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Abstract: The term competitive gameplay or gaming is predominantly associated with esports. Esports, a synonym, or
abbreviation for electronic sports is an industry that has a global outreach with a lucrative market. This is accentuated by the
event driven, business model focus and organised competitive events, often involving sponsorship. These additional
characteristics associated with esports is what distinguishes it from traditional or casual gaming. Though esports games can
be played individually, they are predominantly viewed as a team activity. Beyond the debate as to whether esports can be
classified as a sport, it is an area that has attracted a significant amount of academic research. Research areas have often
included esports psychology, esports player health and nutrition and esports management. Some research studies have also
reviewed how esports have the potential to e.0quip esports players with relevant 215 century skills such as critical and lateral
thinking. One area where esports appears to be under researched is in the relationship between competitive gameplay and
learning theories. It can be argued that this is an important consideration when delivering esports from an educational
perspective. The aim of this paper is to provide a scoping review of the esports literature identifying empirical research
associated with competitive gaming and graduate attributes. Esports game genres will be explored from a gameplay
perspective demonstrating via learning theory examples how these games can facilitate graduate attributes in players.
Exploring the domain of esports game genres, learning theories and meta-skills, the paper presents a conceptual model
illustrating the interrelationship between these areas. The paper also has practical value to educators, who may be as yet
unfamiliar with esports, informing them of the subject’s educational benefits from a graduate attribute and employability
perspective.
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1. Introduction

Esports is a global phenomenon that attracts wide ranging audience. It is estimated that by 2025, the esports
market in terms of people engaged in esports events and competitions will be over 318 million worldwide. It has
also been stated that 322.7 million people will become viewers of esports by 2025 (statista, n.d.). Esports, as a
concept, has proved difficult to define as it is a discipline that emits multiple perceptions dependent upon
perspective. In comparison to traditional or casual gaming, esports is sometimes perceived as competitive multi-
player gaming. Whilst it can be argued that most games are competitive and provide a sense of challenge to the
player, it is the organised, event and business model driven nature of esports that distinguishes it from
traditional gaming. Regardless of their genre and application, the immersive qualities and engagement factor of
video games are supported by the concepts of gameplay and game mechanics.

Whilst a game may be unique in terms of gameplay, game genres have certain universal game mechanics that
define and distinguish them. There are various perspectives regarding what constitutes gameplay. Gregory,
(2014, p. 847) defines the concept as “the overall experience of playing a game”. According to Adams (2014, p.
9) gameplay consists of “The challenges that a player must face to arrive at the object of the game” and “The
actions that the player is permitted to take to address those challenges”. In contrast to gameplay, de Byl (2012,
p. 206) states that the term “game mechanic” refers to “designed game/player relationships that facilitate and
define the game’s challenges”. The learning potential of video games and how they can prepare adolescents for
learning relevant 21 century skills for employability success has been documented in the academic literature
(Yanes et al., 2023). The work of Prensky (2006) articulates the concept of the “Digital Native” referring to
someone who has grown up with digital technology. It has often been argued that video games have the
potential to positively enhance learning through gameplay (Gee, 2007).

In the context of education and how digital natives learn, empirical research has shown that the application of
game-based learning (GBL) and serious games have the potential to inform and educate students on a wide
range of topics (Baxter et al., 2021, Yallihep and Kutlu, 2020). According to Videnovik et al., (2023, p.2) “Game-
based learning involves designing and incorporating educational content within a game format, where players
actively participate and interact with the game mechanics to acquire knowledge or develop skills”. For example,
empirical research related to games-based learning has focused on how it can be applied to provide students
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with critical thinking and problem-solving skills (Qian and Clark, 2016). GBL has also been used as an educational
approach to inform students about skills required for undertaking academic research (Abbott, 2019), enhance
communication skills (Bodnar and Clark, 2017) and the development of generic graduate attributes (Barr, 2020).
Dorner et al., (2016, p.3), define serious games as “...a digital game created with the intention to entertain and
to achieve at least one additional goal (e.g., learning or health). These additional goals are named characterizing
goals”. Research has also indicated that serious games can support the development of higher order thinking
skills (Van Voorhis and Paris, 2019) and future skills (Gurbuz and Celik, 2022). It appears evident that educational
games have the potential to assist students in learning relevant 215 century meta-skills for the world of work.
The salient aim of this paper is to explore the applicability of esports in the context of competitive gameplay
towards enhancing graduate attributes for employability purposes.

