Original Research Article 1

INTERNATIONAL

International Journal of Esports -

Unpacking Nuance among Esports Consumers:
Market Partitions within Esports based on Social Media
Analytics

Bradley J. Baker’, Anthony D. Pizzo>

1. Temple University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA
2. La Salle University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA

Correspondence to bradley.baker@temple.edu

Abstract

Aims: The purpose of this study is to investigate the pattern of consumer relationships across
popular esports titles to understand how the esports market is partitioned in terms of unique and
shared social media followers across gaming titles.

Methods and results: We investigate esports market partitions based on social network analysis
of over 33 million unique Twitter users who follow the official accounts for one or more of 16
leading esports titles. We find relatively low levels of co-occurrence in shared follower
relationships between sport and non-sport esports titles. Higher shared follower rates are most
common among titles from the same publisher, while there is minimal evidence that game genre
influences audience sharing. We find evidence that esports titles with larger followings also enjoy
higher rates of exclusivity (i.e., consumers who follow only that title and are not shared with other
esports titles).

Conclusions: Results from the current study call into question the influence of traditional genre
designations on driving esports consumer behavior. Relatively high levels of audience overlap
among dissimilar titles (i.e., titles from different genres) from the same publisher indicate high
consumer loyalty to a publisher, suggesting cross-promotion can be an effective audience-
building strategy. The large proportion of single-title followers is consistent with a high degree of
esports social media follower concentration.

Keywords: Consumer behavior; Segmentation; Brand position; Twitter; Social network analysis;
Marketing

Highlights

Esports games with larger social media audiences benefit from greater exclusivity

Social media audience overlap is most prevalent among games from the same publisher
Game genre does not influence the magnitude of audience sharing among esports titles
Sport simulation games have relatively low crossover appeal with non-sport titles

High levels of game and publisher loyalty suggest a high degree of consumer specialization
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Introduction

Esports, organized video game competitions, are a fast-growing phenomenon engaging a new
generation of consumers [1, 2]. Esports fans are a part of a vibrant gaming ecosystem that includes
game developers and publishers, sponsors, teams, and players, as well as leagues and events [3, 4].
Esports fans avidly consume game-related content, both in and out of the game [5], primarily on
social media and streaming sites such as Twitch, Twitter, and Discord [6]. Marketers covet these
fans as they are primarily from a hard-to-reach, yet desirable audience: young, affluent, and tech-
savvy young adults [1].

Despite rapid growth, the esports industry is still in a nascent stage of development [7]. Managers
in emerging industries, such as esports, lack standardized practices to adequately monetize their
business operations [8]. In particular, the measurement of esports consumption remains
imprecise and, despite recent improvement, segmentation continues to be a challenge [9]. This is
problematic considering the wide variety of esports titles, with little known about the similarities
and differences regarding the composition of their audiences. Improved understanding of how
esports titles share consumers is highly relevant for esports organizations and brands (publishers,
game developers, esports teams, event organizers), as well as the growing number of sponsors
seeking the right fit for their brand among a dazzling array of esports titles [10].

The purpose of the current study is to investigate the market structure across popular esports
titles. Specifically, we used a social network analysis (systematic empirical examination based on
the relationships between interconnected individuals in a social structure; [11]) of the Twitter
followers of 16 popular esports titles to investigate where multi-title, genre, and publisher
crossover does — and does not — occur. The overall esports market includes smaller markets
centered on specific esports titles, where individual gamers choose one or more titles to consume
(purchase, play, spectate). As the overall market is still emerging and rapidly developing, it
requires immediate attention to improve understanding of the market structure and the
consumer-based interactions among competing esports titles [12]. For instance, marketers and
brand managers seeking to identify the most suitable esports title for their brand have sparse
empirical data on the shared and distinct followers of each title to help inform their marketing
decisions [9].

