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Corporate social responsibility (CSR) and other closely re-
lated concepts have received a great deal of attention in 

management theory and practice over that past few decades. 
Recent trends have pushed CSR evermore to the forefront 
of business operations, including: (a) readily available data 
easily accessed by demanding consumers (e.g., Jo & Harjo-
to, 2014); (b) the rise of ratings agencies that allow respon-
sible companies to leverage their activities into competitive 
business advantage; (c) the increasing disparity between the 
abilities of governments and corporations to invest in needed 
social programming (e.g., Austin & Seitanidi, 2012); and (d) 
the shift of debate about the existence of social issues such as 
climate change and world poverty towards a discussion of 
solution finding, sustainable business models, and responsi-
ble consumption (e.g., Leach et al., 2012).

What exactly is CSR? Broadly speaking, it defines how an 
organization balances its operations among its various eco-
nomic, social, and environmental responsibilities. Increas-
ingly, CSR is being viewed through a strategic lens, rather 
than purely as an expense incurred by a business. As Nike 
founder Philip Knight suggests, “The performance of Nike 
and every other global company in the 21st century will be 
measured as much by our impact on quality of life as it is 
by revenue growth and profit margins” (Nike, 2001, inside 
cover, para 12).

So what CSR initiatives are sport organizations engaging 
in? For more than a decade, I have consulted with and stud-
ied sport organization CSR, and there are a wide variety of 
initiatives across the broad spectrum of the industry. From 
my observations, they mainly fit into two broad categories: 
1) engagement through sport, and 2) engagement by sport. 
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large audience, high information consumption levels, identi-
fication with the message source, access to visible and popu-
lar spokespeople, and an often-captured audience. 

Leagues

The manifestation of engagement by these entities takes on 
many different forms. Leagues, for example, have been at 
the forefront of creating awareness for various causes due 
to their visibility (i.e., International Federation of Football 
Associations’ [FIFA] “Say No to Racism” campaign, and the 
National Hockey League’s [NHL] partnership with “You Can 
Play”). However, it is important not to confuse CSR with 
cause-related marketing campaigns (see sidebar: “What is 
NOT CSR in Sport?”).

In 2012, a partnership between the Green Sports Alli-
ance and the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) 
produced Game Changer: How the Sports Industry is Saving 
the Environment, a publication of case studies highlighting 
the sport industry’s embrace of sustainable environmental 
practices. These 21 case studies highlight environmental best 
practices from special events, leagues, teams, as well as for 
sport venue construction, operation, and maintenance.

The National Basketball Association (NBA) launched its 
NBA Cares social responsibility program in 2005. NBA Cares 
is the league’s global community outreach initiative that ad-
dresses important social issues such as education, youth and 
family development, and health and wellness. For example, 
NBA/WNBA Fit is part of the health and wellness program of 
NBA Cares, which offers fitness clinics to encourage physical 
activity and healthy living. To date, NBA teams and players 
through NBA Cares have donated more than $210 million to 
charities. Additionally, 2.3 million hours of community ser-
vice have been completed through NBA Cares.

The PGA TOUR is an organization 
that has always had charitable causes at 
its forefront. Its current TOUR Chari-
ties arm is branded with the “Together, 
Anything’s Possible” tagline. All PGA 

Engagement Through Sport

Participating in sport is enjoyed by people (especially chil-
dren) around the world. Using the compelling “pull” of sport 
participation, organizations around the world are attempting 
to address myriad social ills. Clichés such as “sport builds 
character” are commonly used in reference to sports as an 
important tool to develop positive values in youth. Yet, sport 
has a unique potential to be an important medium for char-
acter development due to naturally occurring teachable mo-
ments that exist in this context. Positive youth development 
has been a clear focus of both government and the non-profit 
sectors, and often sport participation has been used as the 
“hook” to attract kids into after-school programming that 
looks to have a broader impact on this group. 

A notable example of this type of en-
gagement is a group of youth development 
non-profits that use sport participation as 
the basis for engaging inner-city youth in 
programming aimed to help them develop 
self-confidence, interpersonal skills, self-ef-
ficacy, appreciation for diversity, self-determination, and 
many other desirable life skills-oriented outcomes, including 
scholastic achievement. This group, the Philadelphia Youth 
Sports Collaborative, uses its collective power and expansive 
network to benefit youth from particularly under-resourced 
environments.

Engagement by Sport

The vast majority of the focus within sport management has 
been on engagement by sport (i.e., the philanthropic and 
cause-related activity conducted by sport teams, leagues, and 
athletes). Walker and Kent (2009) identified the main areas 
of focus for these entities as youth health, youth education, 
community issues, and general philanthropy. Profession-
al sport, in particular, has attributes that provide favorable 
conditions for delivering public service messages, such as its 

What is NOT CSR in Sport?

There is confusion surrounding where exactly the boundaries of CSR exist when discussing business activities. Among 
sport academicians, one of the most common misconceptions is that the practice of “cause-related marketing” (CRM) is 
a form of CSR. Cause-related marketing is prevalent within the sport industry, and is an effective mechanism for creating 
positive image transfer for both collaborators in the partnership. The confusion may lie in that this is often a collaboration 
between a “corporate” league or team and a non-profit “cause.” However, cause marketing’s primary goal is image enhance-
ment and promotion for both the company and the cause. Too many sport scholars use CSR and CRM as interchangeable 
terms, which isn’t accurate. CSR is an organization’s commitment to operating in a way that is socially responsible and 
using profits for general social good, while cause marketing is quite simply a specific type of marketing campaign. Cause 
marketing may be a reflection of the larger CSR strategy, but that need not always be the case. Case in point, the recent rev-
elations that National Football League (NFL) teams have received payment for “military appreciation” ceremonies at their 
games, revealing that it is a business (marketing) transaction paid for by the military, and not a CSR initiative on behalf of 
the NFL. While philanthropy can be an aim of cause marketing, philanthropy is not its primary objective. Ultimately, while 
CSR and CRM may share a bond, they are not the same thing.
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launched alongside some major clean-energy renovations to 
its stadium, Lincoln Financial Field: 2,500 solar panels, 80 
20-foot high wind turbines, and a generator that runs on nat-
ural gas and biodiesel were installed, which makes it the first 
stadium capable of generating all of its own electricity. Along 
with many other sustainable attributes of the Eagles’ team 
and venue operations, environmental data points are mar-
keted in an integrated fashion within the Go Green program 
to advocate for the adoption of everyday sustainable envi-
ronmental best practices such as reduce, reuse, and recycle. 

Maple Leafs Sports and Entertainment (MLSE) owns and 
operates the Toronto Maple Leafs (NHL), Toronto Raptors 
(NBA), Toronto FC (MLS), and Toronto Marlies (AHL). 
Through its MLSE Foundation, which was founded in 2009, 
it has given millions of dollars to support numerous pro-
grams in and around the Toronto area. Programs support-
ed by the MLSE Foundation include, but are not limited to, 
upgrading or constructing various community sport facili-
ties, subsidizing local youth sport programming through 
community action grants, and using event-generated 50/50 
drawing funds to provide grants to mentoring and support 
organizations targeting youth and disabled populations.  

Athletes

At any given time, there are about 4,000 professional athletes 
pursuing their careers in the U.S. Especially at the elite lev-
els, a sizeable proportion of them have established non-prof-
it foundations to bring structure to their efforts to support 
charitable causes that they believe in strongly. Babiak, Mills, 
Tainsky, and Juravich (2012) noted that more than 500 pro-
fessional athletes had foundations, with more than 200 of 
them officially registered in the U.S. as 501(c)3 non-profit sta-
tus organizations. They interviewed 10 professional athletes 
as part of a broader study on athlete philanthropy, and noted 
that most of the athletes tend to focus their philanthropic ef-
forts towards their local community, and stem from a feeling 
of obligation given their socio-economic standing relative to 
their supporters/admirers. Many noted that they understood 
the unique visibility that they get as an athlete, and the plat-
form for “doing good” that it provides. Some prominent ex-
amples include the following:
• Professional basketball player LeBron 

James has established the LeBron James 
Family Foundation. At the core of its 
mission, the foundation tries to impact 
the lives of children through education 
and co-curricular initiatives. Sub-brand-
ed initiatives include “Wheels for Education,” which each 
year selects a group of third-grade students to partici-
pate in a two-week technology camp; and the “I Promise 
Network,” which takes the concept of the “Wheels” pro-
gram and applies it to age-appropriate activities for mid-
dle-school kids. James has also partnered with several en-

TOUR events are devoted to generating revenue and aware-
ness for charitable foundations and causes in its local host 
communities. The TOUR collaborates with its community 
stakeholders to take their efforts beyond the golf course to 
improve the quality of life in local communities. Since 1938, 
TOUR players from 100-plus yearly tournaments on all three 
tours and more than 80,000 volunteers have raised more than 
$2 billion in charitable giving.

The NHL and National Hockey League Players’ Associ-
ation founded NHL Fights Cancer in 1998. The mission of 
NHL Fights Cancer is to raise money and awareness for na-
tional and local organizations involved in cancer care and 
research. To date, through the Hockey Fights Cancer ini-
tiative, the NHL’s U.S. and Canadian charitable foundations 
and NHL supporters and fans have donated more than $14 
million to support national and local cancer research institu-
tions, children’s hospitals, player charities, and local cancer 
organizations.

Teams

At the team level, there is a long history of charitable involve-
ment, as engagement at the local level serves to attract atten-
tion for charitable causes and also deliver reciprocal public 
relations benefits to the team (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009). As 
retold by Sparvero and Kent (2014), one of the earliest ex-
amples of this relationship occurred in 1948, when “Truth 
or Consequences” host Ralph Edwards visited “Jimmy,” a 
young cancer patient in Boston. Edwards brought members 
of the Boston Braves to Jimmy’s hospital room, and asked his 
listeners to donate money for a television for Jimmy’s room 
(Krueger, 2007). Subsequently, more than $200,000 was do-
nated to the Children’s Cancer Research Fund, which was 
renamed the Jimmy Fund, and was adopted by the Braves as 
the team’s designated beneficiary of fundraising efforts (Mill-
er, 2006). The relationship endures, as the Jimmy Fund of the 
Dana Farber Cancer Center is the primary charity of Major 
League Baseball’s Boston Red Sox. 

There has been a deliberate increase in the formalization 
of charitable work over the last two decades, as teams have 
created non-profit entities to oversee operations. These act 
as a more visible way for the team to demonstrate its com-
mitment to the community and bolster its CSR bona fides 
(Sparvero & Kent, 2014). The most recent analysis shows 
that as of 2014, 97 of 113 U.S.-based teams have indepen-
dent charitable non-profit organizations (NPOs) (Sparvero 
& Kent, 2014). 

The NFL’s Philadelphia Eagles’ “Go 
Green” program exists to promote en-
vironmental awareness and sustainable 
behaviors. The company-wide initiative 
includes energy efficiency programs, 
green procurement policies, waste reduction, and renewable 
energy purchasing and recycling among its fan base. It was 
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Sport CSR: Three Lessons

Now that we have explored examples of the variety of ways 
that the sport industry engages with CSR, I would like to 
share what I feel to be the three main broad takeaways when 
pursuing a CSR agenda: (1) be strategic, (2) be efficient, and 
(3) be realistic. These lessons derive from both my academic 
study of CSR in the industry and from my direct engagement 
with many organizations that are doing great things for their 
respective communities.

1. Be Strategic

As articulated by Porter and Kramer (2006), an important 
factor for engaging in impactful (and ultimately successful) 
CSR activities is to prioritize social issues to address that are 
closely related to the competitive context of the industry, and 
those that are affected by the activities in the company value 
chain. As such, sport teams do well when they address issues 
with youth (due to their high connectedness), with gener-
al health and wellness (due to athlete general knowledge of 
fitness), and with general philanthropy (due to the general 
wealth found in the industry).

Social responsibility activities in the sport industry are be-
lieved to have a greater potential to influence the society and 
bring awareness of social issues due to the celebrity status 
of teams and star players, and overall pervasiveness of the 
sport industry at large (e.g., Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). For 
example, managers from the NFL revealed that they used our 
fan tracker system to understand whether our CSR messages 
are breaking through with their fan base. Similarly, the NBA 
evaluated CSR by its legacy project, asking about the experi-
ence of its participants and how it makes people feel about 
the partnership (Babiak, 2010). 