2. Defining eSports

Various definitions and perspectives of esports exist in the academic literature. According to Wagner (2006, p.3)
“eSports” is an area of sport activities in which people develop and train mental or physical abilities in the use of
information and communication technologies”. When defining esports, debates appear to be articulated around
the use of the letter “e” in esports and whether esports can be considered a sport (Hamari, and Sjoblom, 2017).
Various perspectives abound regarding this debate with esports considered to be a “.. manifestation of
sportification” (Heere, 2018, p. 21). The phrase esports emits different meanings to stakeholders associated with
the industry. It is sometimes seen as a “polymorphic domain” defined by some as an “intellectual exercise”, as a
“physical activity” or as a “business activity” (Chap et al., 2022). Esports is viewed as a multi-faceted activity also
requiring a wide-ranging degree of skill sets in the context of competitive gaming. According to Zhouxiang (2022,
p.1), when compared to traditional sports, competitive gaming necessitates “..skill, strategy, tactics,
concentration, communication, coordination, teamwork and intensive training”. The socio-cultural dynamics of
esports in the area of competitive gaming are related to the structured approach of the discipline where
competitions are organised in leagues and tournaments allowing for the engagement of individual and team
competitions (Werder, 2022).

3. Competitive Gameplay and eSports Genres

Similarly to traditional gaming or when engaging with social, casual, and mobile games, esports games also
encompass various game genres. In the domain of competitive gaming several popular esports genres exist that
consist of differing elements of gameplay and mechanics. It has been articulated in the literature that when
engaging in the playing of esports, there are various performance indicators that are taken into account.
Examples include cognitive, sensorimotor, and physiological that may vary dependent upon different game
genres (Toth et al., 2021). Esports titles, when played competitively, are divided by “tiers” where tier-level
esports are associated with prize pool amounts, hours watched and impact of viewings via social media
(Migliore, 2021). Hence the perception that esports are viewed as “organized video game competitions” (Jenny
etal., 2016, p.4). It has been argued that what drives esports players are the gaming motivations of interactivity
and competition. Interactivity is defined as “... the opportunity to communicate and cooperate with other gamers
in the online environment, and competition is the mechanism by which gamers can compare themselves to each
other” (Banyai et al., 2019). Esports game genres are predominantly classified into five types played globally in
events running online and offline: fighting games, first person shooter games (FPS), real time strategy games
(RTS), sport video games (SVGs) and multiplayer online battle arena games (MOBA), (Qian et al., 2020).

Table 1: Provides an overview of the some of the salient esports’ genres and characteristics (table by
authors).

Esports Game Characteristics of Genre

Genre

Definition/Description Game Examples

Fighting Games “... afighting game is usually a one-on-one
combat game, often themed with two humanoid
characters punching and kicking each other,
and usually seen from a side view” (Burgun,

2013, p. 117).

Player-controlled
characters engage in
combat in fixed-space,
close-quarters setting,
sideways, 2D viewpoint
(Migliore, 2021).

Street Fighter 6, Tekken 8,
Mortal Kombat 1

First Person
Shooter Games
(FPS)

“FPS games are played from the first-person
(egocentric) perspective of a single protagonist
who is generally charged with combating
enemies while navigating through a three-