Overview of Esports

Esports bring together elements from culture, technology, sport, and business [2, 13]. During the
1990s, competitive video gaming evolved in South Korea due to a strong broadband infrastructure
that facilitated remote, online competitions [14]. Innovations in internet technologies lowered
barriers to entry and decreased costs of esports consumption [4]. Reduced barriers to entry
facilitated the global rise of esports, allowing individuals to play video games competitively on a
variety of platforms (e.g., personal computers, gaming consoles, mobile devices), allowing
companies to use esports to target a new generation of consumers that were otherwise hard to
reach through traditional marketing campaigns [1, 6]. Thus, a wide variety of companies have
embraced esports to connect their brand with esports consumers [10, 13]. These companies
include both endemic brands - those businesses native to esports — and non-endemic brands -
businesses whose products and services are not directly linked to gaming [1].
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Esports consumers are diverse, ranging from casual viewers and players to diehard fans. Market
segmentation, the process of identifying subgroups of consumers with similar wants and needs,
allows firms to tailor products and marketing strategies to maximize competitive performance
[15]. Similar to other leisure pursuits (e.g., movies, culture, sport and recreational activities),
previous researchers have suggested that esports consumers can be segmented based on preferred
game genre [16-20]. Genre represents the style of game, along with visual presentation norms and
play mechanics [16, 21]; popular genres include multiplayer online battle arenas (MOBA), first-
person shooters (FPS), real-time strategy (RTS), sport simulation, digital collectible card games,
and battle royale games.

Social media provides an always-on platform for gamers and fans of esports titles to connect with
the game and each other [22]. Esports audiences integrate social media into their consumption
experience, taking advantage of interactive features that link professional players with their fans
and support peer-to-peer communication among consumers [20]. Thus, it is critical for esports
brands to understand their positioning within the esports social media ecosystem. Overlaps in
social media audiences provide insight into how games share fans, which fans are most exclusively
loyal, and which fanbases are most (dis)similar [23]. Through social network analysis of how
esports consumers engage with multiple games on social media, we can better understand the
esports market structure. Specifically, we focus on how the esports market is partitioned in terms
of unique and shared Twitter followers across gaming titles.

Twitter follower relationships represent an appropriate source of data for social network analysis
to understand mutual relationships between consumers and esports titles. Twitter announced
over two billion gaming-related tweets in 2020, while gaming was the sixth most followed topic
on the platform [24]. Moreover, streamers on Twitch, a leading online platform for video game
streaming, use Twitter extensively to drive traffic and connect with their audience [25]. The rise of
social media has fundamentally transformed relationships between brands and consumers,
allowing two-way communication and information sharing [26], large-scale brand-building
activities [27], and ubiquitous consumer-to-consumer interaction [28]. Consumers proactively
seek out and consume content [29] and social media platforms provide a forum for multi-
directional engagement between brands and consumers [26, 30]. Brand managers for esports titles
can use social media to effectively connect with their players and fans, enhancing engagement
and consumer evaluation [31].

Thus, we develop our research question: How is the esports market partitioned in terms of unique
and shared social media followers across gaming titles?

In the current study, we investigate patterns in how esports games share consumers to improve
understanding of the overall market structure. This includes both exclusive loyalty to a particular
title and partitions within the esports market that indicate where multi-title crossover does — and
does not - occur. By addressing our research question, we unpack nuances among esports
consumers that are generally neglected in broad studies that examine esports collectively.

We contribute to the growing body of literature on esports in several ways. First, our results
enhance knowledge of the market structure between popular esports games, laying a foundation
for future research and extending the external validity of insight from other disciplines (e.g.,
marketing, strategic management) to esports. Second, we provide practical implications for how
esports organizations and brands can most advantageously position themselves within a highly
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competitive market environment. Overall, we find that esports consumers are generally loyal to
multiple titles from the same video game publisher - irrespective of game genre. Moreover, sport
simulation games have relatively low crossover appeal with non-sport titles, suggesting that
consumers of sport simulation titles are a relatively more distinct market segment than those
associated with non-sport titles.

