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Abstract. Recently, the market of eSports continues to grow in popularity and
value. Due to its rapid development a better understanding of the consumers’ side
of the eSports markets is important to meet its changing demands. In that context,
it is especially important to gain a better understanding of loyalty towards eSports
brands. Based on assumptions of the relationship quality perspective, we attempt
to improve the understanding of loyalty towards an eSports brand using relation-
ship quality (i.e., trust, identification, reputation, affect) and its antecedents (i.e.,
age, consumer similarity, attractiveness). Accordingly, we collected a sample
with 216 eSports consumers to explain consumer loyalty using a structural equa-
tion modelling approach. Results show support for the postulated meaningfulness
of relationship quality and attractiveness of the brand as predictors of consumer
loyalty. Additionally, we reveal that consumer similarity and attractiveness have
the potential to explain relationship quality in a positive fashion, contrary to age.
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1 Introduction

During the last decade, the phenomenon of eSports — which can be understood as play-
ing video games competitively [1] — moved into the public eye and enjoys greater pop-
ularity on younger audiences. Its corresponding economic and societal meaningfulness
can be read off different numbers. The market of eSports had a value of nearly 900
million U.S. dollars in 2018 and is still on the rise. With an impressive audience growth
over the last years and growing up to 453.8 million worldwide in 2019 [2].
Surprisingly, empirical research on the eSports market has been rather scarce [3-5]
leaving several questions with relevance for both theory and practice unanswered. One
such instance, is the loyalty of consumers towards a brand, which reflects the long-term
relationship between them [6]. So far, brand loyalty is a largely uninvestigated depend-
ent variable in the context of eSports, although it has proven to be of critical concern in
neighboring disciplines (e.g., marking) for decades [7]. We aim to illuminate one of the
existing blind spots by contributing to a better understanding of brand loyalty in the
context of eSports, which is a highly relevant question for organizations involved in
eSports. To achieve this, we consult literature from marketing, information systems,
and consumer engagement and use the relationship quality perspective for the first time
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in the context of eSports [8-10]. Our research object is the LEC League of Legends
Season 2019, consisting of ten different eSports brands (organizations). We make use
of structural equation modelling and propose relationship quality and brand attractive-
ness as predictors of brand loyalty. The study is guided by the research question:

Research Question: How can loyalty with an eSports brand be explained?

By answering the research question, we aim to make the following contributions. First,
our findings will allow academia to better understand the eSports market and extend
the external validity of previously derived results in neighboring domains to the context
of eSports. Second, it will provide practical implications, with the opportunity for
eSports brands and organizations to increase their revenue and position themselves in
an advantageous market position.

2 Related work

2.1  The eSports markets

eSports as a market is composed of different smaller markets, which are related to spe-
cific video games. The most popular games are online multiplayer games such as
League of Legends (LoL), Counter-Strike (CS), Overwatch, Fortnite, and Player Un-
known’s Battlegrounds (PUBG) [10]. To understand the monetary potential and socie-
tal success of eSports better, different unique characteristics and idiosyncrasies can be
considered. The domain of eSports holds different unique features that make it worth a
distinct and innovative topic of research. First, the eSports consumption is highly dig-
itized and may happen from almost any remote location [1]. Second, eSports is still an
emerging industry and the groups of consumers are exceptionally young [4]. Third,
eSports is (opposed to older domains like traditional sports) fast changing allowing
consumers a substantial amount of influence [1]. Fourth, the consumption good of eS-
ports is oftentimes co-produced and the roles of passive watchers and active players are
not as distinct as in older domains [11]. Accordingly, it is indicated that loyalty in the
eSports context has different drivers compared to current marketing research that were
already part of previous research [12]. Taken together, it seems indicated that eSports
as a context will enjoy even greater popularity in the future, which underlines the im-
portance of upcoming research.

2.2  Brand loyalty

Brand loyalty can be understood as the consumer's commitment to repurchase or con-
tinue to use the brand [13]. Additionally, it can be demonstrated by repeated positive
behaviors such as word of mouth advocacy towards the brand. In neighboring disci-
plines brand loyalty was already examined from an attitudinal perspective emphasizing
consumers’ commitment and emotional attachment to brands [14]. Previous research
studied oppositional brand loyalty (e.g., the degree to which consumers express nega-
tive opinions on rival brands) [15], brand loyalty building in social media [16], the
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influence of consumers’ community participation on brand loyalty [17], and experience
consumption [18]. Looking at these studies, we observe that only few of them examine
the impacts of relational factors like the relationship between consumers and brands.
For the purpose of our study, we understand brand loyalty as the consumption of brand
related content (e.g., streams and videos) and the purchase of eSports merchandise,
while assuming that brand loyalty can be best explained using a relational approach.

