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Abstract 

The phenomenon of eSports, marked by its inherent complexity and multifaceted nature, resists simplification into basic 

formulas. This study examines eSports in its diverse forms of execution, as well as the underlying social motivations and 

teleological objectives. A purely heuristic reduction to simple patterns proves inadequate in light of the dynamic and 

variable nature of its determinants, characteristics, and expressions. These context factors, experiencing significant 

relevance feedback in gameplay, are not static but fluid in their relational structure. This flexibility and complexity of the 

constitutive elements of eSports lead to a polysemy that complicates a clear definition of its essence, underscoring the 

necessity of a comprehensive, multidimensional examination. 
To speak of a singular, universally constituting ethos for eSports would be misleading. Instead, a proper analysis 

necessitates acknowledging the layered nature of eSports. Simple definitions of complex phenomena often reveal 

themselves as interest-driven constructions aiming to prioritise certain real aspects of a phenomenon. Therefore, this study 

advocates for a nuanced examination of eSports and its ethos, considering its inherent diversity and complexity. 

This study's theoretic triangulation and hermeneutic analysis highlight the relevance of Huizinga's "homo ludens" 

paradigm and established sport theories emphasising the separation of work and eSports and the danger of increasing 

professionalisation in the sports sector. The marginal step of denying eSports their sports qualification becomes evident 

against this backdrop. Critical theory, particularly Adorno's and neo-Marxist sports theories, views competitive sports as 

"alienated labour," a perspective applicable to eSports. Simplistic approaches like "sport is play" or "competitive sport is 

alienated labour" prove misleading in the context of eSports. Conversely, abductive definitional approaches should 

holistically accentuate the uniqueness and specificity of eSports, considering all relevant aspects. In the sense of a 

nominal definition, these efforts should include a factual-scientific foundation, weighting, and alignment of the dominant 

aspects of eSports. 

The study concludes that optimisation processes in eSports require a balance between maximal performance and 

sustainable development, respecting the physiological and psychological limits of human capacities and ethical principles. 

The optimisation process generally aims to fully unfold individual and collective abilities while considering the physical 

and psychological aspects of eSports athletes. This approach highlights the need for an ethical and responsible approach 

in eSports to ensure the well-being of eSports athletes and the integrity of eSports. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Given their inherent complexity, certain subjects resist simplification into basic formulas, a statement that particularly 

applies to the contemporary phenomenon of eSports. This assertion holds true for eSports in its various forms of 

execution, as well as the underlying social motivations and teleological objectives, including associated norms and 
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attitudes. Consequently, what is determined as the ethos of eSports from a consensus-theoretical perspective cannot be 

heuristically reduced to simple patterns (Irwin et al., 2020: 173–177; Vindigni, 2020: 100). 

The complexity in analysing eSports stems from the nature of its determinants, characteristic bearers, and 

manifestations, typical for such complex phenomena and contextual factors (Poulus et al., 2021: 745–748; Sauer, 2019: 

35–42; Vindigni, 2023a: 727–731; Vindigni, 2023b: 30–61; Vindigni, 2023c: 290–305; Vindigni, 2023d: 93–131; 

Vindigni, 2023e: 177–207; Vindigni, 2020: 154). These elements, which experience significant relevance feedback in 

games, are not characterised by a static relationship structure. Instead, they represent variable dimensions that are 

distinguished by different connotations and can even be dispensable in certain cases. This dynamic complicates a clear 

determination and examination of the elements that constitute the essence of eSports. 

Given these circumstances, it seems inappropriate to speak of a singular, genuine essence of eSports and a 

universally constitutive ethos (Vindigni, 2020: 190; Qian et al., 2019: 831–837). Instead, a differentiated examination 

requires recognition of the multifaceted nature and specific characteristics that shape eSports and its ethos (Parry, 2018: 

1–13). It is incorrect to speak of a fixed entity of eSports, just as it would be misleading to assume a uniform entity of 

human professional work or the nature of human relationships (Liu et al., 2020; Vindigni, 2020: 217). Each of these 

entities is characterised by inherent diversity and complexity, which counteract a heuristic reduction of complexity 

(Vindigni, 2021: 50). Simple definitions of complex issues often turn out to be interest-driven constructions. They aim to 

give certain structures within the real manifestations of a given phenomenon a priority or even an exclusivity claim 

(Jörissen, 2018: 51–70). Such an approach risks overlooking or suppressing the inherent intricacy and diversity of the 

subject matter. 

  In the context of hermeneutic and theory triangulation analysis of eSports, the relevance of Huizinga's "homo 

ludens" paradigm becomes evident, especially in efforts to interpret the constitutive structures of eSports through the lens 

of playful elements, as Huizinga (1998: 186–188) outlined in his seminal work (Huizinga, 1951; Vindigni, 2020: 362; 

Vindigni, 2023d: 97). These approaches aim to understand and explain the essence of eSports' playful nature (Vindigni, 

2023c: 290–305; Vindigni, 2020: 398). In the discussion on the nature of sports, Diem (1960), one of the most significant 

and influential sports theorists of the 1960s, refers to the embedding of all sports in the broader context of play. Diem 

(1960: 3) posits: "Sport is a phenomenon from the larger life realm of play." 

Play is a purposeless activity for its own sake, thus contrasting with work, which he defines as "a sustained effort 

to sustain existence." In his critical engagement with the intertwining of work and sports, Diem (1969: 25) strives for a 

clear distinction to counter the increasing professionalisation in the sports sector (Borggrefe, 2021: 408–418; Parry, 2021; 

Diem, 1982: 98–112). He argues: "Professional sports are not sports, but the opposite thereof: commerce." Furthermore, 

Diem (1969: 6) advocates for a clear separation of "pure" sports from the concept of "day's work," which "originally 

weighed on the serf," to emphasise the essential distinction between professional work and the original spirit of sports. 