Method

We obtained account information and complete lists of all followers for 16 Twitter accounts
representing popular esports titles through Twitter’s Application Programming Interface (API).
Among social media, Twitter represents one of the top mediums for following esports titles,
teams, and players, trailing only YouTube [32]. The esports titles were chosen based on title
popularity and use in previous esports research (e.g., [16, 33]). The 16 titles include the 13 most
impactful games laid out by The Esports Observer as of Q3 2020 [33] with the addition of three
sports titles (FIFA, NBA 2K, and Madden NFL). Sport simulation games are a key esports genre
[34] and the addition of these three titles was intended to ensure coverage from a variety of
genres. All 16 accounts represented official accounts maintained by game developers and
publishers and are designated as verified accounts by Twitter, indicating that they had passed a
formal vetting process to confirm the identity and authenticity of account managers [35]. Access
to the Twitter API and subsequent data analysis took place via custom-developed scripts written
by the lead author using the R package rtweet [36]. We queried the Twitter API to generate
complete follower lists for each esports title account. We subsequently calculated the proportion
of each title’s followers that were shared with each other title. Based on the number of shared
followers, size of the audiences for each pair of titles, and total number of unique followers across
all titles, we calculated the lift for each title. Lift represents the proportion of accounts that follow
both titles divided by the product of the proportion of accounts that follow each title.

Lift provides a measure of how often two events co-occur, accounting for the relative frequency
each event occurs in the overall population. It is a useful index used to understand the presence,
nature, and strength of an association rule relative to a random choice targeting model [37]. The
numerator represents observed co-occurrence, while the denominator represents the frequency of
co-occurrence assuming statistical independence. Lift of approximately 1.0 indicates that the
relationship between A and B can be explained by random chance, while lift greater than 1.0
indicates a positive relationship and lift less than 1.0 indicates a negative relationship [38]. Lift
scores of approximately 1.0 indicate knowing the state of one event (i.e., whether User U follows
Title A) and provides little to no information about a second event (i.e., whether User U follows
Title B). Thus, we can focus on game pairs with lift either substantially below or substantially
above 1.0 as meaningful, and largely ignore game pairs with lift values of approximately 1.0 [39].
Game pairs with relatively high lift scores are those where users follow both titles more often than
by chance, while game pairs with relatively low lift scores are those where users are less likely to
follow both titles.

Results
Data for the current study provides insight into the audiences for esports titles and genres, as well

as how those audiences are shared. This includes both obvious characteristics, such as audience
size, as well as more subtle features, such as which titles have the most exclusively loyal
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audiences, which titles appeal to the same consumers, and which titles’ follower bases have the
least in common. The 16 esports titles in the current study are collectively followed by 33,210,249
unique individuals on Twitter. The vast majority (81%) of individuals in our data set followed only
one of the 16 esports titles. We term such followers who are not shared with any of the other 15
accounts exclusive followers. Number of followers was positively correlated with follower
exclusivity (i.e., proportion of exclusive followers), r = .71, p = .002, a large effect size [40].
Regressing proportion of exclusive followers on total number of followers indicates that each
additional million followers was associated with a 3.5% increase in proportion of exclusive
followers (95% CI: 1.49, 5.51). Table 1 presents information about the size of each title’s following.

Table 1 - Esports game title Twitter account follower counts and follower exclusivity

Exclusive e
Game Title Publisher Twitter Handle Followers Follower

Followers %
Fortnite Epic @FortniteGame 1,937,579 | 9,058,590 | 75.88%
League of Legends | Riot @LeagueOflLegends | 4,770,833 | 3,389,425 | 71.04%
Call of Duty Activision | @CallofDuty 4,210,325 | 2,754,800 | 65.43%
FIFA EA Sports | @EASPORTSFIFA | 3,745,001 | 2,583,801 | 68.99%
Overwatch Blizzard @PlayOverwatch 3,365,200 | 1,707,598 | 50.74%
NBA 2K Takez @nbazk 3,126,931 2,076,773 | 66.42%
Rainbow Six Ubisoft @Rainbow6Game | 1,965,475 | 869,108 44.22%