2.3 Relationship quality perspective

As the main predictor of brand loyalty in our study, we propose the quality of the rela-
tionship with eSports brands to be particular meaningful. The relationship quality per-
spective postulates that brand loyalty is primarily determined by relationship qualities
that evaluates the strength or closeness of the relationship between the consumer and a
brand [19]. Previous research suggests that organizations attempt to establish and main-
tain long-term relationships with consumers in order to manage uncertainties and re-
duce transaction costs [20]. From the consumer’s point of view, high relationship qual-
ity indicates that a consumer has faith in a company’s (or a brand’s) future performance
due to prior (positive) interactions. Earlier research has shown that relationship quality
has the potential to produce many positive outcomes, including sales effectiveness, firm
performance, word of mouth, repurchase behavior, consumer retention, and loyalty [10,
21-24]. Another predictor that already showed its potential to predict brand loyalty in
previous research in other domains is the attractiveness of a brand [8]. We postulate
that attractiveness of a brand is a particularly meaningful predictor of brand loyalty
because it represents a significant share of the positive appearance of a brand from a
consumers perspective. Accordingly, we propose the subsequent hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Relationship quality has a positive effect on brand loyalty.
Hypothesis 2: Attractiveness of a brand has a positive effect on brand loyalty.

Relationship quality is usually conceptualized in the literature as a multidimensional
construct with different measurements [25]. For the purpose of our paper, we capture
the construct of relationship quality with the following four variables.

First, we use trust as a part of the construct, which is the consumer’s psychological
state that depicts trusting beliefs (e.g., honesty and reliability) towards a brand or other
entities [26]. Second, we insert identification with a brand, which describes the psycho-
logical relatedness to the brand referring to one’s ongoing desire to sustain a relation-
ship with the brand [27]. As a third part, we use brand reputation, which describes the
belief of a consumer that a brand has a particular characteristic [28]. Fourth, the affec-
tive relation towards a brand already proved its potential to explain brand loyalty [29].
Given the importance of relationship quality in previous research, a number of studies
have investigated the antecedents of relationship quality. For our purpose, we follow
the references from Gounaris and Stathakopoulos, who posited that consumer, social,
and brand characteristics are critical for developing consumer and brand relationships,
which can cover different relational statements [30]. Concretely, we build on previous
findings that seem to be especially relevant in the context of eSports and aim to increase
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their external validity. First, based on the young age and vulnerability of consumers in
the context of eSports, we propose age to have an negative effect on relationship quality
because of the lack of young consumers experiences and knowledge in terms of con-
sumption in general [31]. Second, we test the perceived similarity to other consumers,
which is a well-established social characteristic in previously well researched contexts
[32-34]. We propose similarity to have a positive effect on relationship quality based
on the idea that consumers join and form stronger ties with brands that convey similar
characteristics to themselves. Third, we postulate that the attractiveness as a brand char-
acteristic has a disjunctive positive effect (besides the direct effect on loyalty) on rela-
tionship quality as well [8]. The corresponding postulate is based on previous findings
that indicated positive influences of meaningful brand associations (i.e., attractivity) on
consumers. Accordingly, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3: The age of consumers has a negative effect on relationship quality.
Hypothesis 4: Consumer similarity has a positive effect on relationship quality.
Hypothesis 5: Attractiveness of a brand has a positive effect on relationship quality.

3 Methodology

3.1 Research design

To answer the hypotheses and the research questions of our study, we used a cross-
sectional survey and collected self-reports of eSports consumers with an online ques-
tionnaire. Accordingly, we analyzed the data with covariance-based statistics and struc-
tural equation modelling to get insights into explanations of loyalty towards an eSports
brand using relationship management as its main predictor (see figure 1).
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Fig. 1. Research and hypotheses of the study

3.2 Procedure

After informed consent was obtained, the first part of the online questionnaire in-
structed participants to select one of the ten professional organizations of the LEC
League of Legends Season 2019 (i.e., Splyce, Fnatic, Team Vitality, G2 eSports,
Rogue, SK Gaming, Excel eSports, FC Schalke 04 eSports, Misfits, Origen) that they
were most familiar with. Those were followed by independent variables (predictors of
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relationship quality), and consumer similarity and attractiveness. Second, the partici-
pants filled out the scales for the variable relationship quality consisting of trust, iden-
tification, reputation, and affect towards the brand. Third, the dependent variable fran-
chise loyalty of an eSports brand was presented. Finally, participants filled out the de-
mographic data and received a code for their payment. To increase the quality of our
data obtained, we inserted multiple attentions check items (i.e., “pick a number smaller
than two”) to exclude inattentive respondents.

