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E-Sports: a legitimate sport? 

 

 

Currently, our society is facing an increase in the 

levels of physical inactivity in the world 

population, especially an increase in screen time, 

causing potential adverse effects in the short and 

long term to health (Stiglic & Viner, 2019; 

Domingues‐Montanari, 2017). Several 

institutions, such as the World Health 

Organization (WHO), American College of 

Sports Medicine (ACSM), and National Institute 

for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), 

recognize the importance of physical exercise as 

a potential tool against the risks associated with 

sedentary behavior (Piercy et al., 2018). And 

within that context, a question must be asked; can 

screen time be considered time spent on sports? 

In the meantime, sports can be defined as 

activities involving physical effort, motor skills as 

the main focus of the activity, with elements of 

competition where rules and behavior patterns 

that govern the activity formally exist through 

organizations (Budde et al., 2016). Therefore, 

sports practice can include any type of physical 

activity or physical exercise and is influenced by 

different contexts and individual disposition. On 

the other hand, there is still no consensual 

definition for electronic sports (e-Sports). 

Generally, e-Sports include several different 

types of electronic games, played competitively in 

controlled environments, with structure and 

regulations similar to traditional sports (for 

example, leagues and tournaments) (Hallmann & 

Giel, 2018; Karhulahti, 2017), and with different 

categories, such as sports, with FIFA as one of the 

main games in the category. 

In the last decade, e-Sports have grown 

exponentially, reaching a high level of 

competitiveness with traditional sports. 

Thousands of players play daily games and 

electronic competitions, promoting a fast 

proliferation around the world. Several 

professional e-Sports competitions have emerged 

for a similar structure, achieving great popularity 

(social media and the public) and generating a lot 

of revenue, as well as several other professional 

sports (Jenny et al., 2017), despite they have 

received a lot of criticism due to their lack of 

physicality when compared to traditional sports. 

E-Sports players differ from casual electronic 

game players, they are professional players who 

play for competition, not for fun and/or relaxation 

(Witkowski, 2012). E-Sports as an area of sports 

activities in which people develop and train 

physical and mental skils in the use of information 

and communication technologies (Hallmann & 

Giel, 2018), in addition to being considered 

alternative sports (Adamus 2012). Therefore, 

another important question must also be asked; 

would E-Sports athletes be legitimate athletes? 

In an attempt to answer this question, we can use 

exergames as an example, which is the 

combination of electronic games and physical 

exercise, since they use movements as an 

interface with the game itself, thus acting in the 

maintenance and improvement of physical 

capacities (Bamparopoulos et al., 2016). An 

interesting study conducted by Tuomas and Veli-

Matti (2016), showed that e-Sports athletes spend 

about 5.3 hours per day in training, including 1.1 

hours of physical exercise. However, the time 

spent by these athletes in sedentary activities is 

excessive, and this is a worrying factor due to the 

development of several diseases. In this study, of 

115 e-Sports athletes, 64.3% (n = 74) practiced 

physical exercise for more than 1 hour a day, 

meeting the recommendations of WHO, ACSM 

and NICE. And of the total of athletes, more than 

half (55.6%, n = 64) believed that the practice of 

exercises can affect their performance. Therefore, 

this concept is a good catalyst for promoting 

physical activity among e-Sports athletes. 

In line with Tuomas and Veli-Matti (2016), other 

study showed that e-Sports athletes have high 

levels of physical activity (Pereira et al., 2019). 

The authors investigated 928 e-Sports athletes 
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registered with the FPF, indicating that 721 had 

some level of physical activity, 73% of which 

were classified as having high levels of physical 

activity. According to the recommendations of 

WHO, ACSM and NICE, athletes reached from 

minimum levels (ie, 1500 MET-minutes/week or 

3 days a week) to high levels of physical activity 

(ie, 3000 MET-minutes/week or ≥7 days a week). 

Corroborating the findings of Pereira et al. (2019), 

a Finnish study revealed that professional Finnish 

e-Sports athletes have physical activity levels 

three times higher than the recommendations of 

WHO, ACSM and NICE. However, as much as 

these athletes have high levels of physical 

activity, what about the general adverse effects on 

the physical and psychological health of a high 

amount of screen time due to e-Sports training 

and competitions? (DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al., 

2019). 

In this sense, very little is known about the 

psychological aspects and physiological demands 

of e-Sports competitions, as well as their 

psychological and physical health in the short and 

long term. It is well known that elevated screen 

time is associated with deleterious effects on 

sleep, psychological status, and cognitive 

functions, as well as repetitive strain injuries. 

With regard to physical health, e-Sports athletes 

perform movements similar to other occupations 

that require long periods using computers, 

repetitive or forced movements, static postures, 

poorly lit environments and sitting in the same 

position for a long time, such as, administrative 

and technology professionals (European Agency 

for Safety and Health at Work, 2018). These 

factors are critical for the development of 

musculoskeletal injuries. Corroborating the 

findings above, a recent study analyzed 65 

university athletes from the USA and Canada in 

e-Sports and found that athletes were susceptible 

to injuries from overuse, with neck and back pain 

being the most prevalent (DiFrancisco-Donoghue 

et al., 2019). 

As for the psychological state, with the increase 

in popularity in the media and the social impact of 

e-Sports, the greater the number of competitions, 

awards or sponsorships, and consequently, the 

pressure around positive results, demands 

commonly faced by any professional athlete. 

(Witkowski, 2012; Karhulahti, 2017). An 

extremely important point is that a high level of 

pressure suffered can predispose these e-Sports 

athletes to be affected by psychiatric disorders. In 

the latest edition of the International 

Classification of Diseases, the 11th (ICD-11), 

"gambling disorder" was included, as one of the 

disorders related to addictive behaviors (World 

Health Organization, 2019). Within this context, 

e-Sports can be a trigger factor for gambling 

disorder, although evidence suggests that the 

practice of electronic games affects only a small 

percentage of practitioners (World Health 

Organization, 2018). 

Although professional e-Sports athletes are a 

small number when compared to the thousands of 

regular e-Sports practitioners (Brock, 2017), there 

is a great need to better understand the 

environment and the potential risks arising from 

"work", to better anticipate and prevent possible 

health problems. Therefore, due to the increasing 

increase in competitiveness and 

professionalization and, also, the little knowledge 

about the health of e-Sports athletes, more 

knowledge and investments in research in the area 

are needed. Support programs for e-Sports players 

must be designed and implemented, as well as 

health guidelines or recommendations must be 

written and promoted. 
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