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Important Events in the
World of Esports
2000

The Korean Ministry of Culture,
Sports and Tourism forms the
Korean e-Sports Association.

1972

Stanford University students
hold the first known collegiate
video game tournament for
the combat game Spacewar!

2005

The Cyberathlete
Professional
League World Tour
holds a series of
tournaments for
Painkiller with a $1
million prize pool.

1990

Thousands of gamers compete in Super Mario Bros., Rad
Racer, and Tetris in the first Nintendo World Championships.

1975

1985

1995

2005

1997
1980

Atari holds the first largescale video game tournament:
the National Space Invaders
Championship.

Microsoft sponsors the Red Annihilation
tournament for the popular first-person
shooter game Quake. Winner Dennis
“Thresh” Fong receives a 1987 Ferrari
328 GTS as the grand prize.

2002

Sundance DiGiovanni and Mike Sepso found the
Major League Gaming Corporation to hold official
video game tournaments throughout the United
States and Canada.

2009

The Collegiate Starleague launches its first StarCraft
tournament with twenty-five participating schools.
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Chapter One

A Global
Phenomenon
Things looked bleak for OG, a Dota 2 professional
team based in Europe, as the 2018 edition of the International’s 2018 tournament approached. Earlier in
the year, OG star Anathan “ana” Pham decided to take
a break from competitive gaming. Without ana, the
team struggled through one tournament after another.
Then Tal “Fly” Aizik, an Israeli Canadian professional,
and Gustav “s4” Magnusson, a Swedish professional,
both left OG to join Evil Geniuses, a rival esports team
based in the United States. Despite having won several
tournaments in the past, OG was so weakened in 2018
that it was not invited to the International or even to the
regional qualifier. If OG was going to participate in the
International, it would have to do it the hard way, earning a spot through the open qualifying rounds.

Cinderella Story
Just before the tournament began, ana returned to OG.
He was joined by Topias Miikka “Topson” Taavitsainen,
a Finnish professional Dota 2 player. The team swept
through open qualifying and secured a spot in the regional qualifier. In regionals, OG did not lose a single
game, and the team qualified for the main tournament.
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The tournament did not start well for OG. Playing in Group A,
the Europeans managed to take one game off tournament favorites PSG.LGD, a team from China, but were defeated 2–1. On the
second day, OG was swept 2–0 by defending champions Team
Liquid of the Netherlands. However, facing elimination on the third
day, OG rallied to win five games and lose only one. The winning
spree put OG into the tournament’s final four.
Group B winner VGJ.Storm, a North American squad, chose
to play OG in the first round of the finals, believing OG to be the
weakest of the four finalists. However, OG shocked their opponents, defeating them in two straight games. OG then went up
against Evil Geniuses and their former teammates Fly and s4. The
best-of-three series came down to the final game, and OG again
surprised the experts by defeating their rival. The win put OG in
the upper bracket against PSG.LGD, the team that had defeated
them 2–1 in the playoffs.
The teams split the first two games, but in the third game PSG.
LGD took control by eliminating ana’s hero, Spectre. As PSG.
LGD moved in on OG’s Ancient to end the game, Topson fought
back with his hero, Zet, the Arc Warden, singlehandedly repulsing
three attackers. Topson then led a pulse-pounding counterattack
against the retreating PSG.LGD forces, culminating in a successful attack on PSG.LGD’s Ancient, ending the game.
The Grand Final was a rematch with
PSG.LGD. For only the second time in the
“Against all odds, we
International’s history, the Grand Final went
stood united, fought until
the very end and became
the full five games. After splitting the first
your #TI8 Champions! The
four games, PSG.LGD took a commandDream is now real.”5
ing lead in the fifth game, mainly through
successful deployment of the hero Earth—OG team, Dota 2 champions in
2018
shaker. But, as before, when things looked
their worst, OG fought back. Using superior team fighting tactics, OG overcame the deficit and claimed
the Aegis of Champions trophy and $11 million in prize money.
“Against all odds, we stood united, fought until the very end and
12

A man watches the 2018 International Dota 2 esport
games online. The event drew 15 million online viewers in
2018 and more than tripled the number of viewers in 2019.