1 0,

Apex Legends ilretztronlc @PlayApex 1,943,959 | 827,672 42.58%
PUBG Bluehole | @PUBG 1,683,690 | 930,616 55.27%
Valorant Riot @PlayValorant 1,153,867 354,415 30.72%
Counter-Strike: Valve 1,008,380 | 471,164 46.72%
Global Offensive GO
Dota 2 Valve @DOTA2 986,231 613,902 62.25%
Madden NFL EA Sports | @EAMaddenNFL 846,349 456,548 53.94%
Rocket League Psyonix @RocketLeague 840,726 345,480 41.09%
Hearthstone Blizzard @PlayHearthstone | 834,758 322,817 38.67%
StarCraft Blizzard @StarCraft 395,607 137,267 34.70%

Note. Follower lists were collected November 26, 2020 to December 1, 2020, except
@EAMaddenNFL, which was collected on December 15, 2020 to correct an omission. Exclusive
followers represent followers not shared with any of the other 15 accounts.

Results in Table 2 illustrate the degree of overlap in followers between pairs of games. Examining
overlap between followers provides insight into which titles share consumers with which titles.
The numbers in each cell represent the percentage of individuals who follow the title in the row
who are also followers of the title in the column. For example, the entry in the first row and
second column indicates that 2.0% of people who follow Fortnite on Twitter also follow League of
Legends, whereas the entry in the second row and first column indicates that 5.1% of people who
follow League of Legends also follow Fortnite. These two cells represent the same people (the
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243,587 people who follow both Fortnite and League of Legends), however the proportions are
different due to the different overall audience sizes of the two games.

Table 2 - Overlap in esports game title Twitter followings

Q
Vi O O 0 0 Vi O

1. Fortnite -—- |20 6041|4034 35|52 |32 |27 |14 04|09 21|05 02

2. League of Legends | 51 | --- | 3.0 6.4 /108 | 1.8 28| 25 | 22 57 25| 25 04 1.2 3.5 | L5
3. Call of Duty 169 | 34 | -—- | 31|59 | 50 67|65 47|31 22|10 |22 29 14 | 09
4. FIFA 132 | 82|35 -—-[58)| 49 40|19 |16 10 15| 17 |10 |14 03 !
5. Overwatch 142 | 153 | 73 | 65| --- | 3.6 | 84| 75 | 51|57 |37 |36 |15 36 82| 4.6
6. NBA 2K 130 | 28 | 6.7 | 58|39 | - |59 |25 | 14 | 1.0 10 | 13 (72 |14 14 | 05
7. Rainbow Six 21,0 | 6.9 |14.4 | 75 |14.4| 94 | -— |109 | 73 | 6.0 | 50 | 2.7 [3.0| 52| 1.9 | 11
8. Apex Legends 31.8 | 62 142 37130 41 11| -—— | 9.0 (108 | 41 | 1.4 | 1.6 | 4.8 | 21 | 0.9
9. PUBG 229 | 62 | 117 |35 |103| 26 | 85 (104 | —— | 62 | 6.0 | 25 | 1.2 3.8 | 2.6 | 13
10. Valorant 27.5 235 | 11.3 [33 167 | 26 102|182 | 90 | -—- |12.7| 2.4 | 0.9 | 59 | 3.8 | 14
11. Cgf:)rg;elr()sgfr;}:{ve 16.0 [12.0 | 91 54 |124 | 3.0 9.6 | 80 |10.0 |146 -—- | 9.4 |08 | 48| 3.5 | 21
12. Dota 2 5.0 | 12.0 | 4.4 | 6.4|123 | 42 | 53 |28 | 43|28 | 96| -—- |07 1.6 49 | 41
13. Madden NFL 129 | 23 109 45|59 (264 70|37 |23 | 12 |09 |08| -—-|23 09 | 0.6
14. Rocket League 2.6 | 6.7 |147 6.4 |143 | 53 123| 11|75 | 81 58| 19 |23 - |36 | 16
15. Hearthstone 7.8 /202 6.9 |13 1332 53 |44 | 49 |52 | 52| 42|58 09|36 --- |19.0
16. StarCraft 73 179 | 9.6 | 1.7 {391 | 36 57 | 45 |56 | 41 | 53 |10.2 | 1.4 | 3.4 | 400 --—-

Note. Numbers in each cell represent the percentage of individuals who follow title X (row) who
also follow title Y (column). Color-coding corresponds to magnitude of overlap in Twitter
followings ranging from dark red (low) to dark green (high).

