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1. Introduction

Digital technology plays an important role in the everyday lives of people. New types of 
‘digital sports,’ (sport) gaming, exergaming, cybersport, and eSports increase in popularity 
all over the world and are even challenging the modern and hegemonic concept of sport 
(cf. Hutchins 2008; Taylor 2012; Witkowski 2009). The increasing popularity and attraction of 
gaming is often framed as a problematic and disquieting development, because the time 
spent with digital media is supposed to be at the expense of ‘real’ playing and exercising 
time. In the last decade, however, new (motion-controlled) games emerged on the market 
that no longer conform to the standard idea that gaming is somehow contradictory to the 
playing of ‘real sports.’

ABSTRACT
Electronic sports (eSports) and other variants of ‘digital sports’ have 
increased in popularity all over the world and may even come to 
challenge hegemonic concepts of sport. More relevant than the 
apparent opposition between ‘physical’ and ‘non-physical’ is the 
question what kind of embodiment is manifested within virtual 
environments. In this paper, we argue that eSports do require the 
learning and performance of motor skills and that embodiment within 
a virtual environment may be considered playful or even athletic. The 
type of skills that might be tested can even be considered fundamental 
movement skills. Under appropriate educational supervision, with 
knowledge of the game, eSports can be utilized for the development 
of specific elements of digital literacy. Although motor skills are a 
defining characteristic of eSports, we do not argue that eSports should 
be integrated within PE. These arguments have not so much to do 
with the status of physicality present (or not), but with differences in 
type of interactions and possibilities for body contact. The visibility of 
movement behavior, of interactions and rule violations are intrinsically 
related to the social and pedagogical values of movement education. 
The direct and visible interaction between learners can be considered 
important pedagogical tools in PE, when the context of movement 
education is being understood as broader than just learning sport 
skills.
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There is still a lot of confusion about some of the concepts that are being used to describe 
this development toward the digitalization of playful activities. concepts like ‘sport gaming,’ 
‘virtual sports,’ and ‘exergaming’ are often used in a rather loose manner and may refer to a 
variety of manifestations of virtual activities, such as the simulation of real sports, cybersport, 
and eSports on either traditional or motion-controlled game consoles. conceptual confusion 
goes hand in hand with the contested ‘sport-status’ of eSports and cybersports. currently, 
eSport (or: ‘electronic Sport’) is officially accepted as sport in about 60 countries (Witkowski 
2009, 2012). Examples of eSport games with official competition leagues are FIFA Football, 
World of Warcraft, and League of Legends, played at the World cyber Games (cf. Hutchins 
2008).

The main arguments against the acceptance of digital sports within the current definition 
of sport, circle around the supposed absence of moderate to vigorous ‘physical activity.’ For 
sport organizations this often implies that gaming does not contribute to the stimulation 
of healthy behavior. For several reasons, these arguments are increasingly problematic. In 
the first part of this paper, we argue that oppositions between ‘physical’ and ‘non-physical’ 
or between ‘sedentary’ and ‘non-sedentary’ obscure the discussion on the definition of 
eSports. We will argue that certain manifestations of eSports cannot be excluded of the 
family of sports, based upon the argument that these activities lack a ‘physical element.’ In 
the second part of the paper, we will discuss the implications of including eSports within 
educational contexts in which learning of motor skills and the introduction into sports cul-
tures is central.

2. The game and sport status of eSport

The dominating societal perspective on eSport, is to regard it as a ‘sedentary activity’ that 
lacks physical activity and therefore does not contribute to public health, as ‘regular sports’ 
are supposed to. This perspective evokes two conceptual questions. First, we will discuss 
whether the activities under the umbrella term eSport can be considered a game, and sub-
sequently, whether they can be considered a sport. Secondly, we will question the presump-
tion that eSport is considered a ‘non-physical’ activity, or at least, involving too low levels of 
physical activity to be considered a sport.