Against this backdrop, the step of denying not only performance-oriented professional sports but also performance-

oriented eSports their sports qualification seems marginal. This perspective, rooted in Adorno's critical theory, views both 

as antitheses of sports, namely as different manifestations of "alienated labour" (Gordon et al., 2020: 84–92; Krüger, 

2004: 21–32; Morgan, 1988: 813–838; Morgan, 2022: 45–51; Gruneau, 2018: 34–39; Sayers, 2003: 107–113; Manhart, 

2020: 377–382; Herzog & Brändle, 2015: 162–175; Carrington & McDonald, 2008: 55–59; Rigauer, 1969: 87–94; 

Vinnai, 1970& 2006: 28–41). Such an interpretation has been particularly examined and advocated by neo-Marxist sports 

theorists from the 1960s to the present (Zeyringer, 2016; Schiller & Young, 2010; Prokop, 1971). 

Reductive conceptualizations, such as the equation "sport is play" or the characterization of "competitive sport as 

alienated labour," prove misleading in the context of eSports (Huizinga, 1951; Huizinga, 1998: 187–188; Florschütz, 

2015: 84–93; Rigauer 2022: 56–67; Stradling 2009: 29–33; Diem 1982: 156–177; Decker 1987: 1–63). Such simplified 

perspectives neglect the nuanced and multidimensional aspects that shape eSports in its current form. This fact should not, 

however, prompt questioning of the necessity and inherent value of abductive definitional approaches as a whole 

(Vindigni, 2023d: 292; Nitsch et al., 2022; Popper 2002: 144–153; Richter et al., 2018: 62–83). It is evident that not every 

entity is identical (Zdunek, 2013: 96–102). Definition efforts are justifiably aimed at differentiating a specific 

phenomenon from others and accentuating its unique features. Such a process of definition requires meticulous 

methodology, ensuring that no elements are arbitrarily overlooked that are recognised as relevant aspects of the 

encompassing designation in common parlance (Vindigni, 2023f: 162–170). 

In this context, not every detail is equivalent. Definitions seek to determine a particular phenomenon in contrast 

to others and profile it based on what makes it unique. This must necessarily be done in a manner that does not exclude 

any relevant aspects that are anchored in common language usage under the encompassing designation of the 

phenomenon (Vindigni, 2023f: 168). In such cases, we speak of usage definitions or, with adequate factual-scientific 

substantiation, weighting, and allocation of the dominant aspects, of nominal definitions (Lam, 2018; Frank, 2015: 43–61; 

Dudda, 2007: 161–176). 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

To ensure a rigorous and comprehensive review of the literature in the field of adaptive learning in higher education and 

its impact on professional competence development, a methodical search strategy was employed, guided by the PRISMA 

framework (Page et al., 2021). This entailed a thorough search in December 2023 of the following prominent educational 

databases: ERIC, Education Source, Scopus, ProQuest, PsychINFO, JSTOR, EBSCOhost, and Google Scholar. The 
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search harnessed a combination of pertinent keywords and their synonyms, including terms such as "eSports," "eSports 

Ethos," "eSports Complexity," "Multidimensional Analysis," "Social motivations in eSports," "Teleological Objectives," 

"Heuristic Reduction," "Variable Determinants," "Constitutive Element," "Professionalisation in Sports," "Ludic elements 

in eSports," "Performance vs. Game," "Alienated labour in eSports," "Critical Theory and Application," "Neomarxist 

Perspectives," "Ethical Dimensions," "Digital Sports," "Huizinga's ‚Homo Ludens‘," "Contemporary Sports Theory," 

"Nominal Definitions in eSports," "Thematic Complexity in eSports," and related terminology. For each database, search 

terms were meticulously tailored to match the unique syntax, tags, and indexing language. 

The search parameters were confined to peer-reviewed empirical studies published in English from 2012 to 2023, 

ensuring the inclusion of contemporary and relevant research. The initial screening of 462 records, based on titles and 

abstracts, focused on their relevance to the review's scope and key questions. At this stage, inclusion criteria mandated 

that the studies investigate adaptive or re-adaptive learning methodologies within higher education contexts, specifically 

those exploring professional competence development and/or outcomes. An extensive assessment of 85 full-text articles 

led to the selection based on these criteria, supplemented by 43 additional sources identified through manual reference list 

checks of key articles. Ultimately, 27 studies satisfying all criteria were incorporated into the review. 

Exclusion of studies at the full-text review phase was predicated on several grounds: lack of empirical assessment 

of professional competence outcomes, exclusive focus on foundational knowledge gains, non-applicability to higher 

education settings, redundancy of data, or misalignment of intervention or scope with the study's focus. 

The PRISMA flow chart in this study transparently delineates the application of exclusion criteria throughout the 

research process. To address the complexities inherent in the subject of "Digital Athleticism: Ethical Ethos and Practice in 

the Contemporary Realm of eSports," this study adopted a qualitative methodology rooted in theory triangulation and 

hermeneutics, aligning with the consensual theoretical approaches prevalent in specialised ethical disciplines. Utilising 

secondary data sources, this approach harnesses existing information directly pertinent to the intricate nature of eSports. 

The PRISMA flow chart demonstrates how the exclusion criteria were employed in the current study (Fig. 1). 

 
Fig. 1 PRISMA flow chart indicating selection of articles for analysis 

 

The research methodology was underpinned by a robust thematic analysis framework, enabling a meticulous examination 

of patterns, themes, and nuanced concepts intrinsic to the data, all in resonance with the overarching research objectives. 

This analytical journey commenced with an in-depth engagement with the comprehensive dataset, leading to the 

crystallisation of fundamental concepts and emergent themes. These identified themes were then rigorously examined 

within the context of the research aims, culminating in insightful, theory-informed conclusions and actionable 

recommendations. 