became your #TI8 Champions!” stated the team on Twitter. “The
Dream is now real.”5
OG’s 2018 Cinderella story was viewed by nearly 20,000 people who attended the matches at the Rogers Arena in Vancouver,
Canada, and by another 15 million people who watched online
and on cable and satellite television. As popular as the 2018 tournament was, the number of people watching the championship
game more than tripled the next year, when 48 million people
watched the 2019 edition of the International, according to Esports Charts. In that tournament, OG shocked the world again
when it became the first team in the history of the International to
win back-to-back championships.
The International is just one of eight major Dota 2 tournaments
held each year. In addition, there are another eighteen smaller Dota
2 professional tournaments held throughout the year in as many
as twelve different countries. But Dota 2, published by American
13

The Ten Most Popular Games on Twitch
Digital research firm Newzoo continuously tracks live viewing and streaming behavior across Twitch and then ranks the top games on a monthly basis by total hours watched (in millions). Newzoo tracks both esports hours—
hours of content from professionally organized esports competitions—and
total overall hours, which adds individual player streams to the esports total.
Its rankings also show the percentage of the total hours that comes from
sanctioned esports alone, which can be high, as in the case of Tom Clancy’s
Rainbow Six: Siege or low, as with Fortnite. The rankings below are from
February 2020.
Game
1. League of Legends
2. Fortnite
3. Counter-Strike: Global Offensive
4. Escape from Tarkov
5. Grand Theft Auto V
6. Dota 2
7. World of Warcraft
8. Apex Legends
9. Hearthstone
10. Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six: Siege

Total Hours

Esports Hours

Share Esports

119.5M
54.3M
49.4M
48.0M
42.6M
34.6M
31.3M
27.8M
18.9M
17.4M

14.6M
0.0M
18.3M
0.0M
0.0M
6.8M
0.0M
0.2M
0.1M
8.0M

12.2%
0.0%
37.2%
0.0%
0.0%
19.7%
0.0%
0.5%
0.6%
46.2%

Newzoo, “Most Watched Games on Twitch,” February 2020. https://newzoo.com.

video game developer Valve, is just one of many gaming platforms that make up the esports universe. In fact, Valve publishes
two other games—Counter-Strike and Team Fortress—that are
also played at the professional level.

Multiplayer Online Battle Arena Games
In all, at least forty different games are played professionally.
These are divided into eight categories. Dota 2 is categorized as
a multiplayer online battle arena game. Games in this category
14

involve teams of individual players, each of whom controls a single hero, as they battle for control of an arena—typically a world
represented by a three-dimensional map viewed from a raised
perspective, known as an isometric perspective. Other games in
this category include Heroes of the Storm, League of Legends,
Mobile Legends: Bang Bang, Smite, and Vainglory.
With League of Legends and Dota 2 in the lineup, the multiplayer online battle arena category is one of the most popular
in all of esports. The twenty-three thousand tickets for the 2018
League of Legends world final in South Korea sold out in less than
four hours upon their release, even though the tournament was
broadcast online. The world finals in 2017, held in Beijing’s Olympic Bird’s Nest stadium, drew a sold-out crowd of forty thousand.

Real-Time Strategy Games
Multiplayer online battle arena games grew out of an older but still
popular category of games: real-time strategy games. In these
games, a player or team typically builds bases, gathers resources, and produces units to conquer enemies and take control of a
map, while their opponents are doing the same thing at the same
time. Winning requires the players to think strategically about what
needs to be done and how to do it. The major real-time strategy
game played professionally is StarCraft II.
At one time, StarCraft II was the biggest
“‘StarCraft II’ really
esports game on the planet, with dozens
started the modern era of
esports.”6
of tournaments being played around the
world. “‘StarCraft II’ really started the mod—Adrian Harris, video game
executive
ern era of esports,” says Adrian Harris, a
video game executive who headed up the
StarCraft esports program. “We had this period between 2010
and 2012 when we were the only kid on the block. I remember
being at IPL4 [a multi-game competition held in Las Vegas], where
‘League of Legends’ had this tiny side stage, and saying ‘What’s
this game?!’”6 Other games overtook StarCraft II, although many
15