Given high heterogeneity in audience size, looking simply at shared audience or proportion of
audience shared can present a distorted picture. For example, Fortnite has the largest audience,
approximately 2.5 times as large as the second largest title (League of Legends). As a result, no
other title can share much of Fortnite’s audience (6% of Fortnite followers also follow Call of
Duty, the largest overlap), while Fortnite shares a substantial portion of other games’” audiences
purely by benefit of having a large following (e.g., Fortnite is also followed by 32% of Apex
Legends followers, 30% of Rocket League followers, and 27% of Valorant followers). Conversely,
StarCraft, with the smallest audience, cannot represent a large share of the largest titles’ follower
bases, even with nearly perfect overlap. That is, even if all 395,607 StarCraft followers were shared
with Fortnite, that would represent only 3% of Fortnite’s followers. Lift measures the strength of
the association between two titles, accounting for the relative size of each audience and the share
of the overall study population each title represents. Results based on lift calculations for all pairs
of titles are presented in Table 3.
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Table 3 - Lift in esports game title Twitter followings

1. Fortnite BR -—- 0.47 | 0.37 | 0.39 | 0.36 | 0.59 | 0.88 | 0.64 | 0.76 | 0.45 036  0.82 | 022 | 0.20 0.39
i.elf;:jfllsle of MOBA --- (024 | 057 | 107 0.48 | 0.43 | 0.43 | 1.63 | 0.84 | 0.84 0.47 | 141 | 1.24 0.48
3. Call of Duty FPS 0.47 | 024 | --- | 028 | 0,58 | 0.53 | 114 | 112 | 0.92 | 0.89 | 0.72 | 0.35 | 0.86 | 116 | 0.55 | 0.76 0.72
4. FIFA Sport | 0.37 028  --- | 057|052 067 | 033 031 | 029 048 | 0.57 | 0.40 | 0.57 0.40
5. Overwatch FPS 0.39 058 | 0.57 | --- | 038 | 142 | 1.28 | 101 | 1.65 | 122 | 121 | 058 | 141 | 3.28 | 3.86 1.21
6. NBA 2K Sport | 053 | 0,52 | 038 | - | 1.00 | 0.43 [[0:27 | 0:28 | 0.32 | 0.45 | 2.81 | 0.56 | 0.57 | 0:38 0.43
7. Rainbow Six FPS 0.59 114 | 067 | 1.42 | 100 | --- | 1.87 | 1.44 | 1.73 | 1.63 | 0.90 | 118 | 2.07 | 0.75 | 0.96 114
8. Apex Legends FPS 0.88 112 | 033 | 128 | 043 | 1.87 | --- | .78 | 3.1 | 1.36 | 0.47 | 0.64 | 1.90 | 0.84 | 0.77 0.88
9. PUBG BR 0.64 0.92 | 031 | 101 | 027 | 1.44 | .78 | --- | 177 | 1.98 | 0.84 | 0.46 | 1.49 | 103 | 110 1.01
10. Valorant FPS 0.76 089 | 0.29 | 1.65 | 028 | 1.73 | 31 | 1.77 | --- | 419 | 0.81 | 033 | 2.33 | 149 | 117 1.49
1. Counter-Strike:

Global FPS 0.45 | 0.84 | 0.72 | 0.48 | 1.22 [ 0.32 | 1.63 | 136 | 1.98 | 419 | --- | 316 | 0.31 | 1.90 | 139 | .76 136
Offensive
12. Dota 2 MOBA 0.84 | 0.35 | 0.57 | 1.21 | 0.45 | 0.90 | 0.47 | 0.84 | 0.81 | 316 | --- [0©.27 | 0.65 | 1.97 | 3.43 0.81
13. Madden NFL Sport | 0.36 0.86 | 0.40 | 0.58 | 2.81 | 118 | 0.64 | 0.46 | 033 | 031 | 027 | --- | 0.90 | 0.34 | 0.54 0.46
14. Rocket League Sport | 0.82 | 0.47 | 116 | 0.57 | 141 | 0.56 | 2.07 | .90 | 1.49 | 2.33 | 1.90 | 0.65 | 0.90 | --- 1.43 | 1.36 1.36
15. Hearthstone Card | 022 | 141 | 0.55 328 | 0.57 | 0.75 | 0.84 | 1.03 | 1.49 | 139 | 1.97 | 0.34 | 1.43
16. StarCraft RTS 124 | 0.76 3.86 [0.38 | 0.96 | 0.77 | 110 | 117 | 1.76 | 3.43 | 0.54 | 1.36 [ l 110

Note. BR = battle royale; MOBA = multiplayer online battle arena; FPS = first-person shooter;
Card = digital collectible card game; RTS = real-time strategy; Lift represents size of shared
audience relative to mutual audience sizes, where 1.0 represents statistical independence. Color-
coding corresponds to magnitude of lift ranging from dark red (low) to dark green (high).

The highest lift is between Hearthstone and StarCraft (15.94). That is, the number of followers
shared by Hearthstone and StarCraft is approximately 16 times what would be expected solely
from how many followers each has, absent a relationship between the two titles. Other pairs with
relatively high lift values include Counter-Strike: Global Offensive with Valorant (4.19),
Overwatch with both StarCraft (3.86) and Hearthstone (3.28), and Dota 2 with StarCraft (3.43).
The lowest lift is between FIFA and Hearthstone (0.12). Other pairs with relatively low lift values
include Fortnite with Dota 2 (0.14) and League of Legends (0.14), FIFA with StarCraft (0.15), and
League of Legends with Madden NFL (0.16). Overall, the lowest median lifts are associated with
Fortnite (0.39), FIFA (0.40), NBA 2K (0.43), and Madden NFL (0.46), while the highest median
lifts are associated with Valorant (1.49), Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (1.36), and Rocket
League (1.36). These results suggest that Fortnite, FIFA, NBA 2K, and Madden NFL have the most
distinct audiences, while Valorant, Counter-Strike: Global Offensive, and Rocket League share
their audience with other titles to the greatest extent.

Discussion

The large proportion of single-title followers is consistent with a high degree of esports
specialization among consumers. Esports require mastery of complex systems and game
mechanics, typically following a steep learning curve not only for players but also spectators [41].
Successful game play requires specialization to establish technical and tactical knowledge, ability
to adapt to diverse opponents and gameplay mechanics, well-developed communication skills,
and trust in one’s abilities [42, 43].
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Titles with high levels of exclusivity (Fortnite, League of Legends, FIFA, NBA 2K, Call of Duty)
represent those with minimal overlap with other esports titles. Fans who choose to follow one of
these games are unlikely to also choose to follow any other esports. This may be due to divergent
interests (i.e., gamers interested in a soccer simulation may be distinct from those interested in a
first-person shooter) or a high degree of required specialization due to complex game mechanics
that discourage extended trialing across titles. Esports titles with the highest exclusivity were also
those with the largest audiences.

Partitioning is evident in the results based on lift. A clear partition exists with greater-than-
expected shared consumption among the three titles from Blizzard Entertainment (Overwatch,
Hearthstone, and StarCraft). Notably, this partition does not appear to extend to include Call of
Duty, a game published by Blizzard Entertainment sister company Activision Publishing (Blizzard
Entertainment and Activision Publishing are subsidiaries of Activision Blizzard). A similar
publisher-specific partition appears with the two titles from Valve (Counter-Strike: Global
Offensive and Dota 2). The two Riot titles (League of Legends and Valorant) share more common
followers than would be expected, to a lesser degree.