There seems to be no generally accepted definition of eSports (cf. Wagner 2006). 
Notwithstanding the contested status as a formally accepted sport, the concept itself, and 
several definitions do seem to imply that eSport is indeed a new subset of the family of 
sports. With the term cybersport, Hemphill (2005, 199) refers to ‘alternative sport realities, 
that is, to electronically extended athletes in digitally represented sporting worlds.’ More 
pragmatic is the definition of eSport as ‘an umbrella term used to describe organized, sanc-
tioned video game competitions, most often in the context of video game tournaments’ 
(Whalen 2013, 23). The gaming professional Manuel Schenkhuizen, winner of the World 
Cyber Games (2004 and 2008) and the Electronic Sports World Cup (2005) defines an eSport 
game as a strategic game, ‘that is actually even more complex than chess, because you have 
to be very fast. It is a combination of analyzing your opponent and analyzing yourself and 
beat your opponent with strategic ingenuity.’1 Although speed doesn’t necessarily add to 
the complexity of a game, this illustrates clear differences that exist between sports like 
chess and eSports, where strategies are intrinsically related to dexterity and the mastery of 
motor skills. At high level competitions, eSport teams ‘are faced with an extremely well 
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defined virtual environment in which the only way of winning a match is to find and execute 
strategies that outperform the strategies of the opposing team’ (Wagner, 3). In this paper, 
we will use the concept of eSports as an ‘alternative sport reality.’  This means that we will 
not discuss ‘virtual sports,’ electronic versions of already existing sports, such as bowling or 
golf on a Nintendo Wii.2

Although the term ‘gaming’ is used primarily for playing computer games, the work of 
Suits (cf. 1988) can be used to discuss the ‘game status’ of eSports. Some of the most well-
known eSports, such as World of Warcraft (WoW) and League of Legends (lol) can be char-
acterized in terms of Suits’ criteria of games. In most digital games there is a (pre)lusory goal 
of beating an opponent (scoring more points), where the opponent can be another human 
player, a team of players, or the computer itself. The games that develop into popular games 
for international competition (such as the World Cyber Games) are clearly defined by the 
lusory means and constitutive rules. ‘Detailed rules and regulations do not only specify tour-
nament and match regulations, they also give very detailed technical instructions about 
game and server settings’ (Wagner 2006, 439).

With a closer look, we do, however, need to question if those criteria apply to all eSports. 
The goal of an eSport game is not always definitive and unambiguous, in terms of winning 
or losing. Moreover, it is not unusual in game playing that the goals and rules of the game 
are not clear at the start, but need to be discovered through the playing of the game itself 
(Pearce 2009). The goals of a digital game can be open-ended; there is not necessarily an 
end to the game when a player wins, but the player might simply move to a further level 
within the game itself, or develop the character in the game further (e.g. become stronger 
or get increased possibilities). Players of games such as MMoGs can also create their own 
subgoals while playing, that differ from the main lusory goals of the game. ‘These metagoals 
can be categorized as forms of emergence. […] or engaging in a more exploratory, non- 
goal- focused way’ (Pearce 2009, 27). According to Peirce, the open-ended character of digital 
games has to do with the reliance on economic formula (playing is subscription-based) that 
‘precludes the closure typically associated with winning or losing in traditional games’ (ibid.).

Another unique aspect of the gaming culture is so-called ‘modding,’ which means the 
modification of computer games, by players themselves. It is a way of innovation of the 
game, unknown in traditional sports, that is also of enormous values for the games industry 
(Kücklich 2005). Adaptations of the lusory goals and means by the players may actually 
enhance the quality of the game. The fact that this is unknown in more robust and fixed 
rule-based sports, does not disqualify the more flexible practices as games as the modified 
goals and means are still goals and means. However, it does raise questions on the ability 
of Suits’ criteria of games to grasp these more dynamic elements of eSport.