From the CSR agent perspective, CSR success can be mea-
sured by attendance figures, fan loyalty, exposure to mes-
sages, and team attractiveness for sponsors (Athanasopou-
lou et al., 2011). In general, assessing the ultimate impact of 
sport-industry CSR has been lagging in both the practitioner 
and researcher domains (Forester & Kent, 2012), perhaps 
due to the fact that “…social outcomes are notoriously diffi-
cult to measure” (Center for Effective Philanthropy, 2002, p. 
5), due to its costliness in time and finances, often competing 
objectives, and the tenuous links of cause and effect in most 
complex outcomes of interest. 

An emergent line of strategy-oriented research investi-
gates the proliferation of non-profit foundation organiza-
tions that have been incorporated by sport teams to manage 
the CSR portfolio of activities. Sport scholars have investi-
gated the decision-making process of CSR in football char-
itable foundations (e.g., Anagnostopoulos et al., 2014), and 
the competing interests of disparate stakeholders that sport 
CSR decision makers face (Babiak, 2010). Sparvero and 
Kent (2014) performed the first thorough financial analy-
sis of sport-team NPOs and found that they had seemingly 

tities to provide opportunities through his philanthropy, 
including donating 50 scholarships to the “First Tee” of 
Akron, and most recently (summer of 2015) partnering 
with the University of Akron to provide scholarships for 
all eligible graduates of the “I Promise” and “Wheels” pro-
grams (a potential of more than 1,000 students).

•  The Serena Williams Fund, an initiative of the superstar 
tennis player, works in conjunction with several non-prof-
its to contribute to causes about which she cares. Since 
2011, Williams has been a UNICEF Goodwill Ambassador 
and has made several visits to Africa in support of chil-
dren’s causes like immunizations and quality education. 
Williams has also partnered with Beyond the Boroughs to 
provide scholarships for students who have demonstrated 
a will to succeed academically but are not able to attend 
college due to financial shortfalls. Inspired by the loss of 
her half-sister to gun violence, Williams partners with 
the Caliber Foundation, which offers support to victims, 
families, and communities that are affected by illegal gun 
violence.

•  Former NHL star Pat Lafontaine founded the “Compan-
ions in Courage” NPO in 1997. This initiative is centered 
on the belief that children who are battling life-threaten-
ing illnesses need companionship and a safe haven while 
enduring their medical ordeal. Companions in Courage 
raises funds to build interactive playrooms in hospitals 
throughout North America, which become go-to plac-
es for kids to connect with friends and family in fun, 
non-threatening environments within the hospital during 
their stay. These so-called “Lion’s Dens” have been con-
structed in almost two dozen hospitals, including the in-
augural room in 2005 at the Maria Fareri Children’s Hos-
pital in New York. The organization partners with Cisco, 
DuPont, Microsoft, and the NHL to help support outfit-
ting the rooms.

•  Right To Play is devoted to using 
the transformative power of play to 
educate and empower children and 
youth in places where poverty, con-
flict, and disease overwhelm the ev-
eryday lives of the most vulnerable. Founded in 2000 by 
four-time Olympic gold medalist Johann Olav Koss, Right 
To Play’s programs are put into action by utilizing more 
than 13,500 local volunteer coaches and more than 600 
international staff. Through playing sports and games, the 
organization teaches children essential life skills that help 
them create better futures and drive lasting social change 
in their communities. Working in both the humanitari-
an and development context, Right To Play builds local 
capacity by training community leaders as coaches to de-
liver its programs in 20 countries affected by war, poverty, 
and disease in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and South 
America. 
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Table 1.  Team Non-Profit Score (TNS)
NON-PROFIT LEAGUE TNS

Top 10
Ray Baseball Foundation MLB 24
Green Bay Packers Foundation NFL 23
Baltimore Orioles Foundation MLB 22
New York Yankees Foundation MLB 21
Angels Baseball Foundation MLB 21
Boston Celtics Shamrock Foundation NBA 21
Chicago Cubs Charities MLB 20
St. Louis Blues Fourteen Fund NHL 20
Colorado Rockies Baseball Club Foundation MLB 20
Bears Care NFL 20

Bottom 5
Florida Panthers NHL 6
LA Kings NHL 6
Dallas Stars NHL 9
Sacramento Kings NBA 9
Texans, Sharks, Cowboys, Thrashers, & Hawks (tied) NFL, NHL, NBA 10

score of 24. The methodology mirrored that of non-profit in-
dustry watchdogs like Charity Navigator, which serves as a 
consumer’s guide to the world of philanthropic giving. 

Organizations like Charity Navigator have not historical-
ly evaluated sport-based non-profits in its work; however, 
some prominent athlete foundations are a part of its rating 
system. The highest rating that Charity Navigator gives to a 
non-profit is a four-star rating. Within the world of sport, 
four such ratings have been earned. As they can be regarded 
as exemplary, I provide a short overview of each of them be-
low, so managers can examine them and follow their practic-
es when developing their own CSR strategies.

Sport-Based Four-Star Charities
Professional golfer Tiger Woods established 
a foundation that has been very successful 
from the standpoint of revenue and visibil-
ity. The Tiger Woods Foundation has fund-
ed the construction of several Tiger Woods 
Learning Centers around the U.S. The learn-
ing centers immerse students (grade 5-12) in STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, math) education in an interactive 
way, and provide scholarship, mentorship, and support for 
its participants. The foundation is highly lauded for its fo-
cus and success, as well as its operational efficiency. Chari-
ty Navigator gives the Tiger Woods Foundation its highest 
four-star rating endorsement, and notes that it annually has 
revenues around $9 million and dedicates more than 86% 
of its expenses directly on its programs and services, with 

emerged for a variety of strategic reasons, including man-
dates from host communities, the desire to establish good-
will in a community, and overall philanthropic goals of team 
ownership. One such way to engender goodwill is to have 
acknowledgement by third parties of the efficacy of CSR ini-
tiatives. To this end, Beyond Sport, an NPO that conducts 
conferences, gives awards, and generally promotes sport 
CSR, offers a way for sport organizations to be recognized, 
celebrated, and incentivized to conduct CSR initiatives in a 
strategic and impactful way. 

2. Be Efficient

As noted in the previous section, in the course of their re-
search, Sparvero and Kent (2014) created the Team Non-
profit Score (TNS) rating system and showed the relative 
financial and management efficiency of the 84 sport-team 
based NPOs included in their analysis. This brings me to the 
second lesson of sport CSR: being efficient. By “efficient,” I 
mean to operate the CSR mechanism (whether internal or 
as a separate non-profit entity) as an exemplar in the world 
of philanthropy. As sport may have an advantage due to its 
prominent place in the societal mindset, so too is it under 
scrutiny at the highest levels if operations are not at the high-
est standards. 

In the TNS ratings (see Table 1), those who were most (and 
least) efficient in terms of operating their non-profit founda-
tions were identified. Of the 84 team non-profits included in 
the analysis, one team (Tampa Bay Rays) received a perfect 
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rating based on its program expenses (45.5%), its high ex-
pense for fundraising and administration (54.3%), and just a 
31 score for “accountability and transparency.” The existence 
of this foundation is likely in name only, as its reported rev-
enues and expenses are less than $2,000 on an annual basis.

3. Be Realistic

Finally, a key to success in the sport CSR world is to be re-
alistic. By this I mean to not overstate the effect that may 
be had through such initiatives. Although the CSR world is 
generally rife with hyperbole, overselling its merits in sport 
is a dangerous thing. One such pitfall resides in the notion 
that sport is somehow unique when it comes to CSR. In suc-
cessive years, scholars such as Smith and Westerbeek (2007), 
Breitbarth and Harris (2008), and Godfrey (2009), in special 
issues on CSR in the Journal of Sport Management, all made 
some version of the argument that sport can be a distinctive-
ly important industry within which to employ CSR-related 
business practices. This premise has underpinned much in-
vestment in the area since 2000, when at the Laureus World 
Sports Awards, Nelson Mandela memorably asserted that 
“sport has the power to change the world.” 

At its zenith, sport as a social institution may indeed hold 
transformative potential due to its prevalence, popularity, 
and emotional hold on people, most especially youth. As 
noted by Smith and Westerbeek (2007), “… sport, more than 
any other potential vehicle, contains qualities that make it a 
powerful force in effecting positive social contributions” (p. 
2). In addition, they suggest that there are “… social responsi-
bilities inherent to sport itself, and that corporations need to 
connect with these inherent responsibilities in order to suc-
cessfully deploy sport in their CSR efforts” (p. 2). The passion 
sport engenders, for example, allows teams and/or athletes to 
have a greater effect with their CSR engagement than would 
people and/or firms from other industries (Babiak & Wolfe, 
2013). As reported by Walker and Kent (2009), most profes-
sional sport teams, for example, focused their programmatic 
CSR efforts on philanthropy, community involvement, youth 
health, and education initiatives, which would be in keeping 
with the recommendations of finding relevant value-chain 
causes to engage with, especially among their most captive 
audiences (i.e., youth and the local fan base). 

However, along with these assertions and models of sports’ 
distinctiveness comes research that has shown ultimate im-
pacts on par with non-sport CSR engagement, and in terms 
of the reciprocal business case outcomes a diminished case to 
be made for sport (e.g., Walker & Kent, 2009). Indeed, very 
little work has been done to support the assertion that the 
beneficiaries of CSR differentiate much between the sources 
of their support, whether sport-based or not.

almost 60% of this amount going to grant-making and the 
remainder going to the learning centers.

The Tom Coughlin Jay Fund Foundation was created in 
honor of Jay McGillis. McGillis was a young man who de-
veloped leukemia. The courage, compassion, and faith he 
demonstrated during the course of his illness were an in-
spiration to many people. The mission of the Tom Coughlin 
Jay Fund Foundation is to assist children with leukemia and 
other cancers and their families by providing emotional and 
financial support to help reduce the stress associated with 
treatment and improve their quality of life. Charity Navigator 
gives this foundation a four-star rating based on its program 
expenses (82.4%), a 90.74 score for financial performance, 
and a 96 score for “accountability and transparency.”

The Dan Marino Foundation was established in 1992 by 
Dan and Claire Marino, motivated by their experiences in 
raising their son, Michael, who is diagnosed with autism. The 
foundation’s mission is “empowering individuals with autism 
and other developmental disabilities through therapies, re-
search, education, and employment in pursuit of a greater 
quality of life.” For more than 20 years, the foundation has 
served individuals with disabilities in South Florida and 
raised more than $45 million to create unique and impactful 
initiatives in the community. Among these “first-of-their-
kind” initiatives were the Miami Children’s Hospital Dan 
Marino Center, Childnett.tv, the Marino Autism Research 
Institute, Marino Adapted Aquatics, Summer STEPS Em-
ployment Programs, and Marino Campus. Charity Navigator 
gives this foundation a four-star rating based on its program 
expenses (85.7%), a 93.57 score for financial performance, 
and a 93 score for “accountability and transparency.” Just 
3.9% of expenses are for administration of the Dan Marino 
Foundation, yet it shows 14.6% revenue growth annually.

Tony La Russa’s Animal Rescue Foundation (ARF) was 
created in 1991 by Tony and Elaine La Russa to address the 
needs of companion animals. ARF saves dogs and cats who 
have run out of time at public shelters and brings people and 
animals together to enrich each other’s lives. ARF strives to 
create a world where every dog and cat has a home, where 
every lonely person has a companion animal, and where 
children learn to care for animals. ARF is an organization 
that can not only aid abandoned and homeless animals, but 
also promote the concept that people’s lives can be enhanced 
by strengthening the bonds between humans and animals. 
This foundation truly outperforms most in its class when as-
sessed by Charity Navigator. ARF has a four-star rating based 
on its program expenses (86.8%), a 95.07 score for financial 
performance, and a perfect 100 score for “accountability and 
transparency.”

On the other end of the spectrum, it can be devastating to 
a non-profit to earn the lowest Charity Navigator rating of 
zero stars. Within sport, only the Rusty Staub Foundation has 
this rating, yet it has somehow survived since its inception 
in 1985. Charity Navigator gives this foundation a zero-star 
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CSR in Sport: Doing It Right

Conclusion

Ultimately, having high-profile leagues, teams, and athletes 
engage in their communities is a positive thing. Just as with 
the broader entertainment industry, those who can attract 
and focus the attention of the masses hold powerful sway and 
can be very effective agents of social change. 

However, simply engaging with community and social 
causes does not guarantee long-term success or meaningful 
and sustainable social impact. Those engaged in the practice 
of social change initiatives must be mindful of doing things 
in the right way, so as to not squander valuable resources, 
opportunities, or public goodwill that can accompany such 
efforts. 
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There are very few significant outcomes an organization 
can achieve by itself. To do anything worthwhile, it is 

likely an organization will have to work with other organi-
zations. Yet, establishing an interorganizational relationship 
is only part of the process. Being good at these relationships 
is what it is all about. Successfully managing those relation-
ships is imperative for any modern organization and is thus 
referred to as the interorganizational imperative. 