3.3  Participants

We surveyed 216 eSports consumers, by using the crowdsourcing marketplace Me-
chanical Turk (MTurk). All the participants received $1.09 as compensation for taking
part in the study. The majority of the sample consisted of males (161 males, 55 fe-
males), and the average age was around 30 years (M = 30.98, SD = 7.36). Most partic-
ipants were Americans (158), followed by Indians (47), and more than half of the par-
ticipants stated that they already completed their bachelor’s degree (54%) in their re-
spective countries. Additionally, the participants reported that they had started consum-
ing eSports a little over three years ago (M = 3.35, SD = 1.86).

3.4 Construct measures

Unless otherwise stated, all items were measured on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging
from 1 “strongly disagree” to 7 “strongly agree”. Afterwards, we aggregated the items
to an evenly distributed sum-score.

Dependent variable. We measured our dependent variable franchise loyalty by adapt-
ing a validated scale to the context of our study [6]. The measurement comprises four
items (e.g., “I will watch this brand the next time | watch eSports”; M = 5.33,
SD =1.27, a.= .89).

Mediating variables. We followed recommendations from previous literature and
measured relationship quality with different well-established constructs [9]. First, we
used an existing scale [26] measuring trust consisting of five items (e.g., “The brand is
honest”; M =5.18, SD =.99, a = .78). Second, we measured brand identification using
two items from previous literature [27]. A visual item, which included a series of Venn
diagrams indicating the extent of overlap between the consumers’ self and the brand
identity, and the respondents were required to choose the level of overlap that best re-
flected their relationship with the brand. The verbal item asked the consumers about
their accordance with one statement (i.e., “My self-image overlaps with the image of
the brand”) and aggregated both items to a single value (M = 4.82, SD = 1.40, o.=.67).
Third, we used a well-established measurement [28] of reputation with fifteen items
(e.g., “The brand reduce its profits to ensure a clean environment”; M = 5.44 SD = .85,
a = .93). Finally, we measured the affect towards the eSports brand with three items
from previous literature [29].

Independent variables. First, we asked participants of our study to state their age in
an open text field (M = 30.89, SD = 7. 63). Second, we measured consumer similarity
with three items from previous literature (e.g., "The typical consumer of the brand is
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similar to me"; M =5.02, SD = 1.29, o = .89) [32]. Third, we measured attractiveness
of the brand with four items (e.g., "I like what the brand stands for"; M = 5.60, SD =
.87, a=.82) [37].

4 Results

4.1  Preceding analyses

To test if any of the sociodemographic (gender, education, country) or control variables
(started watching eSports) had a confounding effect on brand loyalty, we carried out a
multiple linear regression analysis and used the sociodemographic and control variables
as predictors to explain brand loyalty. The regression equation showed a significant
result (F (4, 211) = 9.30, p <.001) and explained 13% of the variance in loyalty. Only
the regression weight of education (g = .38, p <.001) showed a significant effect (all
others p > .32). Thus, we assumed that we only had to consider the direct effect of
education of eSports brand loyalty.

4.2 Hypotheses testing

To test the hypotheses of our study, we inserted the relationships postulated in our re-
search model and the previously identified confound of education in a structural equa-
tion model using the software AMOS and applied a maximum likelihood estimation to
specify the model. Additionally, we allowed relationships between the identified con-
found education and other variables as well as correlation between the independent
variables following suggested modification indices. The inferential test of the model
indicated good fit between the empirical data and the postulated model (32 (df = 6; N
= 216) = 9.65; p = .14). Additional fit indices confirmed the positive impression (CFI
=.99, SRMR = .03, GFI = .98, RMSEA = .05). The subsequent Figure 2 shows the
relationships between the constructs of the derived SEM.
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Fig. 2. Structural equation results

Using the results presented in Figure 2, we are now able to answer the hypotheses of
our study. First, regarding direct predictors of brand loyalty, we can make the subse-
guent empirical statements. Regarding hypothesis 1, we found the postulated positive
relationships between relationship quality as a predictor of brand loyalty (B = .55, p <
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.001). About hypothesis 2, we found empirical support as well. Accordingly, attractive-
ness of a brand predicted brand loyalty in a positive fashion ( = .31, p <.001) and the
previously identified confound education did not play a meaningful role (B = .08, p =
.06). Additionally, the inserted predictors were able to explain .70 % of the variance of
the dependent variable brand loyalty. Second, referring to predictors of relationship
quality, we can answer the predicted hypotheses as well. Accordingly, age predicted
relationship quality in a negative way (hypothesis 3; p = -.11, p < .01) and consumer
similarity (hypothesis 4; B = .50, p <.001) and brand attractiveness (hypothesis 5; p =
.38, p < .001) contributed in a positive fashion. Additionally, all predictors were able
to explain .68% of the variance of the dependent variable relationship quality. The sub-
sequent table summarizes the results of our study.

