sports have struggled to accommodate 
persons that are differently abled, esports has created a more even playing field and is less 
inclined to segregate these players into their own league (Winkie 2017). 

 
 

Theme 4: governments and the ‘great game’ of international relations 
 
A fourth theme in the esports literature is that governments are beginning to encroach. As yet, 
the esports industry has no diplomatic strategy to counter, or work with, such powerful 
interlocutors. Governments have shown increasing interest in the phenomenon as they realise 
the utility of esports for policy outcomes, particularly in tourism and infrastructure, education 
and power and influence. Governments, in other words, are starting to use (or abuse) esports 
as a diplomatic tool.  
 
Infrastructure and Tourism 
Wealthy governments often take investment risks to host global sporting events, with the 
possibility of stimulating the economy through tourism and trade (Burgo and Cromartie 2018). 
esports is no exception, as governments begin to construct purpose-built arenas with specialised 
facilities for tournaments (Hassan 2018). esports tourism is gaining traction in Australia, 
evidenced by the Victorian Government hosting its first ‘Melbourne esports Open’ in 2018 
(Pandos 2018). The event drew 12,000 attendees and 12 million online spectators and is 
projected to generate up to $25 million for the state economy over the next five years (Pandos 
2018). Events like these stimulate employment opportunities in the esports value chain, 
including, but not limited to, live streaming and commentating, information technology 
services, sport and events management, merchandising, hospitality, media and public relations 
(Yu 2018, 88-98). Existing literature describes several public-private sector partnerships in 
esports, which are instrumental in supporting the industry’s growth. In April 2019, the local 
government of Logan City Council partnered with gaming franchise Halo to host the largest 
Local Area Network competition in Halo’s Australian market history (Logan City Council 
2019; Halo Australia 2019). The event provided publicity for the Logan City Council’s 
recreational facilities and for the Halo video game simultaneously, serving both parties’ 
interests in the esports domain. 

 
Power and Influence 
Governments are beginning to realise esports’ soft power potential. As an emerging 
international industry (Sjöblom et al. 2019, 5) with an online transnational community (Mander 
and Buckle 2018, 6), esports is uniquely optimised to be leveraged by the state as an element 
of soft power (Lys 2017). South Korea is a prime example of a matured esports culture and 
industry, with authority to shape governance of esports and gain global prestige for its 
successes in competitions across a multitude of games and leagues (Thiborg 2009, 9). 

In close competition with South Korea is China, which through state–business collaboration 
(Yu 2018, 97), significant investment (Yu 2018, 97), and by restricting outside access to its 
markets (Mander and Buckle 2018, 13), is beginning to rival Korea in terms of industry 
leadership (Yu 2018, 89). While Western scholars have remained largely ignorant to this  
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governance takeover, Chinese scholars have considered the process an inevitable and important 
Chinese accomplishment. This is supported by Yue (2018, 21) who asserts, “China should not 
only have the responsibility to maintain sports order, but also have the strength to make rules. 
At the same time. … In today's world, the rise of China is an indisputable fact … It can be said 
that China has the strength to lead the world's esports trend”.  

Behind China’s success is the company Tencent, which through investment, has gained 
stakes or total control over major esports stakeholders, including the US company Riot Games, 
creator of League of Legends (LoL) (Mander and Buckle 2018, 12). “Riot Games has been the 
keystone for the institutionalisation of LoL as a worldwide eSport” (Lloren 2017, 466), and as 
such, the Chinese Government has been able to shape esports and its governance through proxy 
of its large financial stake. However, this has not gone unnoticed, garnering backlash from civil 
liberties groups in the US, which claim that: “American companies are part of American society 
and should be institutions that we can trust, abiding by American values … If these companies 
are running overseas and participating in authoritarian regimes, then it’s a real problem” 
(Cutchin 2019). The expanding esports market has served China’s digital economic strategy 
by supporting joint ventures with foreign companies while asserting Chinese companies’ 
international competitiveness (Cutchin 2019, 93). This is illustrated by Tencent acting as both 
a buffer and partner for foreign companies wanting to enter the Chinese market (Sender 2017). 
Despite the controlling role of corporations in esports (Steinkuehler 2019, 1-4), the Chinese 
government remains the ultimate regulator of imports and exports. China’s boycott of South 
Korean products, including the freezing of pending video game licences, was well documented 
when Terminal High Altitude Area Defense tensions peaked between the countries in 2017 
(Bland, Hancock and Harris 2017). The boycott had adverse effects on Korean companies’ 
market value (Bland, Hancock and Harris 2017), highlighting the susceptibility of the global 
esports market to international politics and power plays. To a more limited extent, the US 
government has attempted to utilise video game sanctions for its own means. In both 2012 and 
2018, US sanctions restricted access to the game servers of World of Warcraft (Blizzard 
Entertainment 2012) and League of Legends (Favis 2019) in Iran. However, it is notable that 
the restrictions were potentially unintentional and primitive in application.  