I have learned this through theory, research, and practice. 
In this article, I share some key findings from my research 
as well as my experiences as a director of three New Zealand 
sport organizations: Tennis Northern, GymSports New Zea-
land, and AFL New Zealand. In what follows, I will briefly 
review interorganizational concepts, and position interorga-
nizational relationships as resources capable of providing a 
sustainable competitive advantage. I provide a number of key 
statements. Some read as recommendations, while others are 
cautionary notes. Collectively, they will help interorganiza-
tional relationships create better results for an organization.

Describing an organization in terms of internal character-
istics will only tell part of the story, because to truly under-
stand an organization in the sport and entertainment indus-
tries, one also has to look at the organizations with which he 
or she works. As an example, imagine that I can sing. I will 
sign with a management agency to help me get a deal with a 
record company. I write my own music, so I also sign with a 
music publisher. This publisher helps get my music into tele-
vision shows, movies, commercials, restaurants, and on the 
radio. My manager signs me up with a promoter, who helps 
book venues and hires a ticketing agency. And when I go on 
stage, security, police, EMT/medical, and catering organi-
zations, among others, all contribute toward the creation of 
the event. Behind the scenes, freight forwarding and logistics 
companies ensure everybody and everything makes it to the 
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failing to achieve agreement on issues such as goals, and an 
unequal of distribution of power (Braganza, 2016). It’s one 
thing to have a relationship, and quite another to be good at 
collaborating. Organizations rarely take full advantage of the 
collaborative potential within each relationship.

The resource-based view (RBV) of the firm is a framework 
that allows managers to analyze the resources of their orga-
nization based on their value, their rarity, and the inability of 
other firms to imitate or substitute such resources. If this oc-
curs, the organization is likely to obtain a competitive advan-
tage. The ability to create and manage IORs fits all of these 
criteria (Dyer, Kale, & Singh, 2001). A successful IOR will 
create relational rent. Dyer and Singh (1998, p. 662) describe 
relational rent as “a supernormal profit jointly generated in 
an exchange relationship that cannot be generated by either 
firm in isolation and can only be created through the joint 
idiosyncratic contributions of the specific alliance partners” 
(p. 662). Put simply, one plus one starts to equal three. 

Interorganizational Partnerships:  
Things to Consider

Network Governance Makes a Difference

When you have a few organizations connected, you create 
a network. Networks are neither market (i.e., you can do 
whatever you want) nor hierarchy driven (i.e., you are told 
what you can and can’t do) (Powell, 1990). In this context, 
governance refers to how competition and cooperation be-
tween organizations in the network are managed. The means 
by which a network is governed can dramatically affect the 
performance of the network and, by default, each individ-
ual organization. Professional sports leagues exemplify this 
as they balance organizational autonomy with a collective 
(some say single entity) approach that includes the teams 
and the league’s head office. The Australian Football League 
(AFL) gained a distinct advantage over its professional sport 
rivals—the National Rugby League (NRL) in particular—
when it adopted a commission style of governance in 1985. 
Historically, the AFL’s board would comprise the chairman/
president of each AFL club. Conflicts of interest were rife, 
with most opting to protect their own patch rather than 
search for collective outcomes. Leaguethink was nowhere 
to be seen. The commission model would change this. AFL 
clubs would now elect independent directors. Though there 
were other factors involved in the AFL’s commercial suc-
cess, the governance structures created a more collaborative 
approach to governance (Stewart, Nicholson, & Dickson, 
2005). Evenness of competition, club viability, and league ex-
pansion are all indicators of the commission’s success. Since 
1985, the AFL has had 10 different champions and added 
seven expansion teams to the league. The average attendance 
per game for the 2015 season was approximately 32,000, the 

show. Take just one of these organizations out of the equation 
and the show may not be successful … or go on at all.

Defining the Interorganizational  
Relationship

The concept of interorganizational relationships (IOR) can 
be made as simple or as complex as one wants. Babiak (2007) 
defined an IOR as “a voluntary, close, long term, planned stra-
tegic action between two or more organizations with the ob-
jective of serving mutually beneficial purposes in a problem 
domain” (p. 339). Oliver (1990) provided six determinants 
of IORs, which explain why organizations create IORs. The 
six determinants are (1) necessity (i.e., a relationship is man-
dated by a higher authority), (2) asymmetry (i.e., a desire to 
exert power), (3) reciprocity (i.e., exchange of resources), (4) 
efficiency (i.e., create economies of scale), (5) stability (i.e., 
reduce environmental uncertainty, and (6) legitimacy (i.e., 
stakeholders expect interorganizational relationships). There 
are many ingredients to a successful interorganizational re-
lationship. These include coordination, commitment, trust, 
communication quality, joint participation in planning, de-
cision making, and problem solving (Werner, Dickson, & 
Hyde, in press). If you recognize these as factors underpin-
ning a successful interpersonal relationship (e.g., marriage), 
then you would not be alone.

Collaboration is central to an organization’s relationship 
and network capability (Wäsche, Dickson, & Woll, 2013). 
Collaboration is about “joining together to devise and exe-
cute plans for common goals as well as to generate solutions 
for complex problems” (Gronski & Pigg, 2000, p. 783). Col-
laborative capacity refers to “the capacity of individuals and 
organizations to overcome differences and work to address 
mutual goals” (Cheng & Sturtevant, 2012, p. 677). Collabo-
rative capacity facilitates joint decision making, joint action, 
and the management of power differentials between stake-
holders. Collaborative capacity is another potential source of 
sustainable competitive advantage. However, insufficient col-
laborative capacity leads to collaborative inertia (Huxham & 
Vangen, 2004). Collaborative inertia occurs when “the out-
put from a collaborative arrangement is negligible, the rate 
of output is extremely slow, or stories of pain and hard grind 
are integral to successes achieved” (p. 191). 

Many factors help and hinder collaboration (Braganza, 
2016). Pro-collaboration factors include effective and con-
tinuous communication, trust, establishing and nurturing 
personal connections among members, equal participa-
tion, and balanced power. These pro-collaboration factors 
are mirrored in the list of factors that hinder collaboration. 
These include failing to dedicate time to the effort, competi-
tion, a history of ill will between collaborating individuals or 
agencies, negotiating diverse perspectives, beliefs, and ideas, 
the absence of personal connections, lack of communication, 
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every year. But for those of us in AFLNZ, the end game is 
becoming a wholly owned subsidiary of the AFL. Technically 
that means the death of our current organization, but it is a 
price worth paying to develop such a strong relationship. We 
want AFLNZ to be part of the AFL’s everyday thinking about 
game development. We want it to treat New Zealand as if it 
really was just another state or territory of Australia.

So what are we doing to enhance this tie strength? Our 
CEO works the phone hard and travels to Melbourne as of-
ten as possible. As our CEO remarked, “Every time I visit 
the AFL I see another part of its organization.” We talk about 
how many pieces of Velcro exist between us and the AFL. 
The more departments we are attached to at the AFL—me-
dia, game development, high performance, women’s football, 
indigenous football—the stronger our relationship becomes 
with the AFL. We appointed a Melbourne-based director, a 
former CEO of the St. Kilda AFL club. He knows everybody 
within the AFL and because of his other business interests 
he has plenty of reason to talk with senior management. This 
makes it easy to also include New Zealand as a topic into 
either formal or informal conversations. We take advantage 
of social engagements to press the flesh, to see and be seen. 
Broadcasting raises the profile of AFL (in rugby-dominated 
New Zealand) significantly. We worked hard to bring togeth-
er the AFL and TVNZ (the New Zealand government-owned 
national broadcaster) to develop an innovative broadcasting 
model. AFL provides broadcasting rights to AFL matches 
free to TVNZ. TVNZ and AFL sales teams sell advertising 
on the broadcasts. Once TVNZ recoups their broadcast 
and satellite expenses, profit is shared between the AFL and 
TVNZ. AFLNZ negotiates for the AFL’s surplus to be invest-
ed in AFLNZ. AFLNZ also benefits because live broadcasting 
also increases betting turnover. AFLNZ receives a percentage 
of turnover and profit via its relationship with the New Zea-
land Racing Board. In New Zealand, sport betting is legal, 
but the only local bookmaker is the NZRB. The government 
mandates that national sport organizations receive a share of 
NZRB revenue and profit for all betting associated with their 
sport. AFLNZ is also well placed to talk with the advertisers 
about its own sponsorship properties. 

Organizations Can Take Advantage of Novel 
Situations to Enhance Tie Strength

New Zealand hosted the Rugby World Cup in 2011. Our 
study of tourism and event-related organizations found ev-
idence that tie strength (Werner, Dickson, & Hyde, 2015b), 
learning and knowledge transfer (Werner, Dickson, & Hyde, 
2015a), and collaborative capacity (Werner et al., in press) 
all improved. The novelty—or some would say stress of pro-
viding the world’s fourth-largest event—forced organizations 
out of their comfort zone. There were some new relation-
ships (i.e., weak ties) created, but most noticeably a number 
of existing relationships became even stronger. For example, 

fourth-highest average attendance per game in professional 
sport anywhere in the world. The total number of AFL club 
members in 2015 was just more than 836,000. This number 
has increased every year for the last 15 years. A staggering 
one in every 28 Australians is a member of an AFL club. 
Revenue growth increased from $68 million in 1995 to $458 
million in 2014. It was not until 2015 that the NRL adopted 
a similar structure.

Organizations Should Invest Resources in  
Developing the Quality and Strength of  
These Relationships

Tie strength is a fundamental characteristic of an interor-
ganizational relationship. Granovetter (1973) defined tie 
strength as “a (probably linear) combination of the amount 
of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual con-
fiding), and the reciprocal services which characterize the 
tie” (p. 1,361). For example, GymSports New Zealand would 
have strong ties with its affiliated organizations, and so would 
Tennis New Zealand. These organizations interact with their 
affiliates more or less on a daily basis and the people know 
each other very well. But Tennis New Zealand and GymS-
ports New Zealand do not interact other than at conferences 
and occasional industry meetings. In contrast, the relation-
ship between Tennis New Zealand and GymSports New Zea-
land is weak. Strong ties are good, but weak ties allow for en-
hanced access and exposure to socially distant information 
and knowledge. This information and knowledge is likely to 
be novel and, therefore, likely to produce creative ideas. I was 
able to bring Tennis Northern and GymSports New Zealand 
together because I was a director of both. GymSports was 
able to access knowledge about what Tennis New Zealand 
was doing right and wrong. If you want to innovate or spend 
some time thinking outside the box, then talk to a weak-tie 
organization. The take home message: Do not cultivate strong 
ties at the expense of weak ties. You want them both.

AFL New Zealand is responsible for developing the game 
of Australian Rules Football in New Zealand. Australian 
Rules is small in New Zealand. It employs five staff, and have 
a turnover of approximately NZ $1 million. The AFL is differ-
ent from most organizations in that it manages an elite com-
petition, but is also “keeper of the code” (Stewart et al., 2005). 
It is both the English Premier League (EPL) and the Football 
Association (FA). It is both the Major League Baseball (MLB) 
and USA Baseball. In addition, the AFL is also the interna-
tional federation. It is the EPL, FA, and FIFA rolled into one. 
There is a natural hierarchy of importance—clubs (e.g., Haw-
thorn, Collingwood) come first, state affiliates second (AFL 
Queensland, AFL Victoria), and the international affiliates 
(AFL New Zealand, USAFL) are a distant third. A corner-
stone of our strategic thinking is to improve the AFL-AFLNZ 
relationship. In the boardroom, we call this AFL365. Pres-
ently, AFLNZ gets on the radar of AFL for only a few days 
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Interorganizational Relationships Are a  
Reputational Risk

At Tennis Northern I was appointed to a newly established, 
independent board to replace the previous delegate model of 
governance. Our new CEO was asked to review all of our ex-
isting contracts. At the next meeting he brought one to our at-
tention. The short story is that we were receiving funding from 
a gaming machine trust to lease a tennis ball machine. The 
problem is that the lease value over three years was more than 
triple the costs of purchasing the machine. We could buy three 
of these machines for less than the cost of leasing one for three 
years. It did not make sense. We smelled a rat. We were all 
familiar with newspaper articles detailing corruption, fraud, 
and kickbacks in the distribution of money from these gaming 
trusts. We did not want any part of it, so we withdrew from the 
relationship. Sometimes you have to walk away, just to be sure. 
We lost a tennis ball machine, but gained reputational piece of 
mind. An organization’s reputation depends on more than just 
its own behaviors. The actions of related organizations also 
shape reputations and ultimately performance. The company 
one keeps affects the company one keeps.

