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Releasing the potential of 
sponsorship in esports 



Two years ago we spoke to the inaugural F1 Esports Champion, Brendon 
Leigh, about what we described then as a breakthrough year for esports. 
Since that time the sports sector, and many others, have become 
increasingly interested in the opportunities surrounding the industry.

The following year it was estimated that esports delivered $1 billion in 
revenue globally, reached an estimated audience of 380 million people and 
had prize money exceeding many high-profile global sporting events. 

The similarities between conventional sports and esports are extensive: 
both have competitive tournaments with prize money, individual and team 
participation and take part in front of a live audience.  And with global 
companies becoming more involved from, amongst others, the worlds 
of technology (Microsoft, SAP, Intel) and automotive (Nissan, Honda, 
Mercedes), it is increasingly hard to ignore.

Just like with conventional sports; merchandise, tickets and advertising 
make up a proportion of the total revenue in esports. In 2019 however, 
sponsorship and media rights combined make up the lion’s share at an 
estimated 65% of total revenue. In fact, esports sponsorship is expected 
to have risen by 170% between 2016 to 2019 to over $450 million. Some 
reports are estimating this will more than double to $1 billion by 2022. 
(Newzoo 2018)

With this in mind, we have outlined five areas you should take into 
consideration when thinking about an esports sponsorship.

The rise and rise of esports

Esports is high accessible to anyone, 
anywhere in the world

 It engages young, hard-to-reach audiences

Sponsorship entry costs are still low, for now

A gateway to Asia

Offers experiential brand experiences



It is also important to understand the esports 
ecosystem, and those involved in it, as it is 
diverse and ever changing.

Publishers 
Games developers and publishers including 
Riot, EA Sports and Valve – they control the 
games and have varying degrees of involvement 
in esports tournaments. League of Legends 
producer Riot Games for example organise their 
own esports tournaments whilst Counter Strike: 
Global Offensive’s Valve do not and allow 3rd 
parties such as ESL to run them.

Platforms 

These are used to stream tournaments with the 
Amazon owned Twitch, Microsoft’s Mixer and 
YouTube being the most commonly used.

Teams & Players
Teams often mix up their roster dependent on 
what title they are playing, whether it be Fortnite, 
FIFA, CS:GO or League of Legends. Some of 
the most famous include London-based Fnatic, 
Cloud9 and Ninjas in Pyjamas.

Venues/event organisers
Esports specific arenas are opening all the 
time with Gfinity the most prominent example 
in the UK. Event organisers such as ESL run 
some of the largest tournaments in the world 
and recently launched the ESL Pro League for 
CS:GO which brings structure to around 20 
 pre-existing tournaments.

The rise and rise of esports

There were approximately 380m esports 

viewers in 2018, and that’s expected to surge 

to roughly 557m viewers by 2021
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Accessibility and awareness are assets that truly 
set esports apart from its real-world counterparts 
when it comes to partnerships. From well-known 
ambassadors to international media coverage, 
esports affords sponsorship opportunities like few 
other platforms. 

Anyone with a computer, console or smartphone 
can immerse themselves in online gaming. 
Barriers to entry are enticingly low for participants, 
while audiences are able to follow competitions 
from an array of platforms – on and offline.   

The recent Fortnite World Cup saw a staggering 
40 million people try their luck at getting to the 
prestigious final event, attracted by an overall 
prize pool of $30m. An estimated 2.3m viewers 
concurrently tuned into the event on YouTube and 
Twitch.

One of the biggest names at the event was Tyler 
“Ninja” Blevins who competed in two tournaments 
and served as a colour commentator for much of 
the event. His switch from streaming on Twitch to 
Microsoft’s Mixer platform made headline news 
around the world and he’s also appeared on the 

cover of ESPN’s magazine and was featured on 
The Ellen DeGeneres Show: a level of attention 
rare in the gaming world - at least for now!