The economic principle of holding the player to the game (consuming, making the game 
as ‘addictive’ as possible), combined with instrumental aspects of gaming (collecting virtual 
prizes and money, for example) also nurtures some doubt on the supposed playful character 
of the game and the lusory attitude of the players. In MMoGs such as minecraft, young 
players can get an official role to supervise the behavior in the virtual world. The term play-
bour is used in the literature to characterize the combination that may arise from game 
playing and labor. ‘In the entertainment industries, the relationship between work and play 
is changing, leading, as it were, to a hybrid form of “playbour”’ (Kücklich 2005). This merging 
of play and labor makes the ‘play status’ of digital gaming less convincing, because the 
‘autotelic’ character of games can be overshadowed by extrinsic and instrumental goals. 
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This is also relevant from an educational and ethical perspective, as kids are in fact doing 
unpaid work for the gaming industry.

In spite of these comments on the lusory attitude, there remain good arguments to qualify 
eSports as games, given the presence of (pre) lusory goals, lusory means, and constitutive 
rules. The flexibility of the lusory goals of some games can be considered an extra rule (or 
lusory mean) of the game. The fact that the game itself can be instrumentalized (for com-
mercial purposes, for example) is not a sufficient argument in itself to disqualify the activity 
as a game by definition (as is the case with labor, for example). Many games have developed 
into professional sports, and are still considered games.

Next, we look at Suits’ criteria of sport: agonality (competition), global institutionalization, 
and regulation. National and international eSport federations are able to organize interna-
tional competitions, with an amount of viewers and fans that are higher than many traditional 
(olympic) sports. In terms of organization, institutionalization, and globalization, eSport has 
a strong claim to be considered a real sport. According to estimations there are more than 
22 million participants in eSports and around 500 professional gamers worldwide. More 
than a million gamers enter national preliminary rounds for the World cyber Games, which 
attract participants from 70 countries (Hutchins 2008; Wimmer 2012). Also, the International 
eSports Federation has accepted formal doping regulations.3 Not surprisingly, most discus-
sion about the status of eSport as sport is dedicated to the supposed ‘non-physical’ character 
of these games. We will question this presumption in the following section.

3. The ‘physical character’ of eSports

Several definitions of eSport struggle with dualistic terminology, in order to classify and 
distinguish eSports from other ‘more physical’ sports. Jonasson and Thiborg (2010) concep-
tualize eSport as an ‘intellectual contest’ as opposed to ‘physical contests.’ Wagner (2006, 
439) defines eSports as an ‘area of sport activities in which people develop and train mental 
or physical abilities in the use of information and communication technologies.’ There seems 
to be ‘a solid point of agreement’ within the philosophy of sport literature, namely physical 
skill being a necessary component of all sports (cf. Tamboer 1992). According to Suits (1988, 
44): ‘It is not difficult to draw a line between games which require physical skill and games 
which do not.’ Tamboer (1992), however, argues that the consensus is so widespread that it 
could be called a hidden essentialism in what people generally say and write about sport. 
According to Tamboer, it only makes sense to demarcate sport from non-sport based upon 
the argument of being ‘physical’ or not, if one starts reasoning from a dualistic image on 
humankind. A dualistic perspective, in which the body is understood as an entity isolated 
from the mind, as an instrument, object, or machine that can be manipulated and trained, 
is defined by Tamboer as the image of the substantial body. Tamboer contrasts this image 
with the image of the relational body, which is based upon the work of Merleau-Ponty.

Merleau-Ponty (cf. 1962) developed a non-dualistic language, which makes it understand-
able how human beings are able to perceive meaning in a world, to directly interact with a 
meaningful world, to be goal-directed at a preconscious level, even in surroundings that are 
divers, constantly changing, and without presuming an intelligent director (such as the brain) 
that is able to steer the body in detail. crucial within this shift from cartesian anthropology, 
is the concept of the ‘body as subject’ (cf. Meier 1988; Merleau-Ponty 1962). The body should 
not be understood as a controllable object (clockwork, steam engine, motor apparatus, 
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computer), defined as an independent entity, separated from another entity (‘soul,’ ‘mind,’ 
‘psyche,’ ‘consciousness’). Instead, the body as subject is intrinsically related to a meaningful 
environment. At a preconscious level, we learn to understand and experience the world 
through our embodied existence. The intentional character of human perception implies 
that our consciousness is always directed toward meaningful objects, ideas, or situations 
(cf. Merleau-Ponty 1962; Whalen 2013).

