
F R O M  A R C A D E  C A B I N E T S  T O  S T A D I U M  F I N A L S

THE HISTORY

& RISE OF ESPORTS
A 50-year journey from 1972's Spacewar! Olympics to a $5B+ global industry, billion-strong 
audiences, and a place at the Olympic Games.

921M+

Global audience (2022)

$5.34B

Industry revenue (2026)

1972

First esports event

2027

Olympic Esports Games
01



C H A P T E R  1  — T H E  S P A R K  ( 1 9 7 2 – 1 9 8 0 )

Where Competitive Gaming Began
Long before prize pools and stadiums, students and arcade-goers were already chasing high scores and bragging rights.

1972

Stanford's "Intergalactic 
Spacewar Olympics"

The first known video game 
competition. Winner Bruce 
Baumgart took home a year's 
subscription to Rolling Stone.

1974

Sega's All Japan TV Game 
Championships

A nationwide arcade tournament 
across 300 locations, ending with 16 
finalists competing in Tokyo.

1978

Space Invaders & the 
Persistent High Score

Taito's hit popularized tracked high 
scores, turning arcades into arenas 
of ongoing competition.

1980

Atari's Space Invaders 
Championship

Over 10,000 participants — the first 
large-scale U.S. video game 
competition, won by Rebecca 
Heineman.
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C H A P T E R  2  — T H E  A R C A D E  C E L E B R I T Y  E R A  ( 1 9 8 0 – 1 9 8 9 )

Gamers Become Stars on TV

Walter Day founded Twin Galaxies in 1981 to record high scores 

nationwide — later forming the U.S. National Video Game Team 

and feeding records to the Guinness Book of World Records.

Starcade (1982–84) aired 133 episodes of arcade high-score 

battles. Players like Billy Mitchell became minor celebrities, 

covered by Life and Time magazine.

Konami & Centuri's 1984 Track & Field tournament drew over 1 

million players across Japan and North America — still a Guinness 

World Record for the largest organized video game competition.

1,000,000+
players competed in Konami's 1984 Track & Field 

tournament — the largest organized video game 

competition ever held, a record that stands to this day.

Source: Guinness World Records, 2016
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C H A P T E R  3  — T H E  P C  &  O N L I N E  R E V O L U T I O N  ( 1 9 9 0 – 1 9 9 9 )

From High Scores to Head-to-Head
Two innovations reshaped competition forever: direct player-vs-player matches, and the internet connecting players worldwide.

1991 — Street Fighter II

Popularized direct player-vs-player tournament play instead of solo 

high-score chasing — the blueprint for fighting-game esports. Its 

popularity, alongside Fatal Fury and Marvel vs. Capcom, led to the 

founding of the Evolution Championship Series (EVO) in 1996.

1993 — Doom's Deathmatch

John Romero's id Software established competitive multiplayer online 

play. By the late '90s, the Cyberathlete Professional League, 

QuakeCon, and the Professional Gamers League hosted Counter-

Strike, Quake, StarCraft, and Warcraft tournaments.
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C H A P T E R  4  — S O U T H  K O R E A ' S  S T A R C R A F T  R E V O L U T I O N  ( 1 9 9 8 – 2 0 0 4 )

Where Esports Became a 

National Sport

Following the 1997 Asian financial crisis, a broadband boom and the rise of "PC 

bang" internet cafés gave South Korea the infrastructure — and the audience — to 

turn gaming into mainstream entertainment.

2000 The Korean e-Sports Association (KeSPA) is founded; Minister Park Jie-won 

coins the term "Esports."

2000s StarCraft & Warcraft III matches broadcast on 24-hour cable channels 

Ongamenet and MBCGame.

2004 "Evo Moment 37" — Daigo Umehara's legendary Street Fighter III 

comeback becomes esports' most iconic moment.

Evo Moment #37

At Evo 2004, Daigo Umehara parried 15 

consecutive hits with one pixel of health left 

to defeat Justin Wong — often called 

competitive gaming's "Miracle on Ice."