Played from subjective
experience, camera
becomes avatar,
emphasises presence,

Counter-Strike 2, Tom
Clancy’s Rainbow Six Siege
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Esports Game Definition/Description Characteristics of Genre Game Examples
Genre
dimensional environment” (Dobrowolski et al., sensorially immediate, very
2014, p. 60). immersive (Rehak, 2008).
Real Time “... viewed as simplified military simulations. RTS’ based on strategy, StarCraft Il, Warcraft Ill, Age
Strategy Games Several players struggle over resources tactical decision making. of Empires Il
(RTS) scattered over a 2D terrain by setting up an Play can be turn-based or
economy, building armies, and guiding them real-time, use of multiple
into battle in real-time” (Buro, 2003, p. 1). avatars, resources
collected to develop units
and structures (Migliore,
2021).
Sport Video Sometimes referred to as sports simulation Usually have various roles NBAZ2K, EA Sports FC, NHL
Games (SVGs) games though viewed as “Games which are player can engage in (e.g.,
adaptations of existing sports or variations of acting as a player, coach,
them” (Wolf, 2008, p. 272) manager over period of
years), (Adams, 1999).
Multiplayer “... MOBA games are a subgenre of real-time Focus on combat tactics, Defense of the Ancients
Online Battle strategy games in which two teams, typically involves metagaming, (Dota), League of Legends
Arena Games consisting of five players each, compete individual character (LoL)
(MOBA) against each other with each player controlling development, combat,
a single character” (Mora-Cantallops and cooperative team play
Sicilia, 2018, p. 128). ((Mora-Cantallops and
Sicilia, 2018).

4. eSports Genres and Graduate Attributes

There are various research studies that have been associated with esports as an activity that relate to developing
learning and skills enhancement (Rusk and Stahl, 2022, Zhong et al., 2022). Similar to traditional gaming, there
are commonalities with competitive gaming in terms how game mechanics can facilitate esports players’ skill
sets for employability purposes and the world of work. Game mechanics such as game spaces, the aspect of time
(e.g., turn-based or racing games), decision making through the use of objects in a game (e.g., characters, props,
tokens), the embedding of basic and strategic actions, the rules of the game, the aspect of skill (e.g., physical,
mental, social), (Burgun, 2013, Schell, 2020, Fullerton, 2019) are prevalent mechanics esports players engage in
through gameplay. It can be argued that esports as discipline has a correlation to the graduate attribute and
employability literature. Though there are differing definitions regarding the concept of employability within
higher education, it can be perceived as “... the development of a range of attributes and skills at university that
can be transferred into situations beyond university study” (Gunn, Bell and Kafmann, 2010, p.1). Despite at times
being programme specific, graduate attributes can be transferable and generic (Green, Hammer and Star, 2009).
Figure 1 provides a conceptual overview of some of the salient graduate attributes obtained through competitive
gameplay and the engagement of game mechanics.

Verbal and
Visual Media,

Problem
Solving

Figure 1: Graduate attributes examples gained through competitive gameplay (figure by authors).
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According to Smithies et al., (2020, p.2), esports players possess a range of “specialized skills and experiences”
with attributes that include: digital intelligence, experience in computer human interaction, communication and
enriched cognitive capabilities. Success within an esports team is often dependent upon team members having
proficient communication and teamworking skills. Esports players, in certain game genres, have predefined team
roles. This is prevalent in MOBAs where teams are formed of five players with differing roles, sometimes
consisting of a champion, with the intention of optimising team performance (Buchan and Taylor, 2016). FPS
games can, through their unique gameplay, accommodate and support the ability to adapt and learn,
metacognition and reflective practice in addition to skills such as “.. attention, visual short-term memory, spatial
cognition, and decision-making” (Neri et al., 2021). Tactical and strategical skills are also important in addition
to the skill of sensory-motor control (Toth et al., 2021) such as skills of movement resulting in enhancement of
player performance and actions. A study by Reynaldo et al., (2021) found that RTS players outperformed FPS
players in relation to cognitive flexibility. RTS players often require skills associated with problem solving,
decision making, tactical and reactive control which relates to macro and micromanagement. Marco
management refers to “..long term planning, like strategies conducted in the early game, technology upgrading,
and scouting”. Micromanagement, on the other hand, is associated with the player’s ability to “...control a group
of units in combat or other skirmish scenarios to minimize unit loss and maximise damage to opponents” (Liu et
al., 2014, p. 1). From an employability and graduate attributes perspective, competitive gaming can provide
students with a platform to learn, develop and enhance meta skills for the world of work.