A Change in Your Interorganizational Relation-
ships Can Compromise Your Legitimacy

When Football Federation Australia (FFA) disaffiliated 
from the Oceania Football Confederation (OFC) and joined 
the Asian Football Confederation (AFC), our interest was 
whether the remaining OFC affiliates thought they were 
still a legitimate football confederation (Waugh, Dickson, & 
Phelps, 2014). Legitimacy is a complex term. Basically, an or-
ganization has legitimacy when it is accepted or recognized 
as conforming to expectations. The easiest way to do that is 
to be like everybody else. Being different equates to being 
illegitimate. The FFA was the big fish within OFC. OFC was 
already very different from the other confederations. Partic-
ipants told us that without FFA, the differences were even 
more pronounced. There was an even lower quality of play, 
smaller number of influential/prominent members, even 
lower qualification standards for FIFA tournaments, poor 
performance of OFC teams at FIFA tournaments, and even 
smaller participation numbers. So while legitimacy is a mo-
tive for organizations to establish IORs, legitimacy can also 
be lost when these relationships are severed.

Cliques Can Provide Benefits to Both Clique 
Members and to the Wider Network

Animals hunt in packs, and so do organizations. Among 
the 100 or so clubs that are affiliated with Gymsports New 
Zealand, there are two very large GymSports clubs. I always 
referred to them as Death Stars. You could not help but be 
impressed and respect the scale of their operations. Luke 
Skywalker had it easy, he only had to fight a single Death 

the Auckland Rugby Union, Auckland Transport, and Eden 
Park (i.e., the stadium) all reported that previous weak ties 
with Tourism Auckland were considerably stronger because 
of event-related collaborations.

Location-Specific Factors Affect  
Interorganizational Relationships

Maybe an organization is located where it is because of the 
interorganizational relationships available there. Hollywood 
has a critical mass of movie/television organizations. Silicon 
Valley is home to hundreds of high-tech organizations. New 
York’s Wall Street is all about banks and finance. A sport clus-
ter incorporates all organizations and industries in a partic-
ular geographical area that have an interest in the same sport 
or related sports as either buyer or seller (Gerke, Desbordes, 
& Dickson, 2015). Examples include the Torquay (Australia) 
surfing cluster (home to both Rip Curl and Quiksilver), the 
Flanders Bike Valley, and the Motorsport Valley near the Sil-
verstone circuit in England. In our study of the SAILBRIT, 
the sailing and ocean racing cluster in France, we determined 
that marine equipment and service firms were capable of 
combining firm-specific factors (e.g., specialized expertise, 
ideas for innovation) with geo-economic location-specific 
factors (e.g., proximity and access to water and relatively safe, 
year-round sailing conditions). Co-location is not essential 
to a quality IOR, but it is unlikely to ever be a bad thing. 

Interorganizational Relationships Are Not a 
Numbers Game

I do not want my interorganizational imperative to be inter-
preted that more relationships are better than fewer. A small 
number of high-quality relationships might just be the right 
move. During my tenures with GymSports New Zealand and 
Tennis Northern, I was involved in two network restructures 
that both sought to reduce network complexity by reducing 
the number of relationships. Tennis New Zealand restructured 
its network by moving away from 25 regional tennis associa-
tions to six regional tennis centers. The regional associations 
retained ownership of their tennis facilities but the six regional 
centers would provide administration and strategies. Regional 
associations were deemed so uneven in terms of population, 
turnover, capability, and responsiveness that the network was 
considered incapable of driving the sport. And there was one 
other reason to change the network structure—necessity. The 
government was threatening to withdraw funding unless the 
changes were made. The government effectively mandated 
the reduction in the number of ties. The restructure marked 
the biggest shake-up in the history of tennis in New Zealand. 
There is no right amount of IORs. Sometimes an organization 
will need more, and sometimes it should seek a reduction.
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The message here is that organizations seeking to create a 
long-term partnership should ensure that initial terms of the 
agreement do not compromise the viability of the partner-
ing organizations. In these circumstances, their problem will 
quickly become yours.

Interorganizational Relationships Create  
Interdependencies

Your fate is no longer within your control. The interdepen-
dent nature of networks was also evident in our study of 
quality management within the sports tourism industry. In 
this article, my colleagues and I argued that quality manage-
ment is often dependent on a network of providers and other 
stakeholders (Wäsche et al., 2013). The same principals are 
evident in the entertainment industry. Consider the organi-
zations involved in producing a large rock concert. Just a few 
of the organizations involved include the record company, 
promoter, venue, ticketing agency, security, police, EMT/
medical, catering, freight forwarding and logistics compa-
ny (to move both people and equipment from one show to 
the next), stage manufacturers, and the supplier of the large-
screen “TVs” that give everyone a front-row seat. Take just 
one of these out of the equation and the show may not even 
occur. And if it does, it will not be as good as it should be. If 
one of these organizations does a poor job with service qual-
ity, then just about everybody is tarred with the same brush. 
One bad apple can spoil the whole bunch.

When you establish a relationship with an organization 
you also establish a relationship with their partners. Spon-
sorships usually co-exist with other sponsorships (Chavanat, 
Desbordes, & Dickson, in press). Consider the simultaneous 
involvement of multiple sponsors with a single event such as 
an outdoor music festival. SXSW music festival has six ma-
jor sponsors: esurance (home and auto insurance), Mazda 
(cars), Monster Energy (caffeinated soft drinks), McDonalds 
(fast food), Capital One (financial services), and Bud Light 
(beer). Consumer sentiment or attitude towards a sponsor is 
affected by the existence of other sponsorships. A potential 
benefit of multiple sponsorships is that sponsors derive value 
not just from their relationship with the event or team, but 
also from the other sponsors. Of course it also goes the other 
way. A stigmatized sponsor can create negative attitudes to 
other co-sponsors. The interaction effects between sponsors 
of the same property are important (Chavanat et al., in press).

Consider the world of venues and ticket agencies. Promot-
ers (and musicians) are not clients of any ticketing company. 
All those arrangements are between venues and ticketing 
companies. So the decision on venue can also determine the 
ticketing agency. Back in the days when my hair was much 
longer, Pearl Jam sued Ticketmaster, unhappy with Ticket-
master’s additional service fees that drove up the price of a 
concert ticket. Pearl Jam avoided venues with Ticketmaster 
contracts, not because they did not like the venue, but be-

Star. A proportional voting system provided these two clubs 
with considerable influence and the ability to bring the re-
structure to its knees. We had to gain the support of these 
two organizations and they were capable of coordinated ac-
tion. These organizations possessed a close working relation-
ship, despite being at opposite ends of the country. The scale 
of their clubs created matters of mutual interest leading to 
stronger, cooperative ties with each other. Other affiliated or-
ganizations were unsure of whether the national body’s ini-
tiatives were a good or bad idea and would adopt the opinion 
of these two clubs. Slowly but surely, and not without a few 
concessions, the GymSports Board and CEO were able to se-
cure their support. 

Organizations hunting in packs were also evident when 
Tennis New Zealand restructured its affiliated regional or-
ganizations. Tennis Northern was more or less comfortable 
with the proposed world order. But Auckland and Canter-
bury, again the two largest regional tennis organizations, 
were more than a little skeptical. Though numbering only 
two, there was still strength in their numbers. Tennis New 
Zealand had to listen. The irony is that these regional ten-
nis organizations fight for national supremacy on the tennis 
courts. They struggle to agree on most things, but were more 
than happy to put aside historical rivalries and hostilities to 
push their agenda. Auckland and Canterbury did not get ev-
erything they wanted, but they did get considerably more by 
working together. 

While the All Blacks are a personification of unity on the 
rugby field, the same cannot be said of the organizations 
comprising the New Zealand Rugby Union. There are two 
distinct cliques within the NZRU—the five larger provincial 
unions and the nine smaller unions (Meiklejohn, Dickson, & 
Ferkins, in press). Though originally conceived for commer-
cial reasons, the cliques would sustain themselves through 
knowledge sharing and political lobbying and voting blocs. 
The research also identified that an initial clique can prompt 
non-clique members to form their own reactionary clique. 

Short-Term Benefits Should Not Compromise 
Long-Term Sustainability

When the AFL decided to establish a team in Brisbane in 
the mid-1980s, the existing clubs were very keen to receive a 
cash injection from the sale of the license. They demanded an 
up-front license fee that would allow them to all reduce their 
growing debt. The problem was that this license fee forced 
the team owners to borrow heavily. Within three years the 
team was insolvent and league-funded rescue packages were 
required. While the short-term benefits were attractive, these 
benefits came at the expense of the team’s longer-term sus-
tainability (Dickson, Arnold, & Chalip, 2005). Because of the 
significant interdependence among teams in a professional 
sport league, the beleaguered Brisbane Bears compromised 
the financial well-being of the league and all other teams. 
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Conclusion

My academic research and boardroom experiences highlight 
a number of issues. Organizations should invest resources in 
developing the quality and strength of these relationships. In-
terorganizational relationships help organizations cope with 
environmental uncertainty. All IORs provide opportunities 
for collaboration, but realizing the collaborative potential is 
easier said than done. Relationship building is a vital part 
of collaboration. Organizations can take advantage of novel 
situations to enhance tie strength with other organizations. 
Location-specific factors affect IORs. More IORs are not 
better than fewer. Quality matters more. Interorganizational 
relationships create interdependencies. Reputations can be 
won or lost because of your relationships. Cliques provide 
benefits to both clique members and to the wider network. 
Balancing short- and long-term objectives is always prob-
lematic. Interorganizational relationships create dependency 
and vulnerabilities. Multi-level IORs are more complex. And 
collectively, it is imperative that an organization establishes 
an effective set of IORs to maintain or gain a competitive ad-
vantage.
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There is a growing concern that many individuals are no 
longer living in and experiencing community like previ-

ous generations. Today for many Americans, it is common 
for someone to have thousands of online Facebook friends 
without knowing his or her neighbors’ names. Despite the 
technological advances in communication, individuals re-
ceive less social support than in the past and are becoming 
less connected as a result of these shifting societal trends. 
Overall, individuals are reporting that they have fewer con-
fidants and people they discuss important matters with 
(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006; Putnam, 
2001). Even within families, traditional American family dy-
namics are also changing as fewer individuals are raised in 
two-parent households. This is important because social re-
lationships and connectedness are linked to health and over-
all well-being (Berkman, Glass, Brissette, & Seeman, 2000; 
Olds & Schwartz, 2010). Experiencing a strong sense of com-
munity is fundamental to one’s overall life quality, well-be-
ing, and health, which makes the shift away from living in 
and experiencing community concerning, as people do not 
have a lessened need for belonging to communities. Thus, if 
we can find better ways for more individuals to feel strong 
social support at the group level, then it is possible to im-
prove overall life quality and ensure that this growing need 
for community is met. Yet it is not only individuals that are 
well served by communities. Because of this inherent need 
to feel a sense of belonging to communities, organizations 
can take advantage of this need by offering the opportunity 
to their consumers and/or stakeholders to become a part of 
their community. Doing so would increase the engagement 
of their stakeholders, and consequently, the commitment to 
the organization. 

If individuals are not finding a strong sense of community 
in traditional settings (e.g., neighborhoods or families) then 
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other avenues in which individuals can experience commu-
nity and this group level support are needed (Putnam, 2001). 
Sport in many instances has been filling this gap for individ-
uals who gravitate toward the excitement surrounding ath-
letic feats and accomplishments. In fact, some have argued 
that sport is one of the few remaining social institutions in 
which people regularly gather around and experience com-
munity (e.g., Armstrong & Giulianotti, 1997; Warner, 2012). 
For example, recent work in this area (our work and others’) 
has highlighted community being formed among collegiate 
football tailgaters (Katz & Heere, 2013), student spectators 
(Clopton, 2009), sporting event volunteers (Kerwin, Warner, 
Walker, & Stevens, 2015), youth sport parents (Warner, Dix-
on, & Leierer, 2015), sport camp participants (Warner & Lei-
erer, 2015), fitness participants (Berg, Warner, & Das, 2015; 
Pickett, Goldsmith, Damon, & Walker, 2016) and even refer-
ees and officials (Kellett & Warner, 2011; Warner, Tingle, & 
Kellett, 2013).