At one point, the most-watched competitive gaming 
moment of all time.
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C H A P T E R  5  — B U I L D I N G  G A M E S  F O R  E S P O R T S  ( 2 0 0 6 – 2 0 1 3 )

Developers Step Into the Arena
Publishers stopped treating competition as an afterthought — and began designing games, matchmaking, and spectating around it.

G7 Teams Federation (2006)

Seven top Counter-Strike teams — including Fnatic, SK-Gaming, and NiP 

— formed an alliance to standardize player transfers and league structure.

Spectator Modes

StarCraft II, Dota 2, Counter-Strike, and Call of Duty added dedicated 

observer interfaces — some with delayed feeds to prevent in-game 

advantage.

Battle.net Matchmaking

Blizzard's 1996 platform pioneered automated matchmaking, later 

standard across Warcraft, StarCraft, Xbox Live, and PlayStation Network.

The LAN Debate

StarCraft II launched without LAN support, sparking backlash. League of 

Legends added a LAN client in 2013; Dota 2 followed the same year.
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C H A P T E R  6  — T H E  S T R E A M I N G  E X P L O S I O N  ( 2 0 1 1 – 2 0 1 4 )

Twitch Changes Everything
Live streaming turned every fan into a front-row spectator — and every player into a potential broadcaster.

2011

Twitch launches as a dedicated 

streaming platform

12B

Minutes watched on Twitch in 

2013 — led by League of 

Legends & Dota 2

4.5M

Unique viewers in a single day of 

The International (2013)

40K+

Fans packed Seoul's stadium for 

the 2014 LoL World 

Championship, with Imagine 

Dragons performing
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C H A P T E R  7  — T H E  F R A N C H I S E  E R A  ( 2 0 1 6 – 2 0 2 0 )

Esports Borrows the Pro-Sports Playbook
Following NBA and NFL models, publishers built franchised leagues — guaranteed salaries, city-based teams, and major investor 
backing.

2016

Overwatch League

Blizzard's first major franchised 

league — 12 teams in 2018, 

expanding to 20 by 2019. Folded 

in 2023, replaced by the 

Overwatch Champions Series.

2018

NBA 2K League

First esports league operated by a 

professional sports league —

partially sponsored by NBA teams, 

including Gen.G and Australia's 

NBL.

2018

eMLS (EA Sports 

FC)

EA and Major League Soccer's 

partnership later expanded into 

leagues with the Premier League, 

Saudi Pro League, and the FIFAe 

World Cup.

2020

Call of Duty League

Activision's 12-team league 

followed the Overwatch League's 

regional home/away format.
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C H A P T E R  8  — F O L L O W I N G  T H E  M O N E Y

Prize Pools Reach Tens of Millions
Dota 2's The International became the symbol of esports' financial scale — its 

crowdfunded "Compendium" battle pass repeatedly broke records.

$2.8M

$25.5M

$40.0M

$75.0M

2013
Worlds

(Staples Ctr)

2018
The International

2021
The International

2026
Esports World Cup

$10.9M
largest single grand-prize win in 

esports history (The International 

2021).

2026 Esports World Cup pledged a 

$45M ecosystem fund alongside its 

prize pool.
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C H A P T E R  9  — L E G I T I M A C Y  &  T H E  O L Y M P I C  Q U E S T I O N

Becoming an Official Sport

2001/2017
Russia & China recognize 

esports

Russia classified "cybersport" as an official discipline in 2001 (reaffirmed 2017). China 

followed in 2003, later formalizing "professional gamer" as an occupation by 2019.

2007–2022
Asian Games & Indoor 

Games

The 2007 Asian Indoor Games became the first major multi-sport event to award 

esports medals. The 2022 Asian Games (Hangzhou) made esports a full medal event.

2017–2023 IOC explores esports
An October 2017 IOC summit acknowledged esports' athletic intensity. Olympic Virtual 

Series (2021) and Olympic Esports Week (Singapore, 2023) followed.