The final aspect of esports which can be considered is that of the global prestige - 
analogous to that of traditional sports seen in the Olympic Games. Alongside the governments 
of Turkey (Esen 2019), South Korea, Russia, Germany and Denmark (Thiborg 2009, 8), China 
“has aggressively sought to legitimate esports as a source of national pride and international 
goodwill” (Yu 2018, 92-93). The combination of adequate infrastructure to host esports events 
and the implementation of esports into a standardised education system is enough to cement 
esports in a country’s national identity. At present, China has taken these elements one step 
further by curating a sociocultural program at the intersection of esports, the ‘Chinese Dream’ 
and its strong economic policies, accumulating soft power capital where other States have not 
(Wise and Harris 2017). China’s legitimisation of esports through various Ministries has 
portrayed attendees at live esports events as “the ideal patriotic citizen[s]” (Yu 2018, 26, 89).  

In summary, the majority of literature on esports relates to three themes: boom or bust, 
the problems with esports and the encroachment of increasingly powerful ‘players’ such as 
traditional sporting regimes and/or, more recently, sovereign states. An obvious gap in this 
body of knowledge is providing solutions as to how these issues might be effectively  
  



13 
This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in Sport in Society on  
30 Sep 2020, available online: http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/17430437.2020.1826437 

countered. To date, the esports industry lacks a common diplomatic understanding and strategy. 
In order to create a sustainable future, counter problems and powerful players, and speak with 
one common voice, a doctrine built from good theory could help. This doctrine, as proposed 
earlier, should be called ‘esports diplomacy’.  

 
 

Esports diplomacy: definition and benefits 
 
Stemming from the literature review, this section introduces and builds the term ‘esports 
diplomacy’. It first defines the term before highlighting the benefits of this way of thinking for 
the esports industry and other associated partners such as states and traditional sporting 
regimes. esports diplomacy is a term that fills the gap between what the esports industry wants 
to achieve – for example, sustainability, shared vision, and an ability and capacity to represent 
itself while countering Gordian problems and more powerful interlocutors – and how it might 
go about achieving it. In other words, esports diplomacy should become the means to the 
industry’s ends. Before it can be strategically employed, however, it must first be theoretically 
built - one of the core aims of this paper.  

As reiterated throughout, esports diplomacy is an abstract theory that focuses on the 
networks, process, challenges and actors involved where esports, sport, commerce and politics 
overlap. The central argument is that esports and politics have a meaningful intersection. Such 
an intersection, this paper contends, must be contextualised and examined in order to promote 
positive outcomes while drawing attention to the darker, more problematic aspects of esports 
discussed earlier in this paper: illegitimacy, breaches of integrity, a lack of diversity, cheating, 
corruption, and the encroachment of more powerful players into the esports realm.   

esports diplomacy can be defined as conscious, strategic and regular use of diplomatic 
techniques, skills and functions to inform and create a favourable image among the general 
public, states, and organisations to shape their perceptions in a way that is (more) conducive to 
the esports industry’s desired goals. It is a theory that describes and frames the networks 
inherent to the esports ecosystem and, ideally, encourages integration of systems, visions, 
policy goals, cultures, values, needs and fears, for all concerned.  

This theory also encapsulates the operational processes, structures and resources required 
in order for esports to survive and thrive in competitive, anarchic political and international 
relations systems – the how-to, rather than the why or the what. esports diplomacy provides the 
conceptual foundation for a new, diplomatic way of thinking about technology. The theory can 
provide the common strategy, physical policy architecture, people and structures required to 
represent the esports industry and the larger sport and political ecosystems it finds itself 
operating – and, at times, struggling – in. The theory is characterised by “non-hierarchical, 
interdependent, and relatively stable relationships, embracing a variety of actors who share 
common goals and who exchange resources in pursuit of these goals” (Hocking 2004). It 
encourages the construction of a unified strategy, as well as coalitions of state and non-state 
actors bound by esports and common, collaborative strategies conducive to mutually reciprocal 
outcomes, for all concerned.  