For many years, sport managers have noted the strong 
connection that sport teams have with their immediate fan 
base and their extended community. Heere and James (2007) 
explored this and suggested that many sport teams in Europe 
were “founded as an instrument for groups to strengthen 
the bond between the organization (church, company, etc.) 
and members of that organization” (p. 325). In spite of this 
foundation and potential, many sport franchises have insuf-
ficiently built a strong sense of belonging within the larger 
communities in which they operated. Thus, Heere and James 
proposed an extensive model of how sport franchises could 
do a better job of building both internal and external com-
munities through sport. We suggest that the same kinds of 
community building that is being conducted in sport could 
also be developed in a broad array of organizations with a 
consumer base—including organizations related to arts, mu-
sic, and entertainment. For example, one could easily envi-
sion a sense of community built around the annual Shake-
speare Festival in Oregon, the Telluride Blues and Brews 
Festival in Colorado, the Friends of the Long Center for the 
Performing Arts in Austin, Texas.

The richness of building sense of community in a broad ar-
ray of sport and entertainment organizations is that there are 
multiple layers of outcomes. First, at the individual level (i.e., 
for the individual consumer), building a sense of communi-
ty is a positive end in itself. As mentioned, increased sense 
of community is associated with positive outcomes such as 
greater well-being, positive self-esteem, and enhanced mood 
(e.g., Wann, 1995). In addition, sense of community also 
could be leveraged by organizations to promote consumer 
behaviors such as increased fan community engagement, 
repeat purchase behavior, satisfaction, and positive word 
of mouth (Katz & Heere, 2013; Madrigal, 2000, 2001; Ma-
sayuki, Gordon, Heere, & James, 2015). Finally, at a broad 
level, Chalip (2006) challenged sport and tourism event and 
festival organizers to plan for and intentionally foster social 

interactions and feelings of celebration to enhance the sense 
of community that would extend to the entire host commu-
nity residents. Consider, for example, the national identities 
explored and celebrated annually at festivals like Carnival or 
Mardi Gras. These events not only bring individuals togeth-
er in community, but create a collective sense of celebration 
that, when properly leveraged, endures beyond the festival 
itself. 

The growing need to understand how a sense of commu-
nity is created and the compelling evidence that sport, music, 
arts, and entertainment organizations and events could help 
foster a sense of community has led to extensive study of the 
factors that lead to sense of community. One of the results 
of this inquiry has been a Sport and Sense of Community 
theory (Warner, 2012, 2016; Warner & Dixon, 2011, 2013; 
Warner, Dixon, & Chalip, 2012). While the theory was de-
veloped based on data from current and former athletes and 
was intended to provide practical solutions to sport manag-
ers, the theory, concepts, and ideas behind the theory can 
be applied much more broadly to include social and enter-
tainment organizations and events. The original theory was 
based on interview data from more than 80 participants. 
Additional work expanded well beyond considering actu-
al sport participants, as research continues to demonstrate 
the utility of the theory in other settings (e.g., Kerwin et al., 
2015; Warner et al., 2015). In the following sections we dis-
cuss six recommendations for sport managers that they can 
use to build their own communities in sport and entertain-
ment. While most of the examples originate from the world 
of sport, there is very little evidence that suggests that these 
recommendations do not apply to other forms of entertain-
ment, as the phenomenon of communities is not limited to 
sport teams, but manifest themselves in the world of music 
(e.g., the Grateful Dead), film (e.g., Star Wars), and books 
(e.g., Harry Potter) among others.

Administrative Consideration

When trying to create community, the effect employees and 
administrators have in any sport or entertainment setting 
should not be overlooked. It has long been understood that 
the care and concern that any visible frontline employees and 
personnel express to others matters when trying to foster a 
strong sense of community and a quality sport or entertain-
ment experience. That is, any type of intentional and genuine 
consideration of others that is expressed makes a difference 
when trying to build community. 

Studies using the Sport and Sense of Community theo-
ry demonstrate that even simple, taken-for-granted gestures 
such as asking a person’s well-being or checking on the qual-
ity of their experience fosters a sense of community, which 
then leads to both attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. In 
our study of college athletes, the athletes consistently stated 
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that when their coaches and athletic support staff expressed 
concern about their lives or their school work (elements out-
side of their athletic performance), they felt a greater sense 
of belonging (Warner & Dixon, 2011, 2013). To give another 
example, we found that for youth sport parents even simple 
gestures such as greeting the parent or child by name and 
asking about or remembering details about their lives built 
a sense of community and contributed positively to the par-
ents’ and the children’s experiences (Warner et al., 2015). In 
entertainment settings, expressions of care and concern can 
start at the box office and continue through food service, pre-
event, the event itself, and post-event expressions of appre-
ciation. Encouraging frontline personnel in a sport or enter-
tainment organization to genuinely express and realize their 
role in fostering community through caring about the people 
that they serve is important to building community. 

Common Interest

Another assumption that is sometimes taken for granted is 
that the individuals in a community will have a common in-
terest. Obviously, if a group of residents are attending a com-
munity play, they likely have a common interest and appre-
ciation for performing arts or supporting their local theater. 
However, this is not capitalized in many cases such that it 
actually fosters a sense of community. In an effort to enhance 
the experience and build a sense of community, sport and 
entertainment managers should emphasize and leverage any 
unifying, shared values and/or beliefs whenever possible. In 
fact, Chalip (2006) outlines five ways that organizations can 
leverage an event to create communities: (1) enable sociabil-
ity (e.g., tailgating, on-site picnics); (2) create event-related 
social events that extend beyond the event itself (e.g., the Su-
per Bowl includes a week-long cadre of parties leading up to 
the event itself); (3) facilitate informal social opportunities 
(e.g., the fan festivals surrounding the event create oppor-
tunities for non-event goers of all ages to participate in the 
event); (4) produce ancillary events (e.g., the Governor’s Ball 
Music Festival in New York boasts music, food venues, photo 
and demonstration booths, as well as lawn and other games); 
and (5) theme widely with intentional use of colors and sym-
bols that extend to the greater community. 

In our own work with referees, the activity/job of work-
ing the games was a common interest that brought referees 
together. Once they were introduced to others through their 
referee experience, they often would socialize outside of the 
events, gathering at a local pub or restaurant after the games 
or on other occasions. We also found that volunteering at 
a sporting event could build community (Kellett & Warner, 
2011; Warner et al., 2013). Volunteers at a small-scale sport 
event were initially introduced through their common in-
terest in the event. As they worked together, the volunteers 
found that they had shared values with the other volunteers 

and built a stronger community (Kerwin et al., 2015). Addi-
tionally, in our study of club sport athletes on college cam-
puses, the sport that they played was an initial common in-
terest that brought them together, but only when they found 
additional points of connection was community truly built. 
Teams would solidify through meeting together outside of 
sport, wearing team-themed clothing, and extending the 
sport experience through traveling together and/or social-
izing after the sport events or practices (Warner & Dixon, 
2011, 2013). Through emphasizing and capitalizing on com-
mon interest, stronger communities can be built.

Competition

One of the more interesting findings in sense of communi-
ty research within sport is the role that competition plays in 
community building. While some people might argue that 
competition is limited to sport settings, it is possible that it 
can also be leveraged in non-sport settings to build sense of 
community. In sport settings, the challenge against exter-
nal rivalries aids in strengthening community (e.g., Spurs 
vs. Mavericks rivalries strengthen San Antonio and Dallas 
community ties through identification with their sport team; 
Heere & James, 2007; Warner & Dixon, 2015). For example, 
in our study of college athletes, we found that competition 
against other teams actually strengthened their sense of “we” 
and built community against a common opponent. This was 
consistently a powerful mechanism for bringing a team to-
gether. 

While it may be easy to see how this would work in sports 
in which rivalries have evolved over the years, other indus-
tries could also capitalize and be concerned with competi-
tion when trying to build community. It is possible that non-
sport organizations could identify healthy external rivalries 
that would help them build an internal sense of community. 
For example, notorious musical rivalries such as Nirvana vs. 
Guns and Roses, or Madonna vs. Lady Gaga have created 
communities around the artists, a style of music, and a sense 
of competition against the other camp. Considering and le-
veraging such external rivalries through marketing and me-
dia is important to managers in arts and entertainment that 
want to build stronger communities. 

Equity in Administrative Decisions

Next, evidence from community-building research has re-
vealed the importance of equity in administrative decisions. 
Quite simply, an organization must ensure its policies and 
procedures are fair. Equity in decisions matters in commu-
nity building, regardless of whether or not it affects an in-
dividual directly. This means all decisions made by an or-
ganization need to be perceived as being fair and equitable 
to everyone or it will negatively affect the community. In 
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our study of referees, for example, the referees were highly 
concerned that they were treated fairly in terms of the qual-
ity of the games they were assigned, travel distance to sites, 
and partners with which they were assigned. When they felt 
they were treated fairly, community was strengthened. When 
they felt it was unfair, the community was strongly under-
mined and people felt bitter and angry (Tingle, Warner, & 
Sartore-Baldwin, 2014; Warner et al., 2013). In youth sport 
contexts, parents could only build community in settings in 
which they felt their children were being treated fairly. They 
said that fairness was the foundation of trust, and communi-
ties were built on trust (Warner et al., 2015).

In an entertainment setting, fairness and trust are just as 
important. For example, if an individual is removed from an 
event or given an upgraded ticket, it needs to be done in a 
fair and equitable way. Clear procedures for event elements 
such as pricing, seating, ticket refunds, and customer service 
should be clearly stated and equitable. Community build-
ing will be enhanced as long as an organization or an event’s 
actions are thought to be fair and equitable to everyone. By 
clearly putting forth policies and procedures and articulating 
these to their consumers, administrators and managers can 
ensure that this is accomplished. 

Leadership Opportunities

Creating opportunities for individuals and consumers to have 
a say in an organization’s decisions and direction is also es-
sential to community building. Both the formal and informal 
roles given to members, customers, or constituents are key to 
building, enhancing, and strengthening community. If indi-
viduals are given various roles and responsibilities, they are 
more likely to buy in and become attached to the community 
(Lyons & Dionigi, 2007; Wicker, 1968). For example, in our 
work with college athletes in both varsity and club settings, 
creating opportunities for individuals to be team captains, 
organizing team events or outings, or taking charge of the 
whole team (e.g., in club sports) builds buy-in for the athletes 
and not only strengthens their personal sense of communi-
ty, but aids in empowering them to be community builders 
on their teams (Warner & Dixon, 2011, 2013). Among event 
volunteers, those who feel they have a say in what goes on 
at the event or leadership in their position report a greater 
sense of community (Kerwin et al., 2015). 

Creating leadership opportunities can be as formal as cre-
ating a volunteer fan liaison position or as informal as asking 
individuals to participate in a poll to help determine an event 
date or location. This element helps increase individuals’ in-
volvement and will ultimately play a key role in enhancing 
the sense of community they experience with an organiza-
tion or event. 

Social Spaces

The importance of social spaces or places where individu-
als can freely mingle and engage with others is essential in 
building community (Chalip, 2006; Katz & Heere, 2011; 
Warner et al., 2011). In fact, this element is so important that 
many newer sport, music, and entertainment facilities and 
venues are purposely designed to include social spaces, and 
organizations are beginning to understand how to leverage 
these not only toward enhancing the consumer experience, 
but also toward building community. Creating designated 
“meet-up” spots and areas where patrons do not feel rushed 
out after an event is over is essential in creating an environ-
ment that is fostering a strong sense of community. For ex-
ample, in our work with varsity athletes, their social spaces 
were often the training room or cafeteria, where they could 
extend conversation and relationships beyond the playing 
field. College club athletes often gathered after practice or 
games at one of the team members’ houses. This created a 
spot where they could socialize for an extended period of 
time and could invite others to join the experience. It was 
not rushed or formal, but relaxed and open. As Chalip (2006) 
argued, social opportunities that extend beyond the event, so 
that non-event goers can also attend, can also help the event 
link to the broader community. The key to these spaces is 
that they are “open,” which creates the right atmosphere for 
creating or continuing conversation before or after an event. 

For many individuals the event or facility will be the 
third location that consumers look to gather beyond their 
home and work space (Fairley & Tyler, 2012). For example, 
our study of referees showed that the bars and pubs where 
they gathered were often considered their third place. These 
“third-place” venues includes social surroundings outside of 
home and work setting for socializing and can have a tre-
mendous impact on one’s social and psychological well-be-
ing (Olds & Schwartz, 2010; Putnam, 2001). In sum, social 
spaces are perhaps the initial fundamental element in foster-
ing community in sport and entertainment events and ven-
ues. Building and leveraging such spaces is paramount when 
trying to foster community. 