2024–2027
Olympic Esports Games 

confirmed

Approved unanimously by the IOC in July 2024. Originally planned with Saudi Arabia, 

the event is now set for 2027 under a restructured partnership.
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C H A P T E R  1 0  — E S P O R T S  T O D A Y  ( 2 0 2 6 )

A Mature, Multi-Billion-Dollar Industry

$5.34B

Global esports revenue, 2026 — up from 

earlier $1.79B estimates as the market 

reframes esports as larger and more mature

318.1M

Dedicated esports fans worldwide; China & 

the Philippines together make up nearly 40% 

of the global fan base

21.1%

Projected CAGR through 2036, with mobile 

esports growing fastest at ~27.6% per year

Regional Split

Asia-Pacific leads global viewership, while North America leads in 

revenue generation — sponsorship remains the dominant income 

stream, with media rights catching up fast.

Mobile-First Growth

Titles like Mobile Legends: Bang Bang, PUBG Mobile, and Free Fire drive 

expansion across India, Southeast Asia, and Latin America — regions 

where mobile access outpaces PC and console.
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C H A P T E R  1 1  — G R O W I N G  P A I N S

The Challenges Behind the Spotlight
Behind record prize pools, the industry still wrestles with player welfare, financial instability, and regulatory fragmentation.

Player Burnout & Health

Pro players average 24-31 hours of weekly practice; most retire by their 

late 20s. Teams like T1 and Misfits Gaming now provide fitness and mental 

health support.

Financial Instability

Only 1 in 5 professional gamers have careers lasting more than two years. 

Most leagues operate at a loss — Riot has called the LCS "a significant 

investment we're not making money from."

Game Lifecycle Risk

Esports careers depend on a single game's popularity. Blizzard's 2018 

cancellation of Heroes of the Storm tournaments ended careers 

overnight.

Regulatory Fragmentation

No unified global governance creates obstacles for cross-border player 

transfers, visas, and consistent competitive-integrity standards.
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C H A P T E R  1 2  — W H A T ' S  N E X T

The Road to 2027 and Beyond

Olympic Esports 

Games (2027)

The IOC's confirmed inaugural 

Olympic Esports Games — a 

landmark step toward full sporting 

legitimacy, after the original Saudi 

Arabia partnership was 

restructured in late 2025.

Mobile Esports Surge

Fastest-growing segment globally 

(~27.6% CAGR), expanding 

competitive gaming into markets 

where smartphones are the 

primary device.

AI & Analytics 

Integration

Over 60% of top-tier teams now 

use AI tools for performance 

analysis, strategy, and broadcast 

innovation — pushed by orgs like 

Team Liquid and BLAST.

Inclusivity as 

Strategy

G2 Esports and others frame 

women's tournament pathways 

not as an "agenda" but as an 

industrial necessity for sustainable 

growth.
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G R O W I N G  P A I N S

The Legal Landscape: A Global Patchwork

As prize pools and audiences grew, the law had to catch up. DLA Piper's “Esports Laws of the World” guide tracks 

how nearly 50 countries regulate gambling, advertising, IP and player contracts in esports.

South Korea: A Law of Its Own

• A dedicated Act on Promotion of eSports formally 

tasks KeSPA with selecting and supporting official 

esports titles.

• Youth Protection law enforces a late-night online 

gaming curfew for players under 16.

United States: An Old Rulebook

With no esports-specific law, tournaments must 

navigate decades-old federal and state anti-gambling, 

anti-lottery and wire-transmission statutes — a legal 

maze built long before esports existed.

R E C U R R I N G  G L O B A L  T H E M E S

Prize Pools & Gambling Rules IP & Broadcast Rights Player Contracts Data Protection
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F R O M  A  R O L L I N G  S T O N E  S U B S C R I P T I O N . . .

...TO A $5 BILLION GLOBAL 

ARENA
In just over 50 years, esports went from a Stanford rec-room contest to Olympic recognition, 

billion-dollar tournaments, and a global fanbase of over 900 million. The next chapter — mobile-

first, AI-powered, and Olympic-bound — starts now.

Sources: Wikipedia (Esports), Esports Charts, SQ Magazine, Future Market Insights, Tradeit.gg, VP Esports — 2026
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