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Video Game as Competition/Sport
Introduction

As the video game industry grows, its evolution involves expansion into different avenues of interest.  One such area of interest already deeply rooted in every video game is the excitement of competition.  As such, the ways in which this competitive element is exploited through video games has also expanded.  This desire for competition within the video game medium has developed into more structured venues.  It is important when analyzing the powerful potential of the future of video games and interactive entertainment, to investigate the possibilities and implications of existing avenues of expansion such as organized competitions.
Review

Over the past decade, the market for video games has greatly expanded.  In fact, the video game industry now “makes about as much money as Hollywood's domestic box office receipts.” (Career World, 2004)  This expansion shows little sign of slowing and Price Waterhouse Coopers, a mega market research firm, predicts that “electronic games will continue to be the fastest-growing segment of the industry during the next five years.” (LoPiccolo, 2004)  Already a 10 billion dollar industry, the video game medium is the fastest growing entertainment medium in the world.  (Harris, 2004)
As video games expand in popularity, so do the ways in which the games are played.  One of the more popular features of video games today is the multiplayer and online aspect, “the number of people playing games online is rising as game companies introduce new products to boost the trend and broadband Internet access spreads.” (Traiman, 2004)  A natural evolution of the increased multiplayer aspects of games is organized competitions.  Earlier this year, the largest video game competition to date was held in San Francisco, California.  The World Cyber Championships featured 700 gamers from 62 countries all competing for over $400,000 in prizes.  (Harris, 2004)  It’s clear that video game competitions are and will continue to expand.
In the spirit of the ancient Greek Olympians, video game competitions are typically a gathering of players from various regions.  Players are proficient in a certain title of game or genre of game and compete individually or in teams (depending on the game) against other expert gamers.  The common video game competition can either be held over a single day or a series of days depending on the number of participants.  Typical competition format is single or double elimination tournament bracket with participants or teams randomly seated.  Equipment can either be provided by tournament organizers or in some cases with PC games, a BYOC (Bring Your Own Computer) policy can be employed.
From as far back as 1995’s “Madden NFL '96 Xband Challenge,” (Brandweek, 1995) to the Professional Gamer Leagues annual championship in Times Square (Hesseldahl, 1999) to the Quake Red Annihilation Tournament in Atlanta (Koerner, 1997), organized computer gaming competitions are slowly developing a history.  They are not only a reflection of a growth in user base, but a demand from video game players to further involve themselves in the medium.
The development and growing number of competitions also reflects a growing realism in video games.  As Amy Rosewater notes, “for many NASCAR drivers, racing video games are more than just fancy toys. The drivers actually use them to help prepare for their job on the track.” (Rosewater, 2004)  Video games give an interested and involved fan base the ability to experience what they wouldn’t normally be able to experience.  “Advances in processors and storage capacity mean that games will become enormously more complex—with improved graphics, intelligence, and game play.” (LoPiccolo, 2004)  Thus, video games are offering realistic emulation of what would otherwise be impossible activities for their general users.  

There is no need for stereotypical boundaries that can often be found in physical sports in the world of cyber athleticism.  Gender boundaries have no place in video game competitions as they do in traditional sports, as Kent State University researches have demonstrated that skill and “skill acquisition is no different for males and females in video games.”  (Tkacz, 1998)  In fact, most barriers found in physical competition are removed when competition is moved to the electronic field.  Studies have shown that even victims of high-level cervical injury can effectively perform in the video game field.  (White, 1994)  Video game competitions, then, have a wider participant field than traditional sports, an attribute that increases their appeal.
Perhaps most important to the expansion of gaming competitions (and crucial to their growing momentum) is their marketability and potential for profit. With large companies like Microsoft providing services that give players the “ability to create customized leagues and tournaments among your group of friends,” (Jaques, 2003) new gamers are finding it easier to discover more formal competition in video games.  The new features making competitions easier to host has brought increased excitement in the possibilities of such events from corporate interests.  Companies like Pepsi Co., Levi Straus, Proctor and Gamble and other large corporations have already given money to video game developers and hosts of video game competitions.  (Delaney, 2004)  Often, the money gives the advertiser the exclusive ability to promote their products or brand at the tournament’s location.  Typically, advertisers will be featured in the title of video game competitions as well, as is the case with “Samsung Presents: The World Cyber Games.”
 Video game advertising has only begun to scratch the surface, “while it's true that product placements have been included in several generations of videogames, new advances in graphics and online connectivity, as well as the ongoing desire to reach ever more elusive consumers, are pushing game advertising even further.” (Bulik, 2004)  Video game competitions is just one avenue in which advertisers are wishing to further exploit the profitability seen in video games,  “Advertisers paid $8 billion last year on television, and $10 million in games,’ Mr. Kotick said. ‘And people played games as many hours as they watched TV. We know there's opportunity here.’” (Stanley, 2004)  One thing is for certain, with growing advertisement support for virtual competitions, it’s certain to expand. “Professional gaming is here to stay, if for no other reason than the fact that video games have enormous economic potential.” (King, 2002)

Support for video game competitions is also created through reward scenarios (often provided by the aforementioned corporate interests).  “At the Global Gaming League, over $50,000 in cash is now up for grabs.” (Metz, 2004)  Also a great deal of emphasis is placed on issues of pride and competition seemingly inherent in gamers, an example of this is “a nationwide two-month college tournament to determine the top college in video game play.” (Roach, 2004)  Also, video game players who choose to compete are increasingly given desired attention from admirers.  In 2001, a live video game competition took place as part of the X Games extreme sporting competition.  The event drew “some 10,000 fans, who followed the action on the sports arena's Jumbotron.” (McEntegart, 2001)  
Competitions are also beginning to shape the way individuals feel about the social impact of gaming.  Through careful study, video games are revealed to have both psychological and social impacts at a phenomenal level; a person who chooses to play video games is making both an internal decision as well as a socially conscious choice. (Wood, 2004)  Competitions are becoming a way for gamers to meet people with similar interests.  One such competition is GameRiot, a stand-alone, 36 date tour of video games and competitors. (Ault, 2004)  Through multiplayer, massively multiplayer and other such environments in which players interact with other players and compete, those interactions are affecting the individual and societal views of gaming.
The division between cyber-athletes and traditional athletes is also changing.  In some ways, and perhaps in the future, there will be no distinction made.  Advancement in technology and the introduction of interactive games based on physical movement free gamers of controllers and add a level of physical competition not before seen in a virtual competition. (Manes, 2004)  Competitions can have gamers putting in more hours of game time, but does that automatically mean they will be losing their quality of health?  Recent studies show “that playing video games are better than watching television when it comes to reducing the odds that a child will become obese.” (Kondro, 2003)  Competition brings the addition of more physically straining games and will only further this development of physical activity and gaming.

More and more studies are providing evidence to the contrary of the common stereotype that video games and traditional sports are not related.  It is important to acknowledge studies like that of the University of Birmingham’s heart rate and video game analysis.  It provides evidence that similar heart rates can be found between people performing traditional supports and playing video games, proving that similar levels of adrenaline and other chemicals released during traditional competition can also be found in video game competitions.  (Harrison, 2001)  Studies like the evaluation of aggressive video games and the psychological and cardiovascular conditions of video game players conducting by the University of Bologna are important evidence in support of a closer than perceived relation between traditional and cyber athletes.  (Baldaro, 2004)  The body and mind react similarly when they are put under physical and interactive computer environments, supporting the claim that video game competitions have similar appeal to traditional sports and are in fact, not so different.
In fact, there are several attributes showing up in cyber-athletes that are commonly only found in traditional athletes.  Studies have shown that “non-gamers trained on an action video game show marked improvement from their pre-training abilities, thereby establishing that game playing can increase visual skills and reaction time.” (Green, 2003)  Another similarity between cyber-athletes and their real world counterparts are attributes of their mental drive.  Cyber-athletes showed similar levels of adrenaline as aggression filled athletes and placed the same amount of emphasis on the desire to win. (Scott, 1995)  Indeed, improved physical health attributed to traditional sports can also be attributed to the playing of video games.  (Silverman, 2003)
Conclusion

Videogames represent the most widely available implementation of high-level human-computer interaction.  (Newman, 2002)  It is interesting to note as part of this interaction the growing significance of video game competitions.  The social implications of an increased number of “virtual athletes” are great.  Will gaming technology continue to advance at the same rate? Absolutely, and not just in computing power, but in a host of other areas that will enable the kind of innovation that will expand gaming’s popularity.  Insights into the future innovations of video games are many and include the prospect of using video games in education.  (Paul, 2004)  Video game competition is one of the most important of these innovations.  It is exciting to live in a time of such technological advancement; it is even more exciting to witness the societal evolution that goes along with these technological advancements.
The dividing lines between traditional athletes and cyber-athletes are still great, but are fading faster than most think.  This has social implications: the way video games are viewed by society can and will change.  This will most likely contribute to an increased user base for video games and as it does, more and more market interest will be taken. 

This could be the generation where the new Olympian logs on to the playing field and battles it out over data lines that stretch across the world.  Regardless, this is an important avenue of the fastest growing mass medium in America and it is worth studying its development.
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