Tying It All Together

Through challenging the notion that sport builds commu-
nity, and building upon the work of others who have argued 
similarly, our research has highlighted the necessary factors 
for a sense of community to develop. While this work was 
grounded in sport, the preceding sections emphasized how 
each of the factors could be planned for and addressed with-
in music, theater, arts, or live performance settings. Work 
within sport has demonstrated that increased levels of sense 
of community lead to favorable participant and employee 
outcomes (e.g., Kellett & Warner, 2011; Masayuki et al., 2015; 
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McCole, Jacobs, Lindley, & McAvoy, 2012). Clearly, music, 
theater, arts, or live performance settings are also working 
toward fostering a strong sense of community and likely 
reaping at least some of the benefits of returning customers 
and faithful followers because of it. However, understanding 
the role that administrative consideration, common interest, 
competition, equity in administrative decisions, leadership 
opportunities, and social spaces could play in improving the 
multi-level outcomes of community can be beneficial to all 
administrators and managers. 

Because sport continues to be perceived as one of the few 
remaining social institutions that foster a sense of commu-
nity in our society (Warner et al., 2015; Warner, Kerwin, & 
Walker, 2013), businesses and the entertainment industry 
have the potential to learn from this sport-based research on 
how to intentionally create and build a sense of community. 
Likewise, sport can learn from music, theater, arts, or live 
performance settings on what factors are key to communi-
ty building. The key and overarching goal is to understand 
the environmental factors that are making a difference in 
strengthening the community experienced by consumers, 
fans, and followers. Overall, strengthened community within 
any organization benefits not only employees and consum-
ers through improved health and well-being (Berkman et al., 
2000; Davidson & Cotter, 1991; Deflem, 1989), but benefits 
the overall organization as well. The literature demonstrates 
that there are financial benefits to the organization if the or-
ganization acts a certain way (Margolis & Walsh, 2001; Walk-
er & Kent, 2009).

Contemporary American society has also evolved from 
individuals reaping the benefits of community in geograph-
ical neighborhoods to individuals that obtain community 
benefits from common interest groups and/or work-related 
groups (Durkheim, 1951; Warner, 2012). Thus, understand-
ing how a sense of community develops can benefit managers 
working in sport, music, theater, arts, or live performance, 
since these are all avenues that can help fill the void of a lack 
of community that individuals are experiencing. Filling the 
void will not only improve the quality of life for various in-
dividuals, but it will also better position these various enter-
tainment avenues in the communities in which they reside. 
It is probable that many of these avenues already are contrib-
uting to strengthening community, as entertainment avenues 
are clearly an outlet for social bonding. While research has 
yet to clarify if an improved sense of community leads to a 
greater entertainment experience, or a greater entertainment 
experience leads to a greater sense of community, it is clear 
that enhancing and/or maintaining a strong sense of com-
munity is beneficial to all. The overarching goal of Sport and 
Sense of Community theory is to highlight the factors that 
have been shown to enhance community. By giving attention 
and consideration to these factors, a stronger sense of com-
munity can be achieved. 
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Over the last five years, electronic sports (eSports) have 
experienced a rapid transformation from niche partici-

pant activities to viable, commercial entertainment events. In 
October 2015, the League of Legends (LoL) World Champi-
onship was held at Berlin’s Mercedes Benz Arena. As 13,000 
fans watched in the arena, 14 million concurrent viewers ob-
served online, with a total of 36 million viewers watching at 
least some portion of the championship tournament online 
(Kresse, 2016). Just five years prior, the 2011 inaugural LoL 
Championships held in Sweden attracted only 210,000 peak 
online viewers, with a total 1.6 million viewers throughout 
the tournament. The LoL World Championship has demon-
strated its worldwide appeal with the 2012 and 2013 events 
being held in front of sellout crowds in Los Angeles and the 
2014 event attracting 40,000 customers to the stadium in 
Seoul, South Korea, once built to host the World Cup.

As the number of fans for championship eSports events 
has dramatically increased, the prize money awarded to 
top-level competitors has also skyrocketed. In the 2011 in-
augural LoL World Championship held in Sweden, a total 
of $100,000 in prize money was awarded, with $50,000 go-
ing to the winning team. By 2015, the World Championship 
prize money pool increased to more than $2 million, with 
the South Korean winning team SK Telecom T1 earning $1 
million (Fields, 2015). 

Though LoL is the most popular eSports game, a vari-
ety of other video games, including the Call of Duty series, 
StarCraft II, Counter-Strike: Global Offensive, and Defense of 
the Ancients II (Dota 2) offer local, regional, national, and 
world championship tournaments that often pay top per-
forming participants thousands of dollars. Dota 2 had a prize 
pool exceeding $18 million for the 2015 International Com-
pendium Championship (Chalk, 2015). The proliferation of 
prominent eSports tournaments has created an environment 
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merged sport and entertainment property. It also details de-
mographic characteristics of eSports participants and view-
ers. In addition, the recent trend toward “formalization” of 
eSports teams and activities that is occurring on many col-
lege campuses is discussed. Finally, the paper concludes with 
recommendations for future research.

Video Game Industry History

In 1972, the video game industry was unofficially “born” 
when Atari, an arcade game company, created the first com-
mercially successful video game Pong. The success of the 
newly created game Pong generated a surge of other com-
panies—such as Midway and Activision—looking to cre-
ate new video games as well as hardware on which to play. 
Throughout the 1970s, games such as Asteroids, Space Wars, 
and Space Invaders attracted widespread attention and tre-
mendous amounts of money, and formed the foundation of a 
new industry: the video gaming industry. A historical over-
view of the progression the video industry made from the 
mid-1970s to 2007 is presented in Table 1. Table 2 details the 
volatile change in video game sales that occurred from 1976 
to 1999 due to factors such as the introduction of new game 
systems and times of oversaturation.

During much of the first 30 years of video game develop-
ment, and particularly for home-based video games, playing 
was an individual or small-group activity. With the devel-
opment of the Internet in the 1990s, and, more importantly, 

where professional video gamers cannot only sustain a living, 
but in some cases can earn hundreds of thousands of dollars 
through prize winnings and other video game activities such 
as streaming video game content and utilizing sponsorships 
(Robbins, 2015).  

While the championship events generate the greatest at-
tention and distribute the largest amounts of revenue, the 
popularity and proliferation of eSports has begun to impact 
nearly every aspect of the venue and event industries. It is 
not uncommon for eSports tournaments to be regularly held 
at local recreation centers. Across a wide range of college 
campuses, eSports clubs have been founded and some insti-
tutions offer scholarships as they formalize their support for 
their eSports teams through dedicated practice space, equip-
ment, and paid coaches. Perhaps the greatest indicator of the 
prominent future of eSports is that Turner Broadcasting Sys-
tem (TBS) has agreed to broadcast the regular season, play-
offs, and championship for a new league revolving around 
Counter-Strike: Global Offensive. The broadcasts will utilize 
play-by-play and color commentary much like any other 
broadcast sporting event. 

The rapid growth of eSports has created an environment 
in which venue managers, college administrators, sport me-
dia representatives, and even sport and entertainment man-
agement faculty need to be aware of the history of eSports, its 
present operations, and how it is likely to evolve in the future. 
This article details the history of the video game industry 
and the emergence and current organization of eSports as a 

Table 1.  Video Game Industry History 1977–2007
Date Event

1977 Atari releases video computer system (VCS), which was bundled with Space Invaders
1980 Pac-Man released
1981 Donkey Kong released
1982 Mattel introduces IntelliVision
1984 For the first time in six years, video game sales begin to decrease due to market oversaturation
1985 Nintendo releases Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), which was bundled with Super Mario Bros. 
1986 Video game sales begin to increase due to the advanced gaming systems that are introduced
1989 Nintendo Game Boy system released with Tetris as part of the bundle
1992–1995 Video game sales plateau and then decline
1994–1996 Sega, Sony, and Nintendo release advanced systems with superior graphics, sound quality, and options 

to save game progress 
1996 Video game sales increase due to higher demand for desirable consoles and game titles
1990s Personal Computer (PC) games incorporate advanced features; modems enable games to be played 

against competitors in other locations
2000–2001 Sony releases PlayStation 2, Nintendo releases GameCube, and Microsoft releases Xbox; all contained 

advanced features including DVD and CD compatibility
2004 World of Warcraft (WoW), a multiplayer online role playing game (MMORPG), attracts millions of 

users
2004–2007 Widespread broadband Internet proliferation creates worldwide environment for gaming 
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popular video game development budgets range from $50 
million to $100 million for games that are sold at retail for 
$50 to $75 (Cox, 2014). As of 2014, the most expensive game 
to develop was Grand Theft Auto V, which cost $260 million 
(Cox, 2014). Typical video game development expenses are 
related not only to game graphics and functionality, but also 
to the contracting of prominent actors to participate. Like 
some other video games, the Grand Theft Auto franchise has 
mimicked prominent movie productions and film releases. 
Despite spending $260 million to develop, Grand Theft Auto 
V sold more than $1 billion worth of games in the first three 
days it was on sale (Cox, 2014). As of 2015, there have been 
nearly 52 million units sold across all major gaming consoles 
available including PlayStation 3, PlayStation 4, Xbox 360, 
Xbox One, and PCs (Sarkar, 2015). Though no comprehen-
sive data exists detailing the exact amount of Grand Theft 
Auto V sales, with most games costing approximately $50, 
it is likely the game has exceeded $2 billion in sales since its 
release on September 17, 2013.

In addition to massive sales, the Grant Theft Auto fran-
chise has also prompted some to question the ability of vid-
eo game players to stop or even limit their game-playing 
activities (Bissell, 2010). Numerous gamers have noted that 
Grant Theft Auto and other games have graphics, music, and 
story lines that, because of the emergence of broadband In-
ternet, are well advanced beyond games developed less than 
10 years ago. The rapid increase in video game quality has 
resulted in significant commitments by players to play, with 
some concerned about the potential negative health rami-
fications (“Physical consequences of…,” n.d.). In 2011, the 
average time spent gaming every week for 13-year olds and 
above was 5.1 hours. In 2013 this increased to 6.3 hours 
(Vinik, 2014). Currently, 29% of gamers are under the age 
of 18, while the average age of a typical American gamer is 
31, a year older than the average age in 2014 (Lofgren, 2015). 
Though the nearly non-stop playing of video games—partic-
ularly among children and young adults—is often seen as ad-
dictive and unhealthy, the proliferation of high-quality video 
games and “expert” players who consistently hone their craft 
have given rise to an emerging industry: organized and pro-
fessional video gaming. 

The Emergence and Organization of  
eSports

With the rapid development and proliferation of video 
games, what was once traditionally an activity individu-
als and small groups primarily enjoyed at home has greatly 
expanded into a competitive activity that often transcends 
international borders. While there is debate regarding the 
classification of eSports as a “sport,” a significant portion of 
the video game industry is being organized much like highly 
profitable North American professional sports leagues. 

the emergence of extremely high-speed broadband Internet 
connections, video games could be played with or against 
people from around the globe. As massive multiplayer on-
line role playing games (MMORPG) such as World of War-
craft (WoW) proliferated throughout the PC gaming envi-
ronment, a new video game dynamic emerged. Since WoW’s 
initial introduction in 2004, the MMORPG have attracted as 
many as 12 million users in a single year, with many play-
ing online multiple hours each day (Newman, 2015). Other 
MMORPG games have attracted millions of players as well, 
which helped cause total computer and video game sales to 
increase from $5.5 billion in 2000 to $17.1 billion in 2010, 
though sales did decrease to $15.4 billion in 2014 (Statista, 
2015). 

An additional significant contributor to the enhanced 
popularity of video games in the 2000s was the extensive pro-
liferation of smart phones, tablets, and social media, which 
began largely in 2007. A variety of new games and gaming 
applications (apps) that could be downloaded directly to 
smart phones and tablets were developed, including games 
such as Farmville on Facebook, which attracted more than 
80 million active users (Overmars, 2012). The introduction 
of video games and apps capable of being downloaded and 
played with a personal, portable electronic device created 
yet another avenue for video game consumption. The use of 
smart phones and their capabilities to download apps from 
app stores such as Google Play or Apple’s App Store increased 
video game play around the world. In 2013, the most down-
loaded iOS application (iPhone app) was the game Candy 
Crush Saga, which had more downloads than the popular 
smartphone apps Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram (Rus-
sell, 2013). This proliferation of mobile device gaming has 
become an increasingly important aspect of the gaming in-
dustry. Newzoo recently indicated that the total video game 
market was worth approximately $108.1 billion in 2014, 
$24.5 billion of which came from mobile games. Gaudiosi 
(2015) indicated mobile game revenues would soon exceed 
console game revenues. 