Within this paradigm, it is not relevant to ask whether or not an action is physical or 
non-physical. All human actions are embodied. There is not an independent ‘I’ that moves 
and controls the physical; the body moves itself, and is active at a prereflective level (also 
called: operative or embodied intentionality). From the perspective of the relational body, 
there is an intrinsic relation between the body and the surrounding world. We, as embodied 
human beings, learn to move and understand the world in action. The surrounding world 
cannot be understood as independent of our embodied knowing, but offers affordances (cf. 
Gibson 1979) for our understanding and action. Affordances are relations between features 
of the environment and human beings (or other organisms) that provide (direct and mean-
ingful) opportunities for particular kinds of actions and behavior.

From a relational point of view, it does not make sense to contrast our actions (for example, 
between chess and soccer) based upon the differences between bodily or non-bodily actions, 
although of course, differences are clearly visible between several classes of action. our 
actions can be classified and understood in terms of (differences in) meaning and affor-
dances. Actions like throwing, shooting, or running are clearly different from actions like 
thinking, singing, or speaking. yet, from a Merleau-Pontian perspective, all these actions are 
‘physical,’ and the differences between those actions cannot be formulated in terms of – a 
measurable amount of – physicality or embodiment. The difference between climbing a tree 
or thinking about a tree, is not a matter between physical or non-physical but rather concerns 
differences in the various relations of meaning that people discern and realize (Tamboer 
1992).

What are the implications for adopting this perspective in the discussion on the definition 
on sport, and in particular on eSport? It means that eSports, soccer, and chess cannot be 
distinguished on the absence or presence of a physical component. Questioning the criterion 
of physicality does not imply that we argue that there are no relevant criteria left to distin-
guish between activities like eSport, chess, and soccer. So what criterion do we have to 
demarcate between activities like running and climbing and activities such as chess and 
eSport, that are usually not part of sport curricula or physical education? In order to avoid 
a cartesian criterion, Tamboer (1992) used the concept of motor action, a concept that should 
contain the following components:

(1)  An actor with a displacing-directed intentionality (to jump).
(2)  A surrounding world that affords such an intentionality (a hurdle to jump over).
(3)  A manner of displacing, in terms of spatio-temporal relations (cf. high or long 

jumping).

If we base our analysis upon this relational perspective, we still make a clear distinction 
between chess and eSports. chess can be excluded from the family of sports, on the argu-
ment that chess does not involve a skill of performing certain motor actions. A chess player 
has no displacing-directed intentionality; a seriously disabled person can still be a chess 
grand master. The manner in which the chess pieces are moved (fast, slow, elegant) does 
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not matter for the outcome and is not part of the ‘relevant inequalities’ that the game is 
designed to measure, rank, or evaluate.

crucial for the question whether eSports imply the mastery of motor skills is the inter-
pretation of the displacing-directed intentionality. can displacement also be understood as 
‘virtual displacement,’ or ‘indirect displacement’ (of an object)? A comparison with other 
sports will help us with answering this question. There are sports where just distance is the 
relevant inequality to be measured (to javelin, to hammer). other sports (such as golf, playing 
darts) are characterized by distance and aiming as the primary meaning and intention. 
closely related, but clearly different with respect to the more direct and strategic relation 
with the opponent(s) are sports where the crucial skill has to do with skillfully aiming and 
specific strategies to beat an opponent, such as snooker and billiards. Not the body itself is 
considered an obstacle that has to be displaced (cf. as far as possible in long jumping), the 
body becomes instrumental for displacing or moving another, external object (e.g. the billiard 
balls).