Conscious of the inherent limitations of this methodological approach, particularly the potential for selection bias 

in sourcing data and the subjective leanings of thematic analysis, proactive steps were taken. A deliberately diverse 

spectrum of data sources was employed, encompassing peer-reviewed journal articles, seminal books, detailed reports, 

and other pertinent scholarly documents sourced from an array of reputable academic databases. This was complemented 

by a stringent and systematic thematic analysis procedure designed to ensure a comprehensive and unbiased exploration 

of the thematic landscape of digital athleticism in eSports. 
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RESULTS 

The Agonistic Fundamental Conception of eSports: A Critical Discourse Analysis on the Issue of Sports Justice 

This investigation initially adopts an approach aimed at elucidating the complex phenomenon of eSports through the 

analysis of its historical contexts and redefining it. This effort is rooted in a consensus emphasised in pertinent analyses 

that both combative and playful elements play a significant role in the execution of eSports (Soll, 2021: 54–67; Troupe, 

2019: 128–132; Hedlund et al., 2020: 54–67; Reitman et al., 2019: 32–50; Rogers, 2019: 122–127; Jenny et al., 2016: 1–

18; Gruppe et al., 2012: 81–83; Spaaij, 2009: 1109–1117). 

  The current discourse often tends to immediately raise the question of which element—combative or playful—is 

predominant or more relevant in the enactment of eSports without first undertaking a propaedeutic clarification of each 

aspect's anthropological foundations (Stewart & Strathern, 2021: 48–68; Karhulahti, 2020: 52–54; Besnier et al., 2018: 

162–171). 

According to the scientific consensus, supported by extensive behavioural research findings, it is the combative 

facet, particularly in the form of aggression towards both conspecifics and heterospecifics, that is understood as a central 

and deeply rooted component of the motivational life in both animals and humans. This holds true regardless of the 

diverse contextual factors influencing diversity, toxicity, hate dynamics, and mental health (Stewart & Strathern, 2021: 

48–68; Jekauc, 2018: 51–52; Schürmann, 2016: 55–90; Segets, 2020: 92–105; Vindigni, 2023b: 30–61; Vindigni, 2023c: 

290–305; Vindigni, 2023d: 93–131; Vindigni, 2023e: 177–204). Conversely, playfulness emerges as a phylogenetically 

later and subsequent sublimation structure of the drive structures, characterised by the transformation of elementary drive 

forms onto a new, more differentiated level (Schmitt, 2013: 91–96; Maestripieri, 2012: 45–48; Székely et al., 2010: 185–

193; Pellegrini, 2009: 132–155). 

  Play is manifested as mimesis, a form of imitation (Wulf, 2022; McDonald, 2019: 855–873; Wulf, 2014: 99–127; 

Schrier & Gibson, 2010: 28–33; De Freitas & Oliver, 2006: 249–264). In its general appearance as a distinct 

phenomenon, it reveals the inherent property of play to replicate life processes and circumstances, thus providing a 

simulation of serious situations (Dörfler & Rothfuß, 2023: 223–240; Roman-Hauduroy, 2019; Schraffl, 2014; Hendrikx et 

al., 2013: 1–22; Kirkpatrick, 2007: 74–93; Malliet, 2006: 377–394). 

Preliminary manifestations of these phenomena can already be identified in the behavioural repertoire of various 

animal species (Kron, 2020: 113–134; Weber-Jonkheer & Zárate, 2009: 378–394; Dodig-Crnković & Larsson, 2005; 

Dixon et al., 1989: 4–50). This is particularly evident in the diverse forms of play involving ritualised combat sequences 

among conspecifics, characteristically avoiding the ultimate serious case, namely the physical annihilation of the 

opponent (ibid.). The life-and-death struggle is thus performed as a simulation (Vindigni, 2023b: 39–44; Vindigni, 2023d: 

117). 

  A parallel phenomenon is observed in the playful rehearsal of hunting behaviour in young animals, where a 

surrogate takes the place of the actual prey. While in animals these simulative aspects of behaviour patterns are still 

instinctively driven, the reduced instinctual binding and simultaneous openness to the world in humans enable the 

invention of games (Fieder, 2019: 61–68; Coppinger & Feinstein, 2018: 73–79; Schroll et al., 2015: 31–36). 

  This implies that human behavioural drives, life processes, and action constellations are distanced from respective 

serious cases yet simultaneously recreated, staged, and simulated both transliterally and transmedially in the context of 

eSports. This principle is already evident in the doll or car play of toddlers, functioning as a type of simulation of the 

serious, care-specific mother-child relationship, complemented by the mimetic representation of mobility and interaction 

in the context of car play, which anticipates the complexity of traffic and technological interactions (Barlett et al., 2009: 

96–102; King et al., 2009: 90–106; Taylor, 2009: 331–339; Tekinbas & Zimmermann, 2003: 151–154; Caillois, 2001: 

91–122). 

  This premise is also applied in the various forms of dance, which transform a multitude of elementary impulses—

whether combative, erotic, or solidarity-driven—into an aestheticized form of movement, thus enabling a synthesis of 

physical expressiveness and emotional resonance (Balducci et al., 2016: 413–427; Kirkpatrick, 2007: 74–93). 

The same principle applies to the sophisticated form of theatre, which presents human experiences and events in a 

compressed and intensified form, portraying a condensation of human life reality in the teleological sense of existence 

mastery within a dramaturgically structured space (Jarvis, 2019: 239–241; Ash & Gallacher, 2011: 351–368; Eskelinen, 

2001: 175–183). 

  This principle also holds for the expansive field of sports, including eSports, which transposes the modalities of 

existence mastery, dominated by combative confrontations, into the structure of competition. This results in a 

metamorphosis of fundamental human conflicts into a standardised and systematised format of athletic rivalry (Purnomo 

et al., 2022: 466–480; Jagoda & Makowski, 2022: 1–16; Jagoda, 2018: 231–247; Simkins & Steinkuehler, 2008: 333–

355). 

 

Deciphering eSports Dynamics: Ethical Interplay and Justice in Competitive Gaming 
Within this analytical framework, the concept of competition emerges as a central reference point for decoding the 

complex phenomenon of eSports, facilitating the establishment of some fundamental premises: 

a) eSports, as a form of competition, emerges from an excess of human drive rather than the immediate necessities 

of survival. This allows individuals to engage in a competitive environment free from existential pressures, 

fostering an arena for comparison and measurement against others. 
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b) Under this premise, the specific competitive scenario in eSports must be artificially created, signifying that 

eSports, as a competitive activity, does not represent an intrinsic, naturally occurring entity. Rather, it must be 

conceptually and inventively framed as a game, both ideationally and inventively. 

c) As an artificial conflict, eSports distinctly diverges from the real conflicts of everyday life, typically remaining 

without direct consequences. In this regard, eSports is viewed as a secondary concern, though, in the 

consciousness of many stakeholders, particularly within a professionally professionalised context, it may be 

deemed the most significant matter. 

d) Precisely because eSports competition is liberated from the immediate material constraints of life, it is not obliged 

to accept or integrate inevitable, unavoidable injustices into its foundational principles. This liberates eSports to 

uphold the socio-ethical demand for justice based on the comparability of performance and equal opportunity—a 

level of purity and uncompromising integrity seldom realised elsewhere. 

e) Within the context of eSports competition, which is emancipated from the direct pressures of daily life, a clear 

deontological perspective is manifested. This encompasses principles such as justice and equality of opportunity 

as unalienable and consequence-independent norms. Contrasting this are utilitarian elements in eSports, 

particularly concerning the intrinsic value and impact on the subjective well-being and satisfaction of all involved 

parties, including both players and spectators. Consequently, eSports competition presents a complex arena where 

deontological and utilitarian ethical approaches interact dynamically. This ethical stance is epitomised in the 

fundamental sports demand for fairness, where violations of justice principles are sensitively perceived and 

addressed in sports, including eSports. This manifestation, especially in the context of a rule-guided ethical 

principle, reveals the ethical fascination of eSports. 

 

Defining the Spectrum of eSports: From Physical Skills to Cognitive Mastery and Technological Synergy 

Consequently, it appears that some fundamental contours have been delineated, which can be considered relevant and 

defining for the phenomenon of eSports in its characteristic structure and nature. Beyond this, the identification of 

specific intrinsic components within eSports leads to a diversification in its appearance, through which it is factually 

manifested and presented today. 

Classifying eSports strictly within the realm of physical culture and limiting it to competitive activities essentially 

tied to physical self-optimisation presents a complex challenge (Giakoni-Ramírez et al., 2021: 1081–1087; Hamari & 

Sjöblom, 2017: 211–232; Jenny et al., 2016: 1–18). This perspective overlooks the significant mental and cognitive 

aspects that play a prominent role in eSports, characterising it as a synthesis of physical skill and mental acuity (Martin-

Niededcken & Schättin, 2020; Thomas et al., 2019: 196; Himmelstein et al., 2017: 1–21; Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017: 211–

232). 

In a nuanced physiological and sports psychological examination, this assumption is partially inaccurate for the 

Olympic discipline of pistol shooting. Here, the paradigm of performance enhancement shifts significantly away from 

purely somatic performance components to cognitive and neural processes, emphasising concentration capacity, 

sensorimotor reaction speed, and the resilience of the central nervous system. 

  This premise could possibly be even more pronounced in sports that became feasible only through the 

development and implementation of highly complex technical apparatuses, such as gliding, aerobatic flying, and car 

racing. These sports share with eSports the characteristic feature of intensive interaction between human ability and 

technological innovation, redefining the boundaries between physical and cognitive performance as well as the role of 

technical aids in performance optimization. In this context, the relevance of DIN EN ISO 9241-11, 110, and 210, which 

pertain to the usability and user experience of interactive systems, is also highlighted, being crucial for evaluating human-

technology interaction in these highly technical sports (Vindigni, 2023a: 721; Vindigni, 2023b: 40; Vindigni, 2023d: 

117). 

Furthermore, such sports demand specific and additional skills, as exemplified in the realm of eSports. These 

include a novel sensitivity for an optimal hodological interplay between human, machine, and environment, where a 

profound understanding of the dynamic interactions within this triumvirate is essential for effective performance 

optimisation (Allcoat & Evans, 2023: 39–42; Lankowski et al., 2015: 81–88; Matsumoto & Szidarovszky, 2015). 

Additionally, it must be considered that competitive activities requiring a no less demanding but purely cognitive form of 

self-enhancement, such as in chess tournaments, can hardly be denied their sports quality. These disciplines, similar to 

eSports, are characterised by an intense requirement for strategic thinking, planning competence, and cognitive agility, 

representing a parallel dimension of sporting activity where mental performance enhancement and tactical skill are 

paramount (Andrews & Crawford, 2021: 22–30; Pluss et al., 2019; Reitman, 2019: 32–50; Funk et al., 2018: 7–13; 

Hallmann & Giel, 2018: 14–20). 

Finally, the question arises to what extent forms of competition where animals play a central role and their 

execution is inconceivable without comprehensive and diverse stewardship can also be attributed to the phenomenon of 

sports in the broadest sense. A striking example of this is pigeon racing, often practiced with considerable passion and 

extraordinary seriousness, representing a unique symbiosis of animal ability and human care and coordination (Bungarty, 

2017; Schmitz, 2018: 269–272; Mohr, 1998). 
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DISCUSSION 

Analysis and Ethical Evaluation of Primary and Secondary Social Motivations in the Context of eSports 

A distinctly different issue, equally significant in diversifying the contemporary appearance of eSports, emerges from the 

varying social motivational states, as outlined in reference to Bischof (2020), serving as the driving forces behind eSports 

activities (Vindigni, 2020: 42–57; Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018: 58–67). 

  Within the framework of the Zurich Model of Social Motivation, the socio-motivational drives, interests, and 

objectives characterising amateur sports manifest fundamentally differently compared to those typical of high-

performance sports (Cheng et al., 2018: 153–167; Lin et al., 2023: 718–730; Riatti & Thiel, 2023: 369–383; Hilvert-

Bruce et al., 2018: 58–67). 

  While both realms—amateur and high-performance sports in the eSports environment—share common 

foundational elements in their impetus for self-enhancement, the pursuit of measurement, and competitive interaction, 

they significantly differ in their social-motivational configurations and orientations (Chadwick et al., 2023; Preuß et al., 

2022; Hayhurst et al., 2021: 1–32; Zaman et al., 2020). Additionally, it is observed that primary social motivational states 

and their respective specific ethos forms in which they manifest often exhibit diverging tendencies (Xu, 2023: 356–368; 

Frias, 2022: 100216; Atish, 2019: 338–343; Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018: 58–67). Furthermore, in the realm of eSports, it 

becomes apparent that the primary social motivational states and their corresponding special ethos forms often show 

divergent trends. This observation underscores that, similar to other sports, the underlying social drivers and associated 

ethical orientations in the context of eSports frequently take different, if not opposing, directions (Butcher & Teah, 2023: 

455–459; Van Hilvoorde & Pot, 2016: 14–27; Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018: 58–67). 

 

In High-Performance eSports: The Central Doctrine of 'Citus, Altius, Fortius' and its Evolution 

In the high-performance segment of eSports, the central doctrine of "citus, altius, fortius"—"faster, faster, higher, 

stronger"—is embodied. This principle, conceptualised by Baron de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympic 

Games, as a fundamental performance mandate for the sporting elite, finds a new definition in eSports through the 

integration of innovative elements like game mechanics. It transcends physical performance parameters to include 

cognitive and technological components (Thiel & John, 2018: 311–315; Himmelstein et al., 2017: 1–21). This results in a 

comprehensive expansion and evolutionary reconception of traditional performance dimensions of speed, height, and 

strength, marking a pioneering realignment of performance optimisation in the digital competitive arena, considering the 

DIN EN ISO 9241 standards (Qian et al., 2019: 458–479; Bànyai et al., 2019: 152117; Macey & Hamari, 2018: 344–353; 

Vindigni, 2023e: 143). 

  In high-performance sports, particularly in the domain of eSports, there is a discernible shift in motivational 

elements. The motivations common in amateur sports, such as the joy of playful competition, the pleasure of function, the 

need for physical and psychological balance, and preventive and therapeutic aspects, recede. Instead, ascetic components 

have become increasingly prominent for high-performance athletes, especially in eSports, emphasising that maximising 

capability and achieving peak performance require pronounced discipline, self-control, and a willingness to sacrifice 

(Sjöblom et al., 2019: 20–28; Campbell et al., 2018: 161–174; Seo, 2016: 264–272). 

eSports athletes orient their entire lifestyle towards achieving extraordinary performance (Peša et al., 2017: 121–

131; Borowy, 2016: 35–52). This necessitates not only temporary sacrifices of personal desires but also submission to a 

highly specialised, goal-directed training regimen (Giakoni-Ramirez et al., 2022: 2256; Iwatsuki et al., 202–207). 

Dieckert (1973: 152–156) aptly notes that there are no direct connections between high-performance and amateur sports, 

particularly regarding structural and motivational differences, which are even more pronounced in eSports (Giakoni-

Ramirez, 2021: 1081–1087; Chung et al., 2019: 384–394; DiFrancisco & Balentine, 2018: 117–118; Seo & Jung, 2016: 

635–655). 

  Within the eSports discipline, it is evident that the increase in popularity in one area does not necessarily explain 

the growth in the other (Cunningham et al., 2018: 1–6; Qian et al., 2019: 825–851; Ward & Harmon, 2019: 987–1013). It 

is untenable to interpret amateur sports as a direct consequence or product of high-performance sports, nor can high-

performance sports be viewed as a mere consequence of amateur sports, as comprehensively explained by Dieckert (1973: 

147–168). This insight highlights the independence and specific characteristics of both forms of sports, which are also 

evident in the context of eSports (Lee et al., 2021: 664; Fogt et al., 2021: 771–776; Richard et al., 2021: 426–434; Sung & 

Umar, 2020). 

 

The Inherent Dynamics and Societal Integration of eSports: A Comparative Analysis of the Elite and Amateur 

Sectors 

The inherent dynamics prevailing in both amateur and professional sports within the eSports domain are made evident 

through their divergent societal integrations and support structures. While a majority of privately or publicly funded, cost-

intensive sports facilities and establishments are primarily geared towards elite sports activities, amateur and recreational 

sports—attracting millions of people from nearly all age groups—often face a lack of facilities specifically designed for 

them, except for swimming pools, ski slopes, and budget-friendly forest sports trails (Claussen, 2022: 315–316; Messing 

et al., 2021: 107–115; Büch et al., 2009: 9–13; Mittler, 2009: 99–108; Frick & Ahlert, 2005). In eSports, this discrepancy 

is also apparent in the varying availability and accessibility of technical equipment, specialised training environments, and 
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empowering coaching programmes (Emara et al., 2020: 537–545; Vargas-Olarte, 2020: 63–92; Hedlund et al., 2020; Kari 

et al., 2019: 270–292; Ströh, 2017). 

  Currently, there is a lack of publicly accessible recreational eSports facilities that open up a broad spectrum of 

sports activities for the general public, creating an environment free from performance pressure and fear of 

embarrassment (Toth et al., 2021; Nagorsky & Wiemeyer, 2020; Rothwell & Shaffer, 2019: 105; Jenny et al., 2016: 1–

18). The public aspect addressed here fundamentally differs from the public generated in exclusively used sports 

complexes, arenas, and stadiums that benefit only a select group of top athletes and their dependent spectators. In the 

realm of eSports, this disparity becomes particularly evident as digital platforms and virtual arenas allow for both public 

accessibility and an individual, performance-pressure-free sports experience within a community framework distinct from 

traditional sports venues (Roose & Veinott, 2020: 1780–1784; Pereira, 2019). 

  In this consideration, another element comes to the fore, previously unaddressed in these reflections, yet of 

immense importance for the development of eSports, especially professional eSports: the phenomenon of self-

presentation by eSports athletes. Although an inherent tendency towards self-presentation has always existed in sports—

seeking superiority over the opponent in competition and thus demonstrating one's performance—self-presentation in this 

context does not necessarily mean attracting the attention of others and thus does not alone establish a public realm 

(Giakoni-Ramirez, 2022: 2256; Hodge et al., 2021: 368–379). However, in eSports, self-presentation takes on a new 

dimension as digital platforms and social media enable not just an individual but also a public presentation that extends 

beyond personal performance demonstration and plays a central role in public image formation (Garcia-Lanzo et al., 

2021: 59–62; Paravizo & De Souza, 2019: 507–515). 

It is only when eSports athletes deliver performances significantly above average, surpassing what the average 

citizen can achieve with short practice, that they gain significance for a broader audience. These athletes not only receive 

personal validation of their abilities but also garner recognition from a public that identifies with their extraordinary 

performances, finding a form of self-affirmation in this identification. This dynamic in eSports powerfully illustrates how 

individual peak performances can generate collective resonance, thereby making a substantial contribution to the creation 

of a specific public realm. This public not only appreciates and celebrates the performance but also the personalities of the 

eSports athletes. 

In eSports, a bidirectional feedback effect manifests as follows: 

a) Athletes in the field of eSports rely on the presence and engagement of the audience, while simultaneously, the 

audience depends on the athletes' performances and presence to maintain their interest and enthusiasm. 

b) This interplay initiates specific processes that lend additional seriousness to eSports. Within this context, eSports 

evolves into a stage that transcends mere athletic performance; it becomes a contest for prestige and financial 

rewards. This aspect transforms eSports from a pure form of entertainment into an arena where serious economic 

and social factors come into play. 

 

Reevaluating Professionalism and Amateurism in eSports: Ethical Dilemmas and Economic Realities 

Particularly in this latter dimension, numerous observers and analysts recognise the real dilemmas of eSports, which are 

central to the problem-explorative questioning: The question arises whether eSports, in its essence, can be classified as a 

sport per se (Thiel & John, 2018: 311–315; Willimczik, 2019: 78–90; Hallmann & Giel, 2018: 14–20). This discussion 

unfolds around the core issues of prestige, economic gain, and the inherent nature of eSports, which in turn has profound 

implications for the definition and recognition of eSports as a legitimate sporting discipline. 

In the context of eSports, there arises a necessity to maintain the integrity of the game, free from the influence of 

monetary interests (Czegledy, 2021: 161–170). Diem (1972: 26) asserts, 'Paid sport is not sport at all, but merely a means 

of earning money, thus the opposite of sport.' Based on this premise, athletic ambition should ideally be rewarded only 

with symbolic recognition, such as the victor's laurel. This view is still reflected in the official eligibility conditions of the 

Olympic Games (Bammer, 2016; Zeyringer, 2016; Krüger, 2001). 

Accordingly, only amateurs, not professionals who earn a living through sports, are deemed worthy of 

participating in the Olympic competition. This traditional view raises significant questions regarding the definition of 

professionalism and amateurism in sports, especially in the era of eSports, where professional players often secure their 

livelihood through their sporting performances. 

Currently, objections to the purist model of separating elite sports from amateur status are increasingly voiced. 

The call for a synthesis of elite sports and amateurism seems paradoxical, yet it has been inherent since the late 1960s. 

Kuchler (1969: 268–269) aptly notes that high performance in sports requires both time and financial resources. As young 

athletes typically lack both, these resources must be provided (ibid.). This leads to a scenario where elite athletes become 

apparent amateurs under Olympic regulations by receiving financial support in the form of expenses, scholarships, or 

government funding (Hudd, 2020; Nicks, 2020; Verret, 2018). 

In eSports, where similar dynamics exist, the discrepancy between the traditional amateur ideal and the reality of 

professional sports is even more pronounced. It is observed that Western European expense amateurs, American 

scholarship amateurs, and Eastern European state amateurs each navigate different paths to manage the financial and time 

demands of elite sports while criticising each other based on their status (Gilardi & Martin, 2023; Wilson, 2023; Tiell & 

Cebula, 2020). 
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Redefining Ethics and Professionalism in eSports: Bridging Tradition and Modernity in Digital Sports Culture 

The integrity of sports would undoubtedly benefit, and the actors in eSports and their associations would be spared much 

sophistic argumentation or even blatant hypocrisy if fundamental reforms were implemented in this regard. It is 

appropriate to move away from the notion that sporting seriousness and historically evolved sporting objectivity are 

necessarily tied to amateur status. The ethical code of eSports athletes need not be compromised by monetary 

remuneration, just as it is not expected of artists to act solely for idealistic reasons. 

Tradition history, particularly in its reception-historical dimension encompassing the origins, forms, and impact 

history, reveals the etymological concept of ritual purity or impurity in relation to societal phenomena like sports, 

independent of elenctic conscience concepts regarding shame- and guilt-orientation as teleological goal deviation in 

various cultures (Müller, 2010). In the context of eSports phenomenology, this term becomes particularly relevant as it 

raises questions of ethical integrity and moral standards within a digitally influenced sports culture. Here, traditional 

concepts of purity and impurity as goal deviation need reinterpretation and confrontation in both physical and virtual 

arenas. 

This consideration focuses on rules that are taboo or prohibit certain actions, which appear natural from a basic 

perspective within a cultural context. Violations of these regulations result in a loss of cultural capability, excluding 

individuals from certain socio-cultural and normative processes. 

In eSports, this acquires special significance as digital actions and interactions must be re-evaluated and 

normatively categorised within a cultural and social framework. Thus, a complex situation arises where traditional 

concepts of taboos and prohibitions are redefined in light of digital culture and its specific dynamics. 

A parallel becomes apparent, akin to the stylization present in the 'Sport-is-Play' theory. This theoretical 

orientation aims to establish and adaptively modify the standards of sporting competition, in line with Baron de 

Coubertin's concept of 'religio athletae' (Lynch, 2015; Henne, 2015; Parry et al., 2007). In the realm of eSports, this 

theory undergoes a remarkable update and adaptation as the digital arena and virtual competitions create a new dimension 

of quasi-religious reverence and cultic devotion to sporting excellence and competition. 

In eSports, such tendencies of elevation lead to significant distortions of perspective, especially regarding 

perception, representation, and reception. This trend tends to obscure rather than illuminate the acute and urgent ethical 

dilemmas facing contemporary eSports. Such elevation interests hinder critical engagement with the real ethical 

challenges manifesting in the fast-paced, complex world of eSports, thereby impeding the urgently needed discussion on 

responsible actions and ethical practices in this dynamic and evolving field. 

It is essential to focus on the fundamental sport-ethical dilemmas that require more serious attention, whose 

importance does not solely derive from a quasi-ascetic and elitist sports ideology. This moral ambiguity is inherent in 

sports ethics, touching on fundamental human dilemmas that affect the humane execution of eSports. These are key 

ethical questions that gain particular relevance within the context of eSports, shaping the moral and ethical integrity of 

this evolving sporting field. 

In the current theory-triangulative and hermeneutic analysis, it becomes clear that the sport-ethically relevant 

moral ambiguities, such as diversity, toxicity, and mental health, primarily occur in the context of high-performance 

eSports, stemming from increasingly dominant secondary social-motivational influences and effects (Stewart & Strathern, 

2021: 48–68; Jekauc, 2018: 51–52; Schürmann, 2016: 55–90; Segets, 2020: 92–105; Vindigni, 2023b: 30–61; Vindigni, 

2023c: 290–305; Vindigni, 2023d: 93–131; Vindigni, 2023e: 177–204). This dynamic reflects the growing complexity 

associated with the ethos of high-performance eSports, especially in terms of the increasing importance of context factors 

that extend beyond pure athletic performance and raise ethical questions in areas of fairness, integrity, and e-sport 

identity. It is observed that widespread moral rigour, which fundamentally disregards the complexity of life contexts, 

typically chooses a reductive approach. However, in the context of eSports, it is not a matter of discrediting the existence 

of secondary social motivations per se. Rather, a differentiated consideration is required, recognising that these 

motivations are an integral part of the complex social and ethical fabric of eSports and require a deeper analysis of the 

associated moral questions and challenges. 

 

Economic Dynamics and Ethical Dilemmas in eSports: Balancing Financial Interests with Sporting Integrity 

The pursuit of public recognition, financial reward, elevation of the prestige of an eSports group or club, consolidation of 

national prestige, and similar goals possess a specific and relative importance within the current reality of life, leisure, and 

work in the context of eSports and potentially additional legitimacy. These aspects reflect the multi-layered motivational 

dynamics present in e-sport competition and underscore the need to evaluate these aspirations in light of a complex sport-

ethical consideration that takes into account both individual and collective ambitions and their impacts on the integrity 

and ethical orientation of eSports. The fundamental economic integration of eSports and the market-oriented exploitation 

of its needs should be considered under the assumption that the conditions of a free market economy are recognised as the 

basis for economic optimisation. 

This assumption leads to the realisation that economic factors and market forces play a decisive role in the field 

of eSports. It becomes imperative to reflect on the economic aspects of eSports in detail and consider them within the 

context of a comprehensive sport-ethical analysis, critically evaluating the potential impacts of these economic factors on 

the integrity and ethical orientation of eSports. In situations where such additional influences and motives manifest and 

intertwine with the primary intention of eSports and its teleological objective as a rule-guided competition, this cannot be 



 

 
90 

considered morally reprehensible per se, as long as the primary intention and its ethical premises remain untouched and 

unaffected. 

This insight unequivocally underscores the necessity of a differentiated consideration of the role of economic 

interests in eSports to ensure that these do not undermine the fundamental ethical values and principles of sports. A moral 

evil in the world of eSports can only be discussed when secondary interests become dominant objectives and take 

precedence over all other aspects. This inevitably leads to the disregard and erosion of the rules and fairness principles 

that ethically legitimise and secure the eSports competition in its primary intention. When these secondary interests 

overshadow and undermine the fundamental ethical premises of the eSports competition, it results in an erosion of 

sporting integrity and the destruction of the fundamental ethical foundations that define eSports as a fair and rule-guided 

competition. In cases where such dysfunctions occur in the realm of eSports, they actually manifest as a significant threat. 

These dysfunctions have the potential to degrade eSports not only to an illusory and meaningless activity but also to 

question and demean the moral substance of the individuals involved as human beings. Such developments undermine not 

only the intrinsic value of eSports as a fair and ethically grounded competition but also jeopardise the moral integrity of 

the participants and raise fundamental questions about human values and ethical principles that should prevail in the 

digital sports culture. 

 

CONCLUSION 
In examining the morally erosive impact on the competitive structure of eSports, it is equally reprehensible whether the 

cause of this development lies with the eSports athletes themselves, their team managers, coaches, etc., or with 

stakeholders and shareholders representing economic or governmental interests. This perspective highlights the 

importance of comprehensive ethical responsibility in eSports, encompassing all involved parties and considering the role 

of each entity in maintaining the integrity and moral substance of eSports competition. 

It is equally reprehensible in the context of eSports to employ unethical methods to create an artificial imbalance 

of superiority, whether through medical, psychological, or moral manipulations that contravene the principles of fairness 

and integrity. These practices constitute a fundamental breach of the ethical norms and values of eSports, undermining the 

principles of equal opportunity and fair competition, which are essential for the integrity and authenticity of eSports. In 

the realm of eSports, practices such as bribery, coercion, and doping are, in some respects, on par and represent 

behaviours that, as is widely acknowledged, no longer correspond to the spirit of sports but are rather classified as 

criminal acts. These activities not only violate the fundamental principles of fair competition and sporting integrity but 

also cross the boundaries of legal and moral acceptability, making them a serious concern for the credibility and ethics of 

eSports. 

In grappling with ethical issues in eSports, the fundamental problem emerges: Can the acceptance of health risks 

with potentially long-term consequences be justified in the context of pursuing high-performance goals in eSports? 

This question raises essential sport-ethical considerations, particularly regarding the responsibility of eSports 

stakeholders towards the long-term health and well-being of eSports athletes. It demands a thorough engagement with the 

principles of risk management and duty of care, exploring the boundaries between the pursuit of sporting excellence and 

the preservation of the physical and psychological integrity of eSports athletes. 

The criteria for such assessments are not merely a challenge in the field of sports medicine or a purely moral-casuistic 

question but represent both and, moreover, a deeply ethical-personal problem. Within the current eSports-specific ethical 

discourse, the difficulty arises because there is evidently no universal solution formula that would be just and permanently 

valid in every case. 

This underscores the necessity of an individual and context-specific approach that considers both sports-

medicinal and profound moral and ethical aspects to make the best possible decision in harmony with the ethical 

principles of eSports and the well-being of eSports athletes. 

Upholding fairness in eSports encompasses not only fairness towards one's own body and psyche as an entrusted 

and healthily maintained asset. Equally important is fairness towards the individual and consciously chosen life design, 

manifested in the self-surpassing nature of eSports. This dual perspective of fairness emphasises the need to treat both 

physical integrity and the autonomy of personal life design in eSports as ethically relevant factors that require careful 

ethical reflection and assessment. 

Particularly in the world of eSports, this deontological aspect of personal life design and teleological goal-setting 

acquires special significance, analogous to all areas where people are not content with the average but dedicate their 

special strength and abilities to an extraordinary, hard-to-achieve goal. 

This teleological striving in eSports reflects an intensified form of existence-determining self-realisation and goal 

orientation that goes beyond the ordinary and the existential, manifesting in the dedication to ambitious and challenging 

goals, which in turn requires profound ethical considerations regarding personal responsibility and the orientation of one's 

own life within the eSports sector. 

The expression 'Bonum arduum', coined in the language of popular philosophical Scholasticism, describes the 

difficult, demanding, and challenging good that arises when individuals dedicate themselves to a singular, utmost 

potentiality of being. This philosophical perspective finds a resonating application in the world of eSports, where eSports 

athletes exert extraordinary efforts and ambitions to achieve peak performances and self-realise in a field that demands 

the highest mental and physical standards. 
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Applying this concept to eSports underscores the ethical dimension of the pursuit of excellence and the deep personal 

commitment involved in realising such demanding goals. The ethos of elite athletes in the realm of eSports is indeed a 

frontier ethos, reflecting the inherent complexity and multi-layered challenges of this sector. Within this framework, it 

cannot be expected that all aspects seamlessly interlock or directly offset each other. Instead, this ethos requires a 

differentiated view that recognises the specific tensions and balancing acts as sport-ethical dilemmas inherent in elite 

performance in eSports, particularly regarding the ethical, physical, and psychological demands placed on eSports 

athletes. 

Recognising the complexity of the elite athlete ethos in eSports in no way implies an endorsement of utilitarian 

profanity, frivolity, or irresponsibility. On the contrary, unnecessary risks and foreseeable, disproportionate harm must be 

decisively avoided and should neither be trivialised nor downplayed. In the world of eSports, not every action or decision 

can be justified, especially when they have the potential to endanger the health and well-being of athletes. Emphasising 

the central importance of an ethically grounded and responsible methodology that prioritises the well-being of eSports 

athletes and the preservation of the integrity of eSports is essential. 

Elite athletes in the realm of eSports must always be aware of the consequences their decisions and actions entail. 

Such awareness justifies the self-imposed hardships and efforts of e-sports activity, including all associated demands, 

hardships, and risks. In this context, the effort of elite athletes in the domain of eSports cannot be interpreted as an 

externally induced or psychologically 'alienated' activity or as an escapist tendency that could be attributed to late-

capitalist performance society. Instead, it is a conscious and self-determined decision of the eSports athletes, rooted in 

individual freedom of choice and the teleological pursuit of personal excellence and self-realisation in eSports. 

For elite athletes in the segment of eSports, it remains essential to realise that the pursuit of the Olympic ideal 

"citius, altius, fortius"—faster, higher, stronger—cannot be continued indefinitely. This insight implies that in eSports, the 

goal of future development lies not in unlimited maximisation but in targeted optimisation per se. This means that 

progressivity in eSports requires a balanced approach between the utilitarian pursuit of performance enhancement and the 

deontological consideration of health, well-being, and long-term sustainability, where the limits of what is possible and 

responsible must always be reflected and respected. 

Optimisation in the context of eSports implies no heuristic or physiological reduction of human possibilities and 

attainabilities. Rather, it aims to avoid homogenization and instead maximise each individual's performance and potential 

through targeted personal development. This process is oriented towards the respective complexity and diverse 

requirements to enable the optimal manifestation of each individual within the dynamic eSports environment. This 

process of self-optimisation in eSports focuses on fully unfolding individual and collective abilities while fully respecting 

the boundaries of human capacities and ethical principles. 

The teleological dimension in the domain of eSports lies in establishing a balance between maximum 

performance and sustainable development, taking into account both the physical and psychological aspects of eSports 

athletes. Here, utilitarian principles, aiming at the greatest possible well-being and satisfaction of eSports athletes, are 

linked with deontological imperatives. This convergence emphasises the ethical duty to achieve performance in a way that 

is both morally justifiable and personally fulfilling. Thus, this e-sport ethical approach aims to achieve outstanding 

performances that benefit both the individual eSports athletes and the broader community without compromising 

fundamental ethical values. 

Such unparalleled peak performances, pursued both in everyday life and in the realm of eSports, face the inherent 

brokenness of all human endeavours with their own scars. This premise asserts the fundamental human condition in 

relation to its existence-determining coping with life, that both in the general conduct of life and in the specific context of 

eSports, perfection is always accompanied by imperfections. 

These imperfections and scars are an integral part of the pursuit of excellence and lend the process of 

optimisation in eSports a profound human dimension, emphasising the recognition of limitations and the importance of 

continuous learning and growth as a form of appropriation. 
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