The typical costs of video game development broadened 
as the industry expanded. Smart phone applications and 
games typically cost around $150,000 to create and are then 
sold for 99 cents to $10 to each user (Hurd, 2015). The most 

Table 2.  U.S. Home Video Game Sales
Date Amount (in millions $)

1976 $0
1983 $3,200
1986 $100
1991 $4,000
1995 $2,940
1999 $5,654

Source: Williams, 2014
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The origins of eSports began with gaming tournaments in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s. Among many competitions, 
Atari’s “Space Invaders Tournament” often attracted more 
than 10,000 participants at the height of the game’s popu-
larity (Edwards, 2013). While there were a variety of com-
pany-sponsored and unsponsored tournaments that took 
place throughout the 1980s and 1990s, it was not until 1997 
when the first “high-stakes” competitive gaming event was 
held. Quake, a first-person shooter game, hosted the “Red 
Annihilation” tournament, which attracted more than 2,000 
participants. The winner was awarded a Ferrari that was for-
merly owned by John Carmack, the developer of the game 
(Edwards, 2013). 

While a variety of eSports competitions continued to at-
tract gamers after the Red Annihilation tournament, in the 
early 2000s eSports’ popularity expanded greatly, partly 
because the proliferation of broadband Internet permitted 
game creators to utilize advanced graphics and dynamic ac-
tions that appeared seamless when gamers participated. The 
“Electronic Sports World Cup” and “World Cyber Games” 
launched at the turn of the millennium and served as inter-
national competitive gaming platforms for eSports compet-
itors. These competitions offered opportunities for the two 
main types of games that usually host competitive tourna-
ments: first-person shooter (FPS) games and real-time strat-
egy (RTS) games. Games such as Quake, along with more 
recently developed games like Halo and the Call of Duty 
series, are FPS games that focus on rapid implementation 
and use of buttons, along with quick reflexes and reaction. 
However, the proliferation of RTS games such as StarCraft, 
World of Warcraft, and League of Legends have supported the 
burgeoning eSports industry (Edwards, 2013). RTS games 
typically involve more strategy than most other game genres 
and require careful thought processes and effective planning, 
much like chess (Edwards, 2013). What particularly attracts 
RTS gamers is the opportunity to choose different characters 
that have different abilities. Additionally, the competitions 
usually pit teams comprised of five members on each side 
against each other, which makes collaboration among team 
members when choosing characters essential to the success 
of the team. The development and integration of the Internet 
and technology, along with the introduction of RTS games, 
resulted in eSports tournaments attracting competitors from 
around the globe, and live attendance in the thousands for 
prominent championship events. 

In 2013, the video game developer Valve released the RTS 
game Defense of the Ancients 2 (Dota 2), which was quickly 
recognized in the gaming industry as one of the highest-pay-
ing games as it relates to eSports competitions and prize 
winnings. The International Compendium tournament has 
raised more than $18 million in prize winnings for the tour-
nament (Chalk, 2015). As of April 2014, there were 7.86 mil-
lion active users or subscribers who played Dota 2 (Grubb, 
2014). LoL, however, has achieved greater financial success 

than Dota 2 because it was released four years earlier. As a re-
sult, LoL currently has more than 67 million users who play 
on a yearly basis (Grubb, 2014). 

Like many other computer games, LoL requires no fees 
to play. However, Santa Monica-based Riot Games, the cre-
ator of LoL, was able to achieve $1 billion in 2014 revenue 
partially because of micro-transactions (Levy, 2014). Though 
the business model encourages individuals to download and 
play the game for free, users will not be able to access premi-
um content that can greatly enhance game enjoyment and 
competitive success without purchasing these additions. For 
example, points can be purchased in the game to improve the 
appearance of the respective characters the gamers choose to 
utilize. The upgrades typically change the visual aspects per-
taining to characters’ appearance, often referred to as “skins.” 
With the purchase of the new character skins, not only do 
appearances change but the visual aesthetics pertaining to 
the characters’ abilities also change, although there is no 
difference in effectiveness during gameplay (Tassi, 2015a). 
While the premium content can be earned for free by earn-
ing points in the game, the option to purchase points is less 
time-consuming and allows players to rapidly improve their 
online rank. LoL provides options to purchase points rang-
ing from 650 ($5) to 15,000 ($100) (Jacobs, 2015). While the 
term micro-transactions indicates the purchase of new char-
acter development would be cheap, typically new character 
skins range anywhere from $5 to $10 with new releases of 
character skins costing as much as $25 (Tassi, 2014b). With 
67 million monthly players upgrading their characters and/
or choosing new characters to upgrade in order to be more 
competitive against select opponents, the micro-transactions 
quickly generate tremendous amounts of revenue, with fu-
ture revenues expected to increase (Chalk, 2014). 

Riot Games hosts competitions through various eSports 
associations that all lead to the World Championship series. 
Riot Games typically loses money hosting many of the tour-
naments despite charging attending patrons $15-$50 per 
ticket. Yet, the focus is not necessarily on generating direct 
profits. Instead, the tournaments are currently being utilized 
as a marketing tool to attract aspiring players (Levy, 2014). 
As more and more people begin playing competitive vid-
eo games, tournaments have become more popular, which 
increases potential revenues. The rapid growth in the LoL 
World Championship is indicative of where the industry has 
been and where it is likely to continue to go in the future. In 
2012, the second LoL World Championship attracted 8,000 
fans to the University of Southern California’s Galen Center 
(Tassi, 2013). In many ways, this tournament symbolized the 
advent of “big-time” video game competitions, particularly in 
terms of their widespread commercial appeal. The following 
year, the LoL Championship managed to sell out the 11,000-
seat Staples Center in less than one hour (Tassi, 2013). Ad-
ditionally, 32 million people viewed the 2013 championships 
around the world via online streaming, which tripled the 
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amount of viewers the previous year. The 2014 LoL champi-
onship gaming final took place in Seoul, South Korea’s World 
Cup Stadium. Over 40,000 tickets were sold to watch the Ko-
rean team Samsung White compete against China’s Starhorn 
Royal Club (Tassi, 2014a). Concurrent with the growth in 
attention for the World Championship has been the pop-
ularity of the earlier, qualifying rounds of the tournament. 
The LoL North American Championship, which was hosted 
at Madison Square Garden, was sold out in minutes as fans 
paid to see team Counter Logic Gaming beat Team SoloMid 
to advance to the 2015 LoL World Championships in Berlin 
(Seidman, 2015). The LoL championship series is undoubt-
edly one of the most popular games currently being played, 
with 67 million monthly players, 27 million of whom play 
daily (Tassi, 2014b). However, Riot Games and LoL are not 
the only organizations hosting popular tournaments. Profes-
sional organizations such as Major League Gaming (MLG) 
headquartered in New York, the Korean E-Sports Associa-
tion, and the Electronic Sports League (ESL) host numer-
ous RTS and FPS video game tournaments that often offer 
significant prize money and attract a substantial in-person 
and online audience. Additionally, there are other eSports 
organizations, such as the eSports Association (TeSPA) and 
IvyLoL, that cater to collegiate eSports associations that are 
organizing clubs at universities across North America. With 
the growth of the video game industry and the rise of eSports, 
the number of competitive eSports tournaments has grown 
substantially from 8,809 in 2011 to an estimated 47,471 in 
2014 (“eSports in Numbers…,” 2014). The tournaments con-
sist of a wide variety of FPS and RTS games depending on 
the organization. 

As eSports have attracted sponsorships and large viewer-
ship numbers internationally, substantial prize money has 
become available for the players who succeed in marquee 
events. Though they do not make nearly as much money as 
those in “traditional” professional sports, there are now op-
portunities for players to achieve a viable profession by play-
ing video games. According to esportsearnings.com, the top 
five games awarded 7,800 players prize money totaling $79 
million over approximately 4,500 international tournaments 
as of 2015 (“eSports Earnings,” 2015). Table 3 details the top 
five games with respect to prize money being awarded since 
each game’s inception. Table 4 lists the top tournaments by 
prize money awarded. With the various industry revenue 
streams growing, a number of eSports competitors crafted 
profitable careers in the industry, with career earnings for 
some exceeding $1 million. 

One of the main competitors in the eSports industry, 
MLG (still operating as MLG despite being purchased by Ac-
tivation Blizzard LLC in early 2016) is an organization that 
provides championships and tournaments to various RTS 
and FPS video games such as Call of Duty, Defense of the 
Ancients, Starcraft, Halo, and Super Smash Brothers. The FPS 
game Call of Duty: Ghosts playoff took place over a three-
day competition in an arena built by MLG in Columbus, 
Ohio. This tournament championship was a culmination of 
a nine-month season of various CoD gamers and compe-
titions (Smith, 2014). More recently, in April 2016, MLG’s 
Counter Strike: Global Offensive offered a total prize pool of 
$1 million, with the winning team earning $500,000 (Lam, 
2016a). MLG’s efforts have been designed to capture a piece 
of the expanding video game market share by serving as the 
primary professional gaming league in the United States. 
MLG has managed to establish an actual league with various 
teams and competitors who participate in the video games 
mentioned previously. MLG, however, is not a typical league 
comprised of teams from respective locations. Due to the 
nature of modern video games being played online, teams 
are often comprised of members from around the country, 
or even various countries around the world. Once the teams 
enter a competition, it is similar to that of the NCAA basket-
ball tournament, meaning that they must qualify and win in 
order to move towards the championship rounds. 

Table 3.  Top 5 Games for Total All-Time Prize 
Money (“eSports Earnings…,” 2015)

Game Prize Money

Dota 2 $50,025,496.81 
League of Legends $23,568,570.58 
StarCraft II $17,399,571.79 
Counter-Strike $10,730,875.39 
Counter-Strike:  
Global Offensive

$7,139,183.74 

Table 4.  Top Individual Tournament Prize Money Awarded (“eSports Earnings…,” 2015)
Tournament Prize Money Game Teams Players

International 2015 $18,426,613 Dota 2 16 80
International 2014 $10,931,103 Dota 2 14 70
DAC 2015 $3,057,521 Dota 2 20 100
International 2013 $2,874,407 Dota 2 8 40
Smite World Championship 2015 $2,612,259 Smite 8 40
LoL 2014 World Championship $2,130,000 LoL 16 82
LoL Season 3 World Championship $2,050,000 LoL 14 70
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MLG’s business model is not designed to generate profits 
from hosting events; rather, they make money by creating an 
environment where viewers can interact and learn directly 
from professional players. Prior to 2015, MLG had consis-
tent financial losses, including every quarter of 2014 (Weber, 
2014). However, MLG’s online broadcast entity—MLG.tv—
has recently begun to generate significant revenue streams 
by providing popular online content, including professional 
team practices and individual player practices. In addition, 
they allow fans to interact via online chat rooms with the 
professional gamers. This allows fans and novice gamers 
to socialize with professional gamers and potentially seek 
game-playing advice. Any professional gamers can sign up 
as long as they meet certain criterion that exemplifies their 
status as a professional gamer. The criteria includes reaching 
a certain ranking or having a specific amount of followers 
per month. It is free for the players to stream their content 
and they often receive payments from MLG through their 
sponsorships and advertisements. This creates an environ-
ment that is unlike any other sport since fans can actually 
communicate with professionals and even donate money if 
they desire. On the MLG website consumers can view up to 
50 different professional gamers playing live events or one 
can watch replays of past tournaments.

Viewers at MLG and any other eSports site will be ex-
posed to a variety of advertisements, which generate revenue 
for the parent site. The two metrics that most online adver-
tising agencies examine when investigating eSports sites (or 
other online advertising opportunities) are cost per thou-
sand (CPM) and, even more important, click-through rate 
(CTR). While the average CTR is 0.3%, MLG claims that it 
has 2.1% CTR on all of its video advertisements on MLG.tv. 
The CPM was not disclosed for MLG.tv, as it most likely has 
varying prices for different advertising agencies. MLG CEO 
Sundance DiGiovanni noted that the introduction of MLG.
tv has had a positive effect on revenues for the organization 
(Weber, 2014). 