These integrative networks do not displace the current structures of the esports industry 
and its relations with established sports and powerful sovereign states. They reify and 
complement them. Established roles, actors, networks and policies should become part of a 
new system populated by a much broader range of actors, bound together by a common interest 
in esports. Esports diplomacy generates thinking on different nodes, avenues and  
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channels for the esports ecosystem, while embracing the “expansion in the number and variety 
of international actors” playing the game (Hocking, Melissen, Riordan, and Sharp 2012).  

There are many immediate benefits to esports diplomacy. First, the term encourages 
thinking on not only what esports represent and wants to achieve, but how it does so; a focus 
on the means as well as the ends. As any player of strategy games will tell you, you can’t beat 
the villain without a gameplan. This is a new way of thinking about the role esports could play 
“off the screen”, so to speak. Members of the esports ecosystem can then begin to produce 
positive outcomes (beyond commercial, market share, and audience figures) which, in turn, 
would counter the negative press and problems inherent to the industry. These outcomes are 
important, particularly for demystifying esports for traditional sporting audiences and 
industries, as well as governments. Thinking diplomatically about esports would also help 
refine the identity, culture and values of the video gaming industry. Applying the five functions 
of diplomacy, for example, generates certain questions:  

 
(1) What does esports represent?  
(2) What are its core messages and how are these communicated?  
(3) How does esports diplomacy negotiate within the industry and with more powerful 

players outside the industry?  
(4) Does esports create or minimize friction in its relations?  
(5) How does esports gather and disseminate information?   
 
Esports diplomacy fosters diplomatic skills that can be learned and applied to the key 

battlegrounds for esports: for example, how to negotiate with the IOC, governments and 
traditional sporting bodies in a way that can produce mutually reciprocal outcomes and turn 
esports from a threat into an opportunity.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
New problems are inevitable for esports if diplomatic skills, training or strategy are not 
developed. The issues highlighted in this paper will persist and multiply which, in turn, will 
threaten the vitality and sustainability of the industry itself. To be blunt, esports often finds 
itself quickly out of its depth in complex, competitive and anarchic political and international 
relations systems. Trivial incidents can spiral quickly out of control and result in ongoing losses 
in terms of finances, market, government relations or brand perception. Clearly, existing 
‘diplomatic’ systems, knowledge, and capacity are inadequate. Caught between powerful 
governments and well-entrenched traditional sporting regimes, esports is being used and 
abused as proverbial ‘political footballs’ without clear strategic response. The industry cannot 
expect smooth international growth without a nuanced, bespoke understanding of diplomacy, 
the politics of sport, the nature of states and the concept of power. 

To maintain and grow its core business, to counter the challenges described in this 
paper, and to create socially responsible work “off the screen”, is to adapt key lessons from the 
growing body of theory and practice on sports diplomacy. To do so requires mastery of five 
key functions: negotiation, communication, intelligence gathering and dissemination, 
representation, and the minimisation of friction. To repeat, the state does not own these five 
functions or, indeed, the concept of diplomacy. Today, civil society organisations, businesses,  
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and individuals are learning, adapting and benefiting from hundreds of years of diplomatic 
theory and practice - though no one has applied these ideas to the esports industry as yet. 

The adoption of esports diplomacy would reduce threats to the industry, create win-win 
outcomes for all concerned and form the foundation for a strategic approach. Such diplomatic 
strategies are also vital in terms of nullifying, working with, and harnessing the massive power 
of governments or traditional sporting regimes. The creation of diplomatic skills would allow 
esports to better manage the network of core relationships required to make the industry 
function, including, for example, clubs, governments, sponsors, television firms, internet 
streaming services. 

As was the case with the real gold rushes, Jarvie (2020) notes, it pays to remember that 
only a few prospectors “struck it rich”. Those that sold shovels, picks and pack animals were 
the ones who made significant gains. Seeing the opportunity of the digital era’s so-called 
egalitarian nature, the challenge is to go beyond a rush and shape the eSports rush into 
something sustainable, positive and meaningful; something that adds value to our society, 
relationships, bodies, minds and souls. 
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