Having such all-encompassing, globally 
accessible sponsorship opportunities is arguably 
rare for brands and this is where esports has 
the potential to thrive. Major sporting events, like 
tennis at Wimbledon, motor racing at Silverstone 
or sailing in and around the world yacht race, just 
can’t offer what esports can.

They all have relatively high barriers to entry: 
high ticket prices for participants, hard-to-
obtain equipment and training requirements, 
geographically limiting locations, to name just a 
few.

This makes esports a golden opportunity for many 
brands, especially those who get in early.

1. Esports is highly accessible to anyone, any age, anywhere in the world

If you have a mobile phone or computer and an internet 

connection, it doesn’t matter where you are in the world – 

you can be involved in esports



This is not an issue for esports. Estimates 
suggest that over 70% of esports viewers are 
under 35. This does vary from title to title, for 
example Rocket League attracts a younger 
audience than that of League of Legends. But 
esports as a whole is providing a much-needed 
way in for brands to talk to that age group.

Younger generations are becoming harder 
and harder to reach through traditional forms 
of marketing. They are digital savvy, block 
ads, don’t watch TV and often only give their 
attention and loyalty to their passion areas.

This is a big reason why non-endemic brands, 
ones not native to the gaming industry, have 
begun to invest heavily. Esports offers a rare 
opportunity to engage with them. If the brand 
fit is right and the activation executed well, 
sponsors will find this traditionally hard to reach 
audience more open to engaging with their 
brand than ever before.

*source: Sports Business Journal

One of the key selling points, perhaps overly 
emphasised, is how esports can help brands to 
engage with those increasingly hard to reach 
youth audiences.

Brands have long looked to the youth market for 
ways to develop both sales and brand loyalty, 
with sports and music the favoured destinations. 
But when it comes to traditional sports, the 
ability to reach young people has become a 
more pressing concern.

In the US for example, a major market for both 
conventional and esports, the average age of 
an Major League Baseball (MLB) fan is 57 years 
old, whilst in the National Football League (NFL) 
it’s 50 and National Hockey League, 49*.

Estimates suggest over 70% of esport 

viewers are under 35

2. Esports engages young, hard-to-reach audiences



The third consideration on our list is an 
important one for brand marketers; how much 
does it cost to enter into a sponsorship within 
esports?

Fortunately, the entry cost for sponsors coming 
into esports is still relatively low as the industry 
has undergone a huge a period of growth in 
recent years. But we expect this will change in 
the coming months and years, as more brands 
seize on the opportunity to get involved.

This will result in sponsorship packages 

3. Esports sponsorship entry costs are still low, for now

Esports currently offers brands value for money in sponsorship  

that many conventional sports cannot match.

becoming more expensive over time as esports 
matures and professionalises. So if you’re 
a potential sponsor then the time is now to 
get in early and also build those all-important 
relationships with the rights holders.

As in conventional sports, there are a variety of 
different sponsorship opportunities at different 
price points. The larger titles and events, such 
as the US Overwatch League, have higher price 
tags as they attract the top teams and large 
audiences.

That particular league has sold team franchises 
for $20m and upwards, helping attract $200m 
in sponsorship during its first season with 
major brands including Intel, HP Omen, Toyota, 
T-Mobile, and Spotify getting involved.

However, there are numerous opportunities from 
amateur to professional level offering something 
for every sponsorship budget. 



In 2018, it was estimated that roughly 50% of the 
global esports viewership was from China, where 
the industry is more mature and esports have 
been part of the culture for longer. In Western 
nations, esports is developing but doesn’t yet 
attract the same amount of stadium or online 
support.

Having such a following in Asia, esports offers 
brands not based in the region a viable way 
of building their reputation quickly without 
necessarily needing to have representation in the 
region.

For brands seriously looking at esports, the 
choice of title to get involved with is critical as it 
will impact on which region you gain exposure in. 
For example, Fortnite is huge globally but doesn’t 
enjoy anywhere near the same popularity in China 
or South Korea that more traditional titles such as 
Dota2 or PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds (PUBG) 
do. Although games such as Fortnite grab the 
attention of mainstream Western media, there is 
still a long way to go.

Another difference between esports in Asia and 
Western nations is that we cover esports in the 
same way as we do a traditional sporting event. 
In Asia they are presented in a different way by 
concentrating more on entertainment, which 
is very engaging for fans and attractive as a 
sponsorship opportunity. 

In 2018 Intel utilised the Winter Olympics coming 
to South Korea. And with the world’s eyes on 
such a global event they hosted the Intel Extreme 
Masters Pyeongchang with the world’s best 
StarCraft II players competing for a chance to win 
the title and part of a $150,000 prize pool. 

For 2020 the partnership with the IOC is being 
extended with the announcement of the Intel 
World Open. It takes place ahead of the Tokyo 
Olympic Games with Streetfighter and Rocket 
League championships being fought for. An 
opportunity other brands will be looking closely at. 

4. Esports, a gateway to Asia

50% of global esports  

viewership comes from China



the players and offer team merchandise to fans.

An oft-hailed sponsorship is “Level Up: Driven 
by Honda”. This was launched in January and 
follows Team Liquid’s League of Legends, 
Fortnite and Dota 2 divisions as they seek 
to level up from their previous year’s results. 
Produced by the esports production company, 
1UP Studios (part of Team Liquid), there is 
high production level around each these team’s 
stories.

In addition to that, Honda is also sponsoring 
easily-digestible Twitter moments like this to 
track the journey and success of their League 
team.

As games develop, they offer the opportunity for 
brands look at different ways in which to embed 
themselves in the modern psyche and develop 
more interactive campaigns and partnerships 
that are truly immersive.

Gaming offers immersive brand experiences that 
other forms of pure advertising, for example, 
would struggle to attain. Esports also opens 
up opportunities to engage with both players 
and viewers alike, whether they are watching 
in the stadium or via a livestream on Twitch or 
YouTube.

But there is a difference in what’s happening 
within gaming and its in-game experiential 
collaborations to that of esports. We’ve already 
seen blockbuster films including Avengers and 
John Wick promoting within Fortnite, as Jordan 
did to great acclaim as they launched their new 
shoe ahead of the NBA Finals.

These immersive experiences are more likely 
to be found in the larger gaming universe, as 
the esports side is smaller and less developed. 
For example, car brands such as Honda, who 
we look at in more depth further down, have 
started to sponsor large events as they aim to 
tap into this young affluent market, and clothing 
companies such as Nike have started to kit out Esports offers immersive brand experiences in 

a way conventional sports sponsorships can’t 

5. Esports offers brands experiential opportunities



This leaves just over 50% of the esports 
sponsorship market split across different 
sectors such as Retail, Financial Services and 
Automotive. The likes of Mercedes, Toyota, 
Nissan, Shell, Red Bull, Monster Energy, 
PayPal, VISA and Mastercard have already 
made their move on this exciting industry.

These are the early movers and more deals 
are being announced by the day. The Esports 
Observer reported that in Q1 this year there 
were 76 non-endemic deals completed, a 95% 
year-on-year increase. These came from global 
brands including AT&T, Coca-Cola, Honda, 
State Farm and Nissan as automotive brands 
especially are becoming more involved than 
ever.

As the year moves on it is only natural that more 
deals will follow. Some will be memorable and 
long lasting, others on a shorter-term testing 
basis. Many of the major brands who are 
involved in esports are known for being very 
innovative in their marketing activities, but we 
can also see follower brands getting involved. 
This can only be a strong indicator that the 
future of brand sponsorship in esports is a 
strong one.

 

In this, our penultimate article on esports, we 
see how brands from all sectors but especially 
tech and automotive, are becoming much more 
involved in esports. Even shifting whole budgets 
away from ‘traditional sports’ into competitive 
gaming.  

Endemic – or native – gaming brands such as 
Logitech are key to the esports sponsorship 
landscape. Estimates put it at around 35% the 
portion of the sponsorship landscape from these 
brands.

Unsurprisingly, esports has also been attractive 
to many non-endemic sectors including 
technology companies, with around 10% of 
sponsorship provided by companies such 
as SAP, Intel, Microsoft and Samsung. Tech 
companies are an obvious fit as they produce 
gaming products and mobile phones. They are 
also very stats heavy and purely online.

There are strong indicators that the future of 

brand sponsorship in esports is very bright.

Well know brands are already involved



1. Esports are still relatively new –  
This can offer sponsors lots of innovative 
opportunities. But it also means the sector 
itself isn’t as well established as conventional 
sports sponsorships. This brings limited 
infrastructure and some uncertainty such 
as late cancellations of events. It will help if 
sponsors are open to a flexible approach.

2. Esports sector is not fully developed – 
This is a fantastic opportunity for brands to get 
involved in the earlier stages and start building 
engagement. The market isn’t crowded and 
the opportunities are still relatively affordable.

3. You have one shot –  
authenticity is much used words within gaming 
and a brand coming in that isn’t there with the 
audience in mind will be found out quickly. 
Being true and honest with this audience and 
the benefits can be high.

4. Don’t forget the sponsorship basics –  
in our previous mini-series we spoke about 
setting objectives and measuring them to 
ensure you can see your impact, and not just 
from the vanity metrics.

Thank you for reading our mini-series on esports 
sponsorship. We hope you have enjoyed it and 
found it insightful.

If you want to read all of the report in one 
easy-to-read document, you can do so by 
downloading it via the button below now or listen 
to the audio version of the report. 

It’s important to remember to evaluate the 
opportunities afforded by an esports sponsorship 
the same way you would any other opportunity.

Sponsorship deals have many different facets 
to them, from deal negotiations, strategy 
development and activation planning, through 
to changing business needs as the sponsorship 
matures. esports sponsorships are no different 
in any of these respects.

What to consider with esports sponsorships

There are however some 

additional factors to remember 

for esports sponsorships.



Maximising esports sponsorship opportunities requires a specialist sponsorship agency

If you are considering entering into a 
sponsorship, or are simply curious about 
how sponsorship could help your business, 
please call us on +44 (0) 1491 845 420 
for an informal and confidential discussion 
about how SQN can help you deliver 
against your revenue, relationship and 
reputational goals.

Claire Ritchie-Tomkins | CEO SQN

www.sqn.agency

Developing a sponsorship, or working towards a 
partnership, requires detailed understanding of 
a number of different areas such as: how rights 
holders think, their challenges, sponsorship deal 
making and commercial negotiations to name a 
few areas.

By understanding at the very beginning of a 
partnership what both parties want to achieve, 
then they can work together to create a bespoke 
package of rights that fulfil the needs of both. 
The unique nature of sponsorship means that 
it can work a lot harder than other forms of 
traditional marketing, generate greater value for 
money, and go a long way in achieving pre-set 
objectives.

Sponsorship has become an incredibly powerful, 
meaningful and thriving marketing platform. With 
the development of the industry has come a 
greater level of intricacy and knowledge about 
how to successfully plan, manage and activate 
a sponsorship. It must be treated with the same 
level of thought-process, meticulous scrutiny 
and afforded the same specialist expertise as 
any other marketing channel. 

In this respect, sponsorship has become a truly 
specialised area that requires experience and 
knowledge to ensure that a brand fully gets the 
maximum out of any partnership. 

Here at SQN, we use our understanding 
and familiarity of the sponsorship industry to 
ensure that companies get the most out of their 
investments. We have been working with global 
brands for nearly 20 years, helping them to build 
relationships, enhance reputations and drive 
revenue.         

 Working with an agency with 

deep sponsorship experience 

is key to maximise esports 

opportunities