Although MLG has a rapidly growing presence in eSports, 
other organizations are also capitalizing on the recent popu-
larity of the rapidly expanding industry. Among many pop-
ular sites that specialize in streaming video game content, 
Twitch has become one of the most popular. MLG used to 
utilize Twitch as its primary source of content delivery until 
it decided to make its own streaming website. The difference 
between Twitch and MLG.tv is that Twitch streams video 
games including FPS, RTS, and some sports video games. 
Twitch has been able to broadcast 11 million videos per 
month. Additionally, Twitch has reached 100 million view-
ers with more than 16 billion minutes of video content being 
watched every month (Brightman, 2015). The rapid growth 
and huge popularity of Twitch led Amazon to purchase 
Twitch for $970 million in 2014 (Wingfield, 2014b). As of 
2014, Twitch managed to produce the fourth most trafficked 

website, 1.8% behind corporations like Netflix, Google, and 
Apple (Maiberg, 2014).

eSports Participation and Viewership  
Demographics

Much like the growth in the overall eSports industry, as of 
2012 MLG had 11.7 million live online viewers, which had 
increased from 1.8 million viewers in 2010 and 3.5 million 
viewers in 2011. Among those 11.7 million viewers:
• 90% were male,
• 80% ranged from ages 16 to 34, and
• 40% had a household income of over $100,000 (MLG.tv 

website).
The demographic data describing MLG viewers is consistent 
with other information regarding eSports participants and 
viewers. Newzoo, an organization that specializes in games 
market research, issued a report that quantifiably sized and 
profiled eSports and the popularity within the industry for 
Western nations. Among its most recent findings:
• 31.4 million eSports viewers live in the United States,
• 16.3 million eSports viewers live in Western Europe,
• 2.8 million people participate in eSports in the United 

States regularly (at least three hours per week),
• 10.2 million avid fans watch eSports regularly (three hours 

per week),
• 60% of Western Europe and United States eSports fans 

have attended at least one eSports event, and
• 59% of the profiled individuals are between the ages of 21 

and 35.
Eventbrite (2015) has also investigated eSports consum-

ers, noting that 75% of eSports attendees are between the 
ages 18-34. In addition, 82% of those attendees are male. 
Also, 44% of the attendees are college students. Among those 
studied, 67% admitted to playing their respective game for 
at least three hours every day, while 30% noted they play 
more than five hours per day. When asked why they were 
attending an event, 82% noted they wanted to be a part of the 
gaming community and 67% wanted to connect with other 
gamers who they met online through a particular game (Tas-
si, 2015b).

In addition to demographic characteristics, Eventbrite 
also reported that 30% of eSports event attendees will con-
tinue to play their respective game even more because they 
purchased new content such as character upgrades that are 
offered exclusively at tournaments (Eventbrite, 2015). Addi-
tionally, 41% of patrons attend the events to purchase “gear” 
that is only sold at particular tournaments. Like traditional 
sport consumers buying the products of professional ath-
letes, eSports consumers desire to purchase gear that might 
include jerseys that professional gamers wear, clothing that 
gaming organizations provide, and even gaming equipment 
such as controllers and specialty keyboards and computer 
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mouses (Eventbrite, 2015). Most importantly, 74% of patrons 
play the game at the event more frequently after watching a 
live event and 86% conclude that they develop more enthusi-
asm for the game overall (Tassi, 2015b).

Sponsorship Activities

With the rapid growth of eSports and the disposable in-
come of many participants, a wide variety of corporations 
began sponsoring eSports in an assortment of ways includ-
ing sponsorship of leagues (MLG), game developers (Riot), 
and individual teams. For example, Lions Gate Entertain-
ment Inc. recently signed a sponsorship agreement with 
MLG to promote the DVD release of Ender’s Game on MLG.
tv. Meanwhile game developers such as Riot have sponsors 
such as Coca-Cola entering long-term partnerships with LoL 
that intends to use Coke Zero as a sponsor of a competitive 
league comprised of up-and-coming eSports players called 
the League of Legends Championship Series (LCS) (Boone, 
2013). Coke has noted its interest in eSports because of its 
ability to reach a variety of younger, habit-forming individu-
als around the globe (Boone, 2013). Much like Coke, Amer-
ican Express (AmEx) is looking to reach the male millennial 
audience on a consistent basis, as these 18-24-year-old pro-
fessional gamers engage in up to eight hours every day strat-
egizing and playing LoL (Gaudiosi, 2013). According to the 
AmEx website, the partnership with Riot Games is setting 
up a rewards system for LoL players. Essentially, when LoL 
players use the AmEx credit card, gamers earn points that 
allow the competitors to make in-game purchases that allow 
for additional customization of video game character skins. 
Stefan Happ, Senior Vice President of U.S. Payment Options 
for AmEx, believes that the partnership with Riot is creating 
a co-branded product that in turn will help LoL players earn 
points through a unique rewards system (Gaudiosi, 2013).

Nissan has also recently partnered with professional LoL 
team “Team Curse” in order to promote a campaign de-
signed for gamers to develop short videos for the chance to 
win a $1,000 gift card to Amazon along with their video to 
appear in a Nissan commercial (Gaudiosi, 2013). Meanwhile, 
in South Korea, Samsung has sponsored professional eSports 
teams since 2000, managing players participating in RTS 
games such as Star Craft II and League of Legends (Keach, 
2015). 

eSports on Campus:  
Clubs and Varsity Sport

Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of the growth of eSports 
in North America has been its impact on college campuses. 
There are currently four organizations in the U.S. that provide 
competitive formal platforms for collegiate gamers. They are 
The eSports Association (TeSpa), The Collegiate Star League 

(CSL), IvyLoL, and WellPlayed. Each respective league com-
bines for more than 1,600 eSports clubs that compete reg-
ularly in tournaments throughout the year. CSL has more 
than 550 teams and more than 5,600 members and TeSpa 
currently has 700 school clubs participating (Lingle, 2014). 
In order for teams to be eligible to register with the respec-
tive associations, there are a few rules that must be followed. 
Each team member must be enrolled as a full-time student 
in an accredited university. Additionally, each of the players 
on the respective team must attend the same university. This 
obviously differs from most professional eSports leagues, in 
which team composition is not limited by geography. While 
there is a wide range of video games that can be played in 
these various leagues and clubs, LoL is undoubtedly the most 
popular. 

Riot Games has constructed the North American College 
Championship (NACC), which is a tournament series that 
has three tiers of competition: qualifying rounds, playoffs, 
and the championship. The championship tier is comprised 
of four teams representing their respective region in North 
America. Both Canada and the U.S. are divided into four 
different regions: North, South, East, and West. The four 
collegiate eSports organizations serve as community part-
ners for teams to register with in order to enter the NACC. 
Each community has its own qualification and registration 
deadlines. Depending on whether or not a team registering 
has been playing together or it is a new team will determine 
which community partner it chooses to enter. For example, 
if a team is looking to practice and develop more in the qual-
ification process, then it may choose a different league than a 
team looking for experience or team development. Further-
more, teams or college clubs that have practiced together and 
do not need as much practice as newly developed teams may 
choose a different association to register with in order to get 
to the qualifying rounds. It appears that the various collegiate 
eSports associations are comprised of varying levels of talent. 
Additionally, choosing which association to register with can 
become strategic as it relates to finding the most effective way 
to reach the qualifying rounds. According to the NACC web-
site, the championship qualifiers all receive $7,500 in schol-
arship prize winnings and participants on the team that wins 
the tournament each receive $30,000 in scholarship money. 
The top four teams will earn a total of $360,000 when the 
tournament is finished. The aforementioned organizations 
assist in hosting the qualifying rounds, which creates a “sur-
vive and advance” mentality, similar to what occurs in the 
NCAA basketball tournament. 

As mentioned previously, Riot Games awards thousands 
of dollars to eSports competitors in the form of scholarships. 
However, other organizations such as TeSpa have found a 
new way to create financial rewards for their eSports chapters 
(club members). The video game developer Blizzard recent-
ly decided to start funding TeSpa depending on the level of 
commitment for each club. There are benchmarks that en-
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able clubs to receive certain benefits. For example, if a club 
acquires 65 members Blizzard provides $300 in cash in ad-
dition to products provided by Blizzard sponsorships. When 
a club reaches 80 members, the club receives upgraded gam-
ing equipment to utilize. This progression continues all the 
way to a club acquiring 300 members, which would result 
in a $500 reward along with memorabilia and a meet-and-
greet opportunity with Blizzard (Lingle, 2014). This means 
that various gaming organizations and game developers are 
partnering to make an impact on college campuses. More 
importantly, both developers and gaming club organizations 
are continuing to develop and see substantial growth from 
year to year. 

In 2014, eSports on campus became more formalized. 
Robert Morris University (RMU) in Chicago began to offer 
35 partial scholarships to various professional and semi-pro-
fessional League of Legends players if they would enroll at 
the $39,000-a-year school. This initiative of declaring video 
games as a fully sponsored university “sport” was headed 
by RMU associate athletic director Kurt Melcher (Wing-
field, 2014a). Approximately one year later, the University of 
Pikeville (Kentucky) introduced gaming as a “sport,” offer-
ing scholarships to a team headed by media director Bruce 
Parsons. Much like traditional athletics, the Pikeville video 
game players will have to maintain a certain GPA and they 
will have designated practice times along with mandates to 
study other teams before upcoming competitions (Tassi, 
2015c). 

The commitment to video games does not just concern 
scholarship money. RMU has designated a $100,000 class-
room with various gaming equipment and large video 
screens for the gamers to practice (Ruby, 2014). A simple es-
timation of finances indicates why these schools may be pur-
suing formalized eSports programs. The gaming room and 
35 students on a half scholarship costs RMU approximately 
$782,500. Additional revenue for RMU (assuming all of the 
new players would not have enrolled otherwise) will gener-
ate approximately $682,500 in tuition payments. It is import-
ant to note that not all of the eSports athletes are on a 50% 
scholarship; some are on much lower scholarships (Tassi, 
2015c), meaning the venture is likely a net financial benefit 
for RMU, even before accounting for any additional “walk-
ons” the new team might attract. Given that there are already 
a proliferation of official and unofficial campus clubs partici-
pating in gaming, it seems that students and gaming organi-
zations alike are anxious to see eSports become a more for-
mal on-campus activity. Robert Morris and the University of 
Pikeville are not well-known colleges throughout the United 
States. However, there were more than 2,000 applicants for 
RMU’s varsity eSports team after its first year of competition.

Though RMU and Pikeville are not ranked among the 
top institutes of higher learning in the United States, the use 
of eSports as a college marketing tool likely will be imple-
mented at more well-established institutions. In 2016, UC 

Irvine announced the launch of an official e-sports initiative 
with partnerships with Riot Games and iBuyPower (Lamb, 
2016b). A new 3,500-square-foot facility with a stage for 
competitions, 80 personal computers, and a live broadcast-
ing studio will be constructed as a centerpiece for the univer-
sity’s initiative to attract and retain students. The University 
of Miami (Ohio) has recently announced the establishment 
of a varsity eSports program paired with a nationally ranked 
digital gaming minor for students to specialize their studies 
(Ramadani, 2016). In light of the ever-increasing competi-
tion for the best undergraduate students, it is likely that sim-
ilar projects and initiatives will begin to proliferate on other 
prominent college campuses. 

Conclusions

Though many may scoff at the notion that playing video 
games could be considered anything other than a part-time 
recreational activity for children or college-aged students 
who “should” be studying, the eSports industry has clearly 
established a prominent place in the United States and many 
other areas throughout the world. Within the last five years, 
the number of formal clubs and tournaments has grown 
exponentially with future growth likely to maintain cur-
rent levels, particularly as more media attention is paid to 
big-time events and college campuses continue to embrace 
eSports activities either through their club sports, campus 
recreation, or intercollegiate athletic programs. For sport 
and entertainment practitioners, eSports events are likely 
to increase in proliferation and profile, meaning that venue 
operators, sport marketers, media members, event planners, 
and sponsorship consultants will likely be involved in vari-
ous facets of the industry. 

Two recent actions clearly indicate that eSports have be-
come ingrained in not just the American but worldwide cul-
ture. The U.S. government recently granted eSports gamers 
visas that recognize them as professional athletes (Tassi, 
2013). This classification, and subsequent application of sim-
ilar coding to U.S. “athletes” competing abroad, has enabled 
the top gamers to compete around the world, usually without 
substantial immigration issues. In 2016, ESPN and Yahoo 
both launched a vertical within their sites devoted exclusive-
ly to eSports content. Similar to their pages devoted to Major 
League Baseball and the National Football League, the sites 
provide tournament updates and analysis and commentary 
devoted to strategy and gameplay. In addition, content—
such as human-interest profiles—is present that is designed 
to attract readers even when prominent eSports tournaments 
and other events are not occurring. If the recent trends con-
tinue, there is little doubt that in the near future, certain 
eSports events and players will likely be discussed with the 
same fervor as other longstanding sports. Ultimately, eSports 
are likely here to stay and their influence should only expand 
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in the near future. Everyone involved in sport and entertain-
ment management, regardless of role, must understand how 
the industry is changing and how it will affect the future of 
the sport and entertainment industry. 
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