5. eSports Genres and Learning Theories

Within the domain of esports, research into the area of learning appears to be “...an immature research field”
(Ye et al.,, 2021, p. 363). Academic research has evidenced how esports can facilitate and support the
development of meta-skills among esports players (Zhong et al., 2022). However, there appears to be little
published research relating to how esports game genres and gameplay can accommodate different learning
theories. Meta-cognitive experiential learning is one learning theory that has applicability regarding how esports
players learn towards improving their abilities. Experiential learning theory (ELT) identifies learning as “the
process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the
combination of grasping and transforming experience” (Kolb, 1984, p.41). For example, the immediate or
concrete experiences from having played a game can allow esports players and teams to reflect upon their
experiences, conceptualise these and test the implications of these reflections to improve performance in future
gaming scenarios.

Social learning theory (SLT), is associated with observational learning, learning from others and also from the
direct experience of an individual’s environment (Hong and Craig, 2023). The concept of social learning theory
supports learning in esports teams especially when reviewing gameplay from prior tournaments, analysing their
performance, collectively providing feedback and advice on how to enhance performance. The theory of social
learning also involves cognitive processes where “... learners internalise and make sense of what they see in order
to reproduce the behaviour themselves” (Horsburgh and lIppolito, 2018, p. 2). The learning theories of
constructivism, cognitive and social, are also both directly relevant to aiding learning and enhancing meta-skills
from an esports gameplay perspective. Constructivism is associated with the premise that learners devise or
construct new knowledge or understanding by engaging through experience or social discourse. It can be argued
that constructivism can be related to solving real-world problems through active learning in context.
Constructivism also involves learners applying new knowledge to improve upon new or current scenarios with
feedback and self-reflection part of the learning activity (Yoders, 2014). New knowledge acquired in mastering
various techniques or roles in a game (e.g., a MOBA) through active learning can aid an esports players self-
determination and self-efficacy.

Connectivism, a learning theory based on distributive knowledge, also has the potential to facilitate learning in
an esports setting. In the context of connectivism, “Connective knowledge is created by interactions with people
who are linked to various networks and thus is distributed across a web of individuals” (Jung, 2019, p.50). When
engaged in MOBA games, esports teams, through network connectivity, can share new knowledge they have
learnt through prior matches, this can sharpen decision making in real-time play and allow networked learning
to collectively develop and enhance both player and team performance. Table 2 provides an example of five
learning theories that can support the learning of meta skills in an esports concept.
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Table 2: Examples of learning theories and how they facilitate meta skills through competitive gameplay

(table by authors).

Learning Theory

Main Characteristics

Relation to Graduate Attributes and
eSports

Experiential Learning (Kolb,
1984)

Learning through experience, learning can
occur in any context, process of learning
begins in a four-step experiential learning
cycle: experiencing (concrete experience),
reflecting (reflective observation), thinking
(abstract conceptualisation) and acting
(active experimentation).

Esports players or teams can learn
something new when engaged in a
particular game (e.g., a new technique
that enhances performance), reflect
upon this experience , make sense of it
with a plan of action for improvement in
addition to testing new ideas.

Social Learning Theory
(Bandura, 1977)

Learning viewed as a cognitive process,
occurs in social contexts through an
observational learning process leading to
imitation and enhanced self-efficacy.

Esports players or teams can observe
and analyse their performance
individually or collectively, learn and
reinforce their learning from the
behaviours of team members through
positive feedback.

Constructivism (Piaget, 1964)

Learners actively construct new knowledge
based on their previous experiences and
interactions, individuals build a repository of
experiences from which they learn.

Massively Multiplayer Online Games
(MMOGs), via their design principles
can provide scope for a constructivist
learning environment (Mufioz Rosario
and Widmeyer, (2009), Bonk and
Denner, (2005).

Social Constructivism
(Vygotsky, 1978)

Learning and knowledge is formed via social
interaction through communication, dialogue
with peers when engaged in real life tasks.
Associated with ‘Zone of Proximal
Development’, ‘Intersubjectivity’, and
‘Enculturation’ (Woo and Reeves, 2007).