Interestingly, the two EA Sports titles (FIFA and Madden NFL) share fewer followers than would
be expected by the size of their respective bases, indicative of a negative crossover pattern and a
lack of synergy across EA Sports titles. This could potentially be due to divergent global sport
cultures, with Madden NFL being an American Football video game most popular in the US and
FIFA a soccer video game with a more global following, particularly among those outside the US
[44]. Previous scholars have found divergent consumer attitudes across different football codes
[45]. Most members of the sport video gaming community engage primarily with one game,
deliberately segregating themselves from the rest, reflecting a preference based on the simulated
sport [44]. Similarly, Apex Legends, which is published by EA Sports parent company Electronic
Arts, demonstrates negative crossover with both FIFA and Madden NFL.

The relatively high lift value between StarCraft and Dota 2 provides an interesting example.
Despite being published by different developers, there is a clear connection between the two
games based on a shared evolutionary predecessor in Blizzard Entertainment’s WarCraft
franchise. The StarCraft franchise represents a reimagining of WarCraft set in a futuristic, space
war-based context. Meanwhile, Dota 2 is the sequel to Defense of the Ancients, a user-created
modification to WarCraft III. As such, the two games may share a greater than expected share of
consumers due to their common history. This is further supported by modestly elevated lift
between Dota 2 and Hearthstone, another game spawned from the WarCraft evolutionary tree.

While partitions based on publisher and, to a lesser extent, game development history, are
evident, the most obvious candidate as a basis for partitioning is game genre. As noted by Sjoblom
et al. [46], “genre as a means of categorising videogames is more than simply common practice, it
is almost unavoidable” (p. 162). Genre represents the style of game, along with visual presentation
norms and play mechanics [16, 21]. Previous scholars have suggested that genre is a relevant
means for segmenting esports consumers [16-20]. In contrast to much of this existing research
that assumes conventional esports genres are meaningful for defining consumer segments, results
from the current study do not exhibit genre-based partitions. While some intra-genre pairs have
higher-than-expected consumer overlap (e.g., NBA 2K and Madden NFL), this is not generally the
case. Lift between the two MOBA games (League of Legends and Dota 2) and between the two
Battle Royale games (Fortnite and PUBG) were both below 1.0 (0.84 and 0.64, respectively),
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indicating negative relationships. Other than the NBA 2K/Madden NFL overlap previously
mentioned, the four sport simulation titles (FIFA, NBA 2K, Madden NFL, Rocket League) all have
lift below 1.0 (lift values ranging from 0.40 to 0.90). Valorant, the title with the highest overall
overlap with other titles, has relatively high lift with genre-mates Counter-Strike: Global
Offensive (4.19) and Apex Legends (3.11), however, it also has a relatively low lift value with Call of
Duty (0.89). Most of the highest lift values crossed genres (e.g., Overwatch, Hearthstone, and
StarCraft represent three different genres). This raises questions about the academic or practical
value of classifying esports titles based on traditional genres, a point also made by Jang and Byon
[16].

Improved understanding of the existing partitions across esports titles can offer insight for both
endemic and non-endemic brand managers. Endemic brands (e.g., Dell, Logitech, Microsoft,
Nvidia) have broad appeal to esports consumers as products such as computer hardware are
universal regardless of title(s) played. Non-endemic brands (e.g., BMW, DHL, Wendy’s) seeking
to enter the esports space as a means of accessing consumers can use the results of the current
study to identify and prioritize potential strategic partners. Relatively strong synergy across titles
from the same publisher suggests that coordination with multi-title publishers or event
organizers may offer multiplicative returns. However, this pattern of sharing followers was not
universal. Based on our results, a partnership with a publisher that enjoys high levels of consumer
sharing (e.g., Blizzard Entertainment) may be more valuable than with a publisher that exhibits
low levels of cross-title synergy (e.g., Electronic Arts). Particularly for brands non-endemic to
esports, authenticity and goodwill can be both challenging and invaluable [47]. Establishing and
maintaining long-standing partnerships that extend beyond a single title may be a key to
sustaining relationships with esports consumers. For a game publisher, development studio, or
esports event organizer, our results suggest that a narrow focus on a specific genre is not
necessary for brand extensions; rather, existing followers appear amenable to broadening
consumption even across disparate titles.

