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 Abstract 
The computerized nature of esports lends the practice a 
placeless quality, raising questions regarding what 
authenticity looks like in esports spectatorship. Certain 
interpretations of authenticity suggest that authenticity 
cannot exist in conjunction with placelessness. The 
findings of an ethnography conducted at an esports bar 
addresses this conundrum. Although placeless, esports 
is spectated in situated places. Spectators at the bar 
draw on certain behaviors and rituals to authenticate 
their spectating experiences. With an identity in flux, 
established conventions and iconography from 
spectator sports were used as authenticators by 
spectators at the bar. Based on these findings, further 
consideration should be made to design for authentic 
esports spectating experiences across a variety of 
contexts beyond domestic spectatorship on personal 
devices.  
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Introduction 
In 2018 I conducted an ethnography at an esports bar; 
a venue design for the spectatorship of esports in the 
presence of food, alcoholic drinks and other esports 
fans. The study was designed to understand the 
motivations and experiences of esports spectatorship in 
esports bars, but by the end of it I had learned perhaps 
more importantly about the nature of authenticity in 
the context of esports spectatorship.  

A pivotal night of fieldwork occurred during the bar’s 
live screening of major Dota 2 tournament, The 
International 8 (TI8). Near the conclusion of the 
tournament a newcomer entered the bar. He told me 
that he had just come from a nearby cinema also 
screening TI8. He had abandoned his group of friends 
to come to the esports bar, as he felt the audience in 
the cinema wasn’t getting “involved”. In contrast to the 
rambunctious, cheer-filled atmosphere of the esports 
bar, those in the cinema allegedly sat in relative 
silence, motionless in the darkness of the theatre. 
Although the cinema spectators watched in unison, 
there lacked a sense of communality and comradery 
that the newcomer sought in his spectating experience.  

By leaving the cinema for the esports bar, the 
newcomer sought out an experience that better aligned 
with what he perceived esports spectatorship should be 
like, one that was more authentic to him. He mentioned 
that watching TI8 at the bar was “the next best thing” 
to being in the stadium spectating in person. The bar’s 
patrons, whether consciously or not, communally 
mimicked and engaged in the rituals and behaviors 
they observed being performed by the audience 
present in the stadium and captured in the 
tournament’s live stream. This mimicry worked to 

authenticate the patrons’ spectating experience [3] in 
the bar, demonstrating that this sense of authenticity 
was not affirmed only by a single individual, but as a 
consensus among the patronship.  

The pursuit of authentic experiences has long been a 
noted desire among individuals engaging in a variety of 
activities such as tourism and spectator sports [7]. 
While little is known about what an authentic esports 
spectating experience looks like, uncertainty exists 
regarding whether authenticity can exist in esports at 
all. This is partially due to the computerised nature of 
esports, lending it a sense of placelessness. When 
scrutinized from a conventional sports perspective, 
placelessness can be construed as lack of authenticity.  

In relation to the televised sports, Bale [2] describes a 
“sport landscape of sameness”, where spectators are 
“re-placed” from the varied viewing perspectives 
exclusive to each unique seating position in the stadium 
to a unified perspective captured and mediated by a 
camera. Bale draws on dystopic predictions of future 
sports made by Virilio [12] which depicts the 
replacement of athletes by televisual images 
performing in a “video-stadium”, directly broadcast to 
global audiences. Bale [2] contemplates a future where 
sports discards its connection to space, implying with 
Virilio [12] that an independence from space would 
cause sports to become debased and inauthentic. Some 
clear parallels can be drawn between contemporary 
esports and Virilio’s [12] descriptions of future sports, 
positioning esports as an arguably better fit for Bale’s 
sport landscape of sameness than televised sport.  

Unlike conventional sports, the competitive spectacle of 
esports takes place within the virtual space of a video 



 

game and must be mediated out of necessity in order 
to be watched. Even at a stadium, matches must be 
captured, their content mediated by the production 
crew and projected onto large screens around the 
venue, as well as streamed to remote audiences. Under 
the normative methods of broadcasting and spectating 
esports through online live streaming platforms, 
esports spectators often share the same spectating 
perspective regardless of location and context.  

So does the supposed placelessness of esports make it 
void of authenticity? Although Virilio’s [12] predictions 
bemoan the loss of an essential sporting authenticity, 
my observations and experience of spectatorship of TI8 
at the esports bar made evident that patrons perceived 
the stadium as an authentic esporting place. Esports 
has been noted as an example of sportification, where a 
non-sporting activity has been made to resemble sports 
through organization, regulation, competition and 
aesthetics to appear more attractive to audiences [6]. 
Esports has adopted the aesthetics and iconography of 
conventional sports, and their associated histories and 
meanings. The consensus of the stadium as an 
authentic place has thus been transferred to esports.  

Although fitting the requisites of a “sport landscape of 
sameness”, esports spectatorship does not lack 
authenticity as Bale [2] and Virilio’s [12] ponderings 
suggest. Musabirov et al. [9] asserts that because of 
the computer-mediated nature of esports, fans gather 
on online platforms to share their experiences. While 
true, a situated dimension to esports experiences 
exists. Like how online activities often support offline 
practices and hobbies [11], situated spectatorship 
activities surround and frame esports. Esports 
represents a convergence of digital gaming and 

broadcast sports [10], building on elements of its 
constituents to develop its own unique identity. By 
drawing on the well-established iconography and 
conventions of televised sports, the embedded cultural 
notions of authenticity in sports authenticates esports 
spectatorship. 

Conclusion 
As the esports identity continues to be negotiated, it is 
paramount to consider authenticity when designing for 
esports spectator experiences. Considerations should 
not only be made regarding how to best convey 
authenticity, but also how design and technology can 
allow esports spectators to construct a spectating 
experience to their own standards of authenticity. 
Authenticity is subjective; while one may consider the 
fidelity of spectating TI8  in the cinema as authentic, 
others found the communality and rowdiness of the bar 
as authentic instead. While Bale [2] and Virilio [12] 
considered placelessness and authenticity as 
incompatible, the virtual space in which esports is 
performed in offers possibilities in enabling esports fans 
to have authentic spectating experiences. Spectating 
interfaces that allow the spectator to move through the 
virtual game space and select perspectives to spectate 
from is one example of this [1, 8], bypassing much of 
the mediation that Bale [2] considered as inauthentic in 
televised sports. Consideration should also be made for 
the context in which spectatorship takes place. Existing 
research largely assumes that esports is spectated in 
domestic environments by lone individuals on personal 
devices. Although Ford et al. [5] demonstrates that the 
integrated Twitch chat plays a central role in the 
experience of esports spectatorship on personal 
devices, this was absent on the communal TVs 
streaming TI8 in the esports bar. This contributes to 



 

the notion that esports fans are a heterogeneous group 
[13] with varied desires for spectating experiences, 
seeking flexibility and options for personalization [4]. 
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