Although the intensity of the movements can differ, these different sports all enable and 
presuppose complex, coordinative skills, and the ability to ‘displace’ the body and/or a tool 
that is used to displace an object. This last subfamily of sports (aiming, displacing an object 
and interaction with an opponent) show the most similarities with eSports. Even though 
the whole body is not displaced in eSport, the indirect character of the displacing-directed 
intentionality (something else is being displaced) is not fundamentally different from sports 
like snooker or billiards. In terms of sport-specific skills, these differences are not categorical, 
unless we would interpret the interface with the computer as a categorical difference by 
definition. Nevertheless, we do not see convincing conceptual arguments to do so. The fact 
that games show other complexities as well, in terms of the variety of actions (the Xbox 360, 
for example, has 17 action buttons and 2 joysticks), does not interfere with the argument 
that motor actions are crucial for the outcome of the game. This is even more apparent in 
motion-controlled games played on a Wii or Kinect, in which the body needs to move in 
order to control the game.4 The body movements in these cases are not ‘task-facilitating,’ 
but are defining and necessary to control the task.5

So, if agreed upon the displacing intentionality within eSport, we can argue that motor 
skills are a defining element of eSports. Furthermore, we have shown that certain eSports 
can be considered games. These arguments do not, however, necessarily mean that eSports 
should be considered sport. rather, they are intended to neutralize the often used, but 
mistaken, argument that eSports are not sports based upon the criterion of being ‘non-phys-
ical.’  yet, if we do consider certain eSports as ‘regular’ sports, this does not need to imply that 
eSport activities should be included in concepts of sport education or physical education, 
as we might not value different kinds of sports the same way. In the next section, we will 
discuss the type of embodiment in eSports in relation to its potential educational value.

4. Embodiment in virtual games

What does it imply when eSports receive the formal status of a regular sport? Equally impor-
tant is the question what the implications are of a ‘disqualification’ of eSport as a potential 
harmful (addictive) activity. Ignoring or disqualifying eSports has consequences for the 
supervision and knowledge about the world of gaming in which millions of kids are ‘moving 
around’ each day. In order to evaluate the (educational) value of eSports, we need to 
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understand the type of embodiment that is manifested within a virtual ‘sport’ context. Why 
do people still associate gaming with laziness or addiction, more than with skillful behavior 
within a challenging, rule-governed context? Is it a passive, ‘substantial body’ that is being 
triggered to search for meaningless rewards? or do the games add to meaningful embodied 
experiences that also have value outside the virtual context?

our perspective on the ‘relational body’ implies that we reject a cartesian position in 
which the limits of the body are the limits of our senses (cf. Johnson 2014). New technologies 
are able to extend the boundaries of the body. Digital technologies may become instruments 
or even detachable organs. ‘The virtual avatarial bodies in WoW are technological tools that 
serve to extend ourselves into a digital environment rich with sensory experience and which 
inspire an affective response to virtual stimuli. […] The embodied avatar is the melding of 
the virtual body with a player’s identity into a singular being’ (Johnson 2014, 120/121). This 
immersion, melding, can be understood and valued in two different ways:

(1)  A simulation of the ‘real world.’
(2)  A unique manifestation and experience of playful embodiment.

(1) Avatarial embodiment can be understood as simulated embodiment (Klevjer 2012, 21). 
This is in line with Ihde (2002), who argued that the ultimate goal of virtual embodiment is 
to become a (perfect) simulation of full-body multi-sensory bodily action. This type of sim-
ulation can be illustrated by a virtual game of golf on a Microsoft Kinect, that can become 
so accurate and ‘just as frustrating as playing on the real course’ (Naubert 2012, 3). In fact, 
playing digital games may actually enhance fundamental movement skills (FMS), such as 
object control (Barnett et al. 2012).

This understanding of ‘the virtual’ as simulation of the ‘real world’ has direct implications 
for the discussion on the (potential) value of eSports. In order to determine the meaning 
and value of eSport, several studies specifically focus on the similarities with traditional 
sports. In a phenomenological study on the lived experience of cyberathletes, Whalen (2013) 
showed some remarkable similarities with the social context of traditional sports. Meeting 
and interacting with other gamers appeared to be the most significant aspect of a tourna-
ment experience. In addition, ‘the results revealed a number of fundamental challenges for 
video game tournament competitors that are similar to those confronted by athletes in most 
traditional sports (e.g. pre-event anxiety, distractions, and the need for competitors to main-
tain focus and composure under pressure)’ (2013, vii). Moreover, some research shows that 
participating in eSports can serve to create friendly relationships and achieve other life goals 
(cf. Martončik 2015).