“Yess!! Managed to pull
it off 4–3!!! Dream come
true.”7

fans stayed loyal to the game, especially in
South Korea. Every winner of the StarCraft
—Joona “Serral” Sotala, winner
World Championship from 2012 to 2017
of the 2018 StarCraft World
Championship
was from South Korea. The streak ended
in 2018, when Joona “Serral” Sotala of Finland took home the big prize. “Yess!! Managed to pull it off 4–3!!!
Dream come true,”7 tweeted Sotala.
In 2020 the game’s publisher, Activision Blizzard, ended the
World Championship Series. It announced that it would fund a
new StarCraft professional league that would be managed by
ESL, a German esports organizing company, and DreamHack,
a Swedish production company specializing in esports tournaments.

Shooter Games
Shooter games also grew out of some of the oldest computer
games and remain one of the most popular genres in both home
entertainment and professional esports. There are two kinds of
shooter games, with some overlap: first-person shooter games
and third-person shooter games.
In first-person shooter games, the player views the action
through the eyes of a single person, the protagonist. Often, the
protagonist’s arms extend into view from the bottom of the screen,
holding whatever shooting weapon the character is using. As the
player advances through the game, the shooter’s-eye view often
rocks from side to side, mimicking the human gait. With the firstperson perspective and the sounds of footsteps and breathing,
the game puts the player into the virtual world. The character’s
location is often shown on a small map on the screen. The player
shoots and eliminates enemies as the protagonist proceeds toward a goal. The most popular first-person shooter pro games
include Battlefield, Call of Duty, Counter-Strike, CrossFire, Doom
II, Halo, Overwatch, Rainbow Six: Siege, Special Force II, and
Team Fortress 2. First-person shooters are very common in competition events.
16

Third-person shooter games are similar, but the point of view
is from above and behind the protagonist. Instead of viewing the
action through the protagonist’s eyes, the player sees an avatar
of the protagonist moving and shooting. This allows the protagonist to be better defined and more interesting to look at. As a
result, following the action is like watching a movie. However, the
third-person perspective makes aiming the weapon more difficult. The two kinds of games can overlap because third-person
games often allow the shooter to switch to a first-person point
of view for more precise shooting. First-person games sometimes switch to third-person point of view when the shooter is in
a vehicle. The most successful third-person
shooter games are Gears of War, Fortnite,
A gamer plays a thirdperson shooter game.
and PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds.
Instead of viewing the action
Some third-person games are used in
through the protagonist’s
competition. For example, Gears of War pits
eyes, the player sees an
avatar of the protagonist
moving and shooting.

a team of human players against two virtual enemies: the Locust
Horde and the Lambent. The fourth installment in the series has
a popular team-versus-team playing mode. In 2016 Xbox, which
controls the rights to Gears of War, launched the Gears eSports
Pro Circuit for Gears of War 4. Managed by Major League Gam-

A Teenage Pro Gamer Balances Practice and School
Kyle “Bugha” Giersdorf won the 2019 Fortnite World Cup and its $3 million
prize at age sixteen, when he was still a student at Pottsgrove High School
in Pottsgrove, Pennsylvania. He discusses how he strikes a balance between gaming and school:
I started playing about two years ago and I think when I first started
playing competitively was around, maybe, a year after I started playing. . . .
I [practice], on average, six hours. Usually on school days, I start
around 3 and end around 9. So when I get home around 2, I have
an hour to do [home]work, and later at 9, I have another hour to do
work. . . .
[My parents] were skeptical about the amount of time I was putting
into the game because they thought I was missing out on some other
aspects of life, but once they realized it could be an actual career, they
started supporting me a little bit more. . . .
I think one of the most important things is to stay confident. You definitely want to put a lot of your time improving certain aspects, like
going over what you do wrong and how to improve from that. . . .
I’m definitely just going to save the money and invest it into my
future. . . .
I just want to keep competing, striving to get better. Also, want to grow
my Twitch channel, my YouTube, my social [network pages]. All that.
Quoted in Katie Park, “Meet ‘Bugha,’ the Pennsylvania Teen Who Won the Fortnite World Cup’s $3 Million Prize,”
Philadelphia (PA) Inquirer, August 1, 2019. www.inquirer.com.
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