Enhancement of player performance
can be achieved through interaction
with coaches, esports team members
through collective peer and teacher
inquiry, providing guidance through
dialogue and feedback.

Learning viewed as a “network
phenomenon”, adheres to concept of
distributed knowledge, impacted by
technology and socialisation (Goldie, 2016).

Esports players can communicate and
coordinate strategies through a network
of knowledge and expertise, share
instructions and enable quick strategic
decision making.

Connectivism (Siemens, 2005)

6. Conceptual Model: eSports, Learning Theories, Meta Skills

The conceptual model presented provides a theoretical overview of the integration of learning theories deemed
applicable to supporting the development and enhancement of meta-skills through the engagement of
competitive gameplay. The model commences with the concept of self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci and
Ryan, 1985) which encompasses two associated theoretical principles of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
Intrinsic motivation results in the overall satisfaction and enjoyment of a particular task where the psychological
requirements of competence (having the knowledge or skill to perform the task), relatedness (sense of belonging
to others), and autonomy (ownership of one’s behaviour and decisions), (Mills et al., 2018). Extrinsic motivation
relates to when an activity is undertaken to obtain an outcome that is external to the activity being performed.
In the context of competitive gaming, esports players can be intrinsically motivated to gameplay concepts such
as immersion, challenge, improvement of skill, competing against other players, online engagement whereas
extrinsic motivation relates more to entering tournaments to gain notoriety among players or for the aspect of
tournament prize money. Via the five esports game genres exemplified in the model, some of the salient skill
sets esports players can acquire through competitive gameplay are outlined. How learning is supported through
competitive gameplay via salient learning theories applicable to esports leading to the acquirement of meta-
skills and graduate attributes are shown as being interrelated.
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Figure 2: Interrelationship between esports, learning theories and meta-skills (figure by authors).

7. Limitations and Future Directions

The aim of this paper was to provide a preliminary scoping review of esports from a competitive gameplay
perspective with a view to articulating how the underpinning of learning theories are naturally inherent in
esports game genres. From a theoretical and conceptual standpoint, it has been argued that when utilised
constructively and strategically, the learning and accumulation of knowledge that coincides with competitive
gameplay can lead to the attainment of meta-skills, preparing graduates for the world of work. The theoretical
foundations of the research are still at an early stage with more work required from an empirical standpoint to
substantiate the ideas articulated in this paper. It is acknowledged that additional esports game genres in
relation to additional learning theories accommodate competitive gaming require to be explored. Moving the
research forward, a systematic literature review will be performed searching relevant academic databases that
the authors have subscription to via their academic library. Preliminary search terms will include: (“esports” OR
“electronic sports” OR “competitive gaming” OR “online gaming” OR “FPS” OR “RTS” OR “MOBAs” OR
“MMORPG” OR “fighting games” OR “SVGs” OR “genres”) which will be refined and expanded to include
additional esports game genres. Terms impacting and influencing the acquirement of graduate attributes
through gameplay will include: AND (“skills” OR “graduate” OR “meta-skills” OR “attributes” OR “learning” OR
“education” OR “outcomes” OR “enhancement” OR “motivation” or “engagement”).

At present, the primary limitation of the of the research is the lack of empirical evidence to substantiate the
theoretical propositions proposed in the paper. Though still in the preliminary stages of the research design, it
is intended that the research will adopt a parallel mixed methods design (Tashakkori et al. 2021) utilising data
gathering techniques that will include questionnaires, semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The aim in
doing so will be to obtain a breadth of opinion and perspective from various esports stakeholders (e.g.,
educationalists, esports players) to assess and evaluate viewpoints about the learning potential of esports as an
academic discipline and if it can equip graduates with meta-skills. It is intended that the research will benefit the
wider esports community and educators considering whether to introduce an esports programme within their
academic institutions. The proposed conceptual model, which is in a very rudimentary stage of development,
will also need to be refined. The dilemma is whether to focus on one specific learning theory as an amalgamation
of several may be too wide ranging in academic scope.
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