Table 1. Empirical confirmation of hypotheses

Hypothesis Dependent variable Independent variable Empirical confirmation
1 Brand loyalty Relationship quality \/
2 Brand loyalty Brand attractiveness N
3 Relationship quality ~ Age S
4 Relationship quality Consumer Similarity \/
5 Relationship quality Brand attractiveness \/

4.3  Additional analyses

To get further insights into the relationships within our data and derive additional points
of reference for future research, we carried out an additional regression analysis to ex-
plore which of the constructs we used as an operationalization for relationship quality
had the most meaningful impact on brand loyalty. This idea was based on the observa-
tion that relationship quality covered a rather big content-related interval. Accordingly,
we inserted the four constructs trust, identification, reputation, and affect towards a
brand as predictors of brand loyalty, while controlling for the identified confound edu-
cation. The regression equation showed a significant result (F (5, 210) = 141.39, p <
.001) and explained 77% of the variance in brand loyalty. Additionally, the regression
weights of identification (p = .10, p < .05), reputation (B = .37, p < .001), affect (B =
.49, p <.001) and education (B = .13, p <.01) showed significant results (other p = .47).
Accordingly, reputation and affect seem to be most meaningful predictors of loyalty.

5 Discussion

Based on the derived results of our study, we are now able to answer our research ques-
tion. Relationship quality and brand attractiveness predicted brand loyalty (hypotheses
1 and 2). This finding is in line with previous research [8, 19]. In addition, and on a
more granular level of observation, additional analysis indicated that brand reputation
and the affect towards a brand were the most meaningful predictors of consumer loy-
alty. We understand our findings in a way that organizations involved in the context of
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eSports should put more effort into building their brand. Fruitful avenues for the reali-
zation could be to more holistically build brand images and communicate them in a
solid fashion or use tools of strategic management and test the effects of strategies like
brand diversification.

With our results, we found empirical support for our postulated predictors of rela-
tionship quality. Regarding hypotheses 3, we found a negative effect of age on relation-
ship quality. As an explanation for this finding, we refer to research regarding young
consumer vulnerability and developmental psychology, which showed that it is easier
to influence younger consumers in a desired way due to their rather insecure self-con-
cept (compared to older consumers) [31, 38]. Accordingly, older consumers evaluate
the relationship quality more critical, which is one way to understand the negative in-
fluence of age. We think that this effect is even more important in the context of eSports
due to the selective group of young consumers and the rather adolescent image of eS-
ports and video games in general. We understand this finding as a request for eSports
organizations to strengthen the use of customer segmentation techniques to ensure a
target group specific approach of consumers. Regarding hypotheses 4, consumer simi-
larity significantly predicted relationship quality. Accordingly, we extended the exter-
nal validity of findings from previous research to the context of eSports [33, 34]. This
finding seems especially interesting, since ordinary marketing tools like segmentation,
strategies of consumers regarding the communication strategy are not used fully of their
potential by eSports organizations, which indicates so far unexploited potential. With
regard to hypothesis 5, attractiveness was a significant predictor of relationship quality
as well, which supports findings from neighboring disciplines [8]. Accordingly, we en-
courage organizations involved in eSports to use tools of market research and explore
aspects increasing brand attractiveness from a consumer’s perspective.

Like every empirical study, our approach includes limitations as well. Subsequently,
we will name some of them and illustrate potential ways how future research can deal
with them. First, we had to decide what dimensions to include in the higher-level con-
cept relationship quality. We do not claim that other measurements would not be able
to illustrate relationship quality in an appropriate way. We understand our study as a
first step to show that relationship quality as a construct holding potential to better un-
derstand eSports consumers. However, we recommend comparing other dimensions of
relationship quality (e.g., satisfaction) in future studies. Second, we are aware that a
large number of variables can be connected to the perception of relationship quality and
our approach is only one meaningful possibility. Nonetheless, we encourage future
studies to holistically explore the relationship between potential antecedents and rela-
tionship quality. This can be achieved building on insights from previous research in
neighboring contexts [12]. One fruitful avenue would be the integration of (more) rela-
tional and social value components as predictors of relationship quality.

6 Conclusion
Since eSports as a phenomenon is innovative, fast changing, and undergoes rising lev-

els of popularity, the need for understanding the contemporary picture is crucial for
academia and practice. An important question in this regard concerns the explanation
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of brand loyalty from a consumer’s perspective. The major contribution of our study is
that we were able to show that the relationship quality perspective holds a lot of poten-
tial to get insights into an explanation of brand loyalty. Accordingly, we extended the
external validity from findings from neighbouring disciplines for the first time to the
context of eSports, which promise a variety of fruitful avenues for future research.
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