Limitations and Future Directions

The primary limitation in the current study is the use of Twitter follower relationships as a proxy
for consumer connection to esports titles. It is reasonable to assume that Twitter is not
representative of the broad population of esports consumers. Twitter is most prevalent in the
United States [48], whereas esports is a world-wide phenomenon. This may bias follower totals
and overlap patterns, especially as popularity of esports titles vary geographically [49]. Future
research investigating a broad set of social media platforms or platforms with a larger userbase
than Twitter (e.g., Facebook, YouTube, Weixin/WeChat) may offer a more representative picture
of esports consumers. Individuals who follow game accounts on Twitter are self-selected as those
who want to receive a stream of information about a particular game. Following an account is
influenced by the quality of account management; accounts that post more often, post more
useful or more entertaining content, or otherwise are relatively more attractive to Twitter users
will garner larger followings. If accounts from different esports titles are managed similarly, they
may attract overlapping sets of followers. Furthermore, merely following a Twitter account does
not necessarily indicate that an individual engages with the content or the esports title the
account represents. Following the Twitter account associated with a particular title is driven by
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more than solely actions by the brand or brand manager; other actors within the esports
ecosystem, such as individual esports players and teams, also play a role in promoting titles.
Understanding the synergies and cross-promotional opportunities between publishers, esports
players, esports teams, and esports event managers could be a fruitful area for future research.

Analysis in the current study focused on 16 esports titles. These titles were purposefully selected
to represent the largest or most popular titles, reflecting those used in previous esports research
(e.g., [16, 33]), and spanning a range of genres and publishers. Including additional titles may have
altered specific results, although the scale of the studied accounts precludes substantial impact
from any but relatively popular titles. Data collection was conducted in November and December,
2020; patterns of followership and the overlap between follower groups necessarily reflect that
moment in time. As titles wax and wane in popularity, patterns in shared followers will also shift.

Finally, while the research design in the current study was well-suited to collecting and analyzing
a massive quantity of data, it was less well-suited to in-depth investigation of causal relationships.
While clear patterns in overlapping followers were evident, it is not possible to definitively infer
the reasons why the audiences for a pair of esports games do or do not overlap. For example, it
cannot be determined from our data the extent to which relatively high lift values between titles
from the same publisher are attributable to consumers’ expressed preference for that publisher.
Especially as higher frequency of cross-promotional messaging leads to increased uptake for
following multiple co-branded titles. Future research is necessary to investigate this research
question. One potential approach could be applying a uses and gratification theory approach [50]
to examine what motives are fulfilled by consuming different games. Previous scholars have
applied this approach to genre preferences, if not yet at the title level (e.g., [46]). Longitudinal
study tracking how audiences transfer or flow from one title to another could also be a fruitful
area for future research.

Conclusion

The esports industry is rapidly evolving and greater insight into the market structure lays a
foundation for both academia and practice. A critical aspect is understanding how esports titles
share consumers. Much of the existing esports research examines the industry as a whole [47] and
genre is the most common means of division when scholars adopt a more granular approach (e.g.,
[16]). Our research demonstrates that esports consumers are not a monolithic block and that the
most relevant partitions are not where commonly assumed (i.e., traditional genre boundaries).
Overlapping followers across esports titles is most evident among games from the same publisher,
suggesting high levels of synergy and cross-selling are possible. By contrast, we found a lack of
evidence in favor of traditional game genres explaining patterns of multi-game engagement. That
is, gamers may not be interested in multiple games that share similar styles, gameplay, or context.
Rather, they choose games based on the attractiveness of each particular game and publisher.
This further suggests that targeting players of similar games in an attempt to poach or otherwise
convert them may not be an appropriate marketing strategy. High levels of title exclusivity,
especially for the most popular games, suggests a high degree of game specialization, perhaps
driven by time requirements to gain mastery of complex game mechanics, tactics, and
understanding. The major contribution of our study is improved understanding of the patterns
present in consumer overlap between and across esports titles.
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