(2) In relation to the discussion on Second Life, Boellstorff (2010, 134) argues that virtual 
embodiment often has a ‘corporeal immediacy that could not be reduced to a simulation of 
actual-world embodiment.’  virtual embodiment has a certain reality of its own. ‘When tech-
nique enters into every area of life, including the human, it ceases to be external to man and 
becomes his very substance’ (Ellul 1964, 6). Both virtual and actual embodiment are the 
product of techne (Boellstorf 2010; Mauss 1936). With techne, Boellstorf refers to human 
practice and actions that create different worlds. People create new cultures with new tech-
nologies; virtual worlds are not a simulation or a replicate of the actual world.

Klevjer (2012, 20–29) nicely describes this – unique – phenomenology of presence in 
computer games:
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Prosthetic avatars do indeed offer, as rehak says, experiential simulations of being a body in 
a world. Through prosthetic avatars, we get to play with, and play through, extensions of our 
own being. […] In general terms, the prosthetic avatar re-configures our body’s ‘ecology’, in 
Gibson’s terms. The avatar alters our bodily space so that it (magically) extends into screen 
space, across the material divide, a new field of affordances, a new perceptual ecology. […] 
our experience of being taken into the game world by our avatars can be explained without 
recourse to fictionality. […] proxy embodiment is a trick at the level of the phenomenology of 
the body, not a trick of fiction.

It would limit our focus on the meaning and type of embodiment if we would reduce embod-
iment in virtual games to their potential contribution to ‘real life movement skills.’ Interesting 
from the perspective of embodiment and experience is, what Sageng, Fossheim, and Mandt 
larsen (2012, 2) refer to as the ‘dizzying array of genres and play styles’ within computer 
games. This complexity of different playing styles can be underlined with the four categories 
of play, as conceptualized by caillois (1961). eSports are clearly agonistic, competitive games, 
just as a game of chess is. But as the earlier quoted cyberathlete Schenkhuizen said, it is 
‘actually even more complex than chess.’ In this context, he was referring to the speed of 
motor actions and the necessity of coordination and specific skills. This complexity also refers 
to other elements of play (besides Agon) that are manifested within game playing, such as 
Alea (chance) and Ilinx (altering perceptions). More prominent, however, is the element of 
play as Mimicry (mimesis). Many computer games include theatrical and role-playing ele-
ments, which is also part of their attraction. According to Sageng, Fossheim, and Mandt 
larsen (2012, 2) computer games should also be appreciated for ‘their unique dimensions 
of artistic expression, design challenges and creative possibilities […] they are clearly signif-
icant aesthetic accomplishments in their own right’ (2).

The affordances of games require different types of body movements. In eSports these 
body movements also include Role-Related Body movements, Affective Expression, and 
Expressions of Social Behavior (cf. Bianchi-Berthouze 2013). These movements are not con-
sidered skills that are required by definition to be a skilled player. These body movements 
are, however, considered crucial skills if we define and judge the game from the perspective 
of Mimicry (theater or drama). Playing eSports can also be considered theatrical and ‘aes-
thetic’ experiences, in which the players learn and practice role-playing and expressive 
behavior. In other words, embodiment within a virtual environment may be considered 
‘relational’ or playful, also from a non-athletic perspective. This complex of skills and body 
movements legitimize a focus on eSports in an educational context, which will be discussed 
in the final paragraph.

5. Digital literacy in the school context

Schools are confronted with societal and political pressure to introduce pupils into digital 
environments and to learn them to deal with new, complex realities within the virtual world. 
This general aim includes a broad variety of digital skills, which are summarized within the 
notion digital literacy. Martin (2008, 167) defines digital literacy as the ‘awareness, attitude 
and ability of individuals to appropriately use digital tools and facilities to identify, access, 
manage, integrate, evaluate, analyze and synