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Athletes of new millennium


In July this year around 5,000 gamers from 50 different countries will meet in Grapevine, Texas, to compete in a number of video games contests hosted by the Cyber Athlete Professional league. Around $200,000 will be offered in cash and prizes in different tournaments (“Cyber”). There are many such industry sponsored contests which take place every year around the world. Video gamers who take part in these contests are not casual gamers; some of them make a living out of gaming just like any other sportsperson makes out a living by playing a sport. In Korea video gaming is a big sport, with players having celebrity status and video gaming contests being broadcasted on major TV networks (“Gaming”). Matthew Leto, Tim Marchant and Mulerweiss who are top ranked American video game players are almost unknown in US. The reason is that video gaming is not considered to be a sport by many people in United States. Video gaming is in fact no different from a sport as it has all the necessary characteristics of a sport. 

So what defines something to be a sport? What characteristics does an activity need to have to be classified as a sport? When one thinks of a sport the first thing that comes to mind is that it involves some sort of physical exertion. Physical exertion involved can be in the form of but is not limited to running, throwing the ball, kicking the ball, hitting the ball with racquet, paddle, stick or a bat. In football which is a well recognized sport, a player has to do a lot of running if he is a receiver, throw the ball if he a quarterback or kick the ball if he is a kicker. Although degree of physical exertion required varies from sport to sport but some sort of physical activity is required in a sport. A quarterback should be able to throw the ball at the right time and at the right spot, so that the receiver can catch it.  A soccer player should be able to run with the ball, while dodging tackles by players of opposing team. In tennis, player should be able to place the ball properly so that he can win the point. So, a sportsperson need some sort of a skill to be able to play the sport, which he or she acquires by practice, hard work and coaching. Besides involving skills and physical activity, sport are highly competitive. Teams or players compete against each other to achieve a target; for example, in football a team tries to score a touchdown while defense team tries to stop them. Also every sport has their own set of rules, which are decided well in advance and this is what sets one sport apart from other sports. Rules define playing conditions, scoring system, how will the winner be determined and what equipment to be used in the sport. Summing up everything, sport is something that involves physical activity and skill which is carried out under some set of rules and with a side by side competition.


Video game players need to have a very special skill of hand-eye coordination. Usually in a video game player is required to interact with a computer generated 3D-world. Interaction is done with the controller. With the advancement in technology players are given an absolute control over what they want to do in a game with their characters, which has increased the complexity of games. For example in first person shooter gamers like Halo, Half Life a player’s character can go right, left, forward, down, jump, crouch, strafe left or right and shoot an opponent, which is done by pressing buttons or a combination of buttons on the controller. In the middle of the game a player has to make quick decisions about what the next movement should be. This needs very good hand-eye coordination skills and in the heat of battle it’s even harder to make such decisions as one wrong move can easily get your character killed, giving away points to opponents.  Besides just good hand–eye coordination skills, video gamer also needs to know the game from inside out, ability to outsmart the opponents and being accurate.  

These are the skills which any sportsperson would need to be a top notch player, so video gaming is no different from any other sport.  


Video gaming certainly doesn’t require much of physical exertion but does that mean that it can be ruled out to be a sport. This is where much of disagreement is whether video gaming can be considered to be a sport or not.  We should look at all the attributes of video gaming which are in fact quite similar to other sports. Tim Marchant a gamer who plays for one of the top 10 ranked CPL teams says “There are other sides of athletes, not just the physical part. There’s the mental strength, the mental skill, the reflexes, the reaction, the dedication” (“Cyber athletes”). Physical activity is not the only thing in a sport, there is much more to a sport than just physical activity. Also there are a lot of sports which are physically less demanding, some of them are well recognized sports.  One such example is billiards. In billiards, player just stands at one place and hits the ball with cue stick. The only physical activity is movement of arm but billiards is still considered to be a sport as it is more a game of skill. Player needs the skill to be able to hit the ball and put it in the right hole. Another example is shooting; which is an Olympic sport but again requires minimum physical exertion. All shooting requires is concentration, shooter just needs to stand at one place, aim and pull the trigger. It’s just a game of skill where player needs steady nerves. If a sport that doesn’t require a lot of physical exertion can be an Olympic sport then at least video gaming can be considered to be a sport although may be not an Olympic sport. Just because a person sitting in front computer is contrary to the traditional notion of an athlete doesn’t mean that video gaming can be ruled out as a sport.

As said earlier, one criterion for an activity to be classified as a sport is that it involves competition. In first person shooter or FPS games, the aim is to kill your opponent while moving your character in virtual computer generated world. There is head to head competition between video game players just like in any other sport. Players are usually sweating by the end of their game not because of physical activity but because of the intense competition involved. Players also watch videos of their opponents, practice for number of hours everyday and think of strategies making competition even more intense in video gaming. Video gaming contests are broadcasted on TV in South Korea and watched with keen interest by majority of population. Just to have an idea how popular gaming is in Korea, Star craft which is a highly popular strategy based game is almost like a national sport in South Korea. About five million people play it and contests are broadcasted on three major TV networks (“The Bandwidth”). A more popular sport is usually more competitive. This is reason that sports like football or soccer are more popular than bowling, archery or billiards which are less competitive. So, competition is certainly involved in video games.

Video gaming is certainly a sport but how much of a sport is it?  Well as a sport video gaming doesn’t compare to the sports which involve a lot of physical exertion and skill like football, soccer, tennis, and cricket. These sports are not just a test of player’s skill but needs a lot more from a player. One can say these are true sports. Another category of sport is one which involves primarily physical activity like racing, swimming. Such sports require minimum amount of skill, video gaming doesn’t fit into this category. Video gaming compares more to the sports which primarily involve skill and is physically less demanding like shooting, archery, chess, and billiards. But one thing where video gaming is more of a sport than other sports which are physically less demanding is that it is more competitive. Competition is head to head, opponents compete to achieve the target at the same time. This is sometimes not the case in a lot of sports. Player take turns, like in billiards only one player hits the ball at a time. Players don’t compete at the same time. So, overall it can be said that video gaming is physically less demanding but more skill based and a competitive sport.

Video games which were merely a source of entertainment when they first came on the scene two decades ago have slowly transformed into sports. Video gaming as a sport is still evolving, but even as of now it does meet the criteria to be classified as a sport. A video game player can make substantial amount of money by playing in video gaming contests. Top players are also offered sponsorship deals just like any other sportsperson. Matthew Leto who won the World Cyber Game 2003 and 2004 championship in Halo recently got a sponsorship deal from Nokia N-Gage (“Nokia N-Gage”). With more and more companies promoting video gaming contests by increasing prize amounts, the competition is bound to get even more intense. Video gamers will spend more and more hours practicing, strategizing to win the contests. They should be recognized just like any other athlete for their skill, hard work, dedication, spirit and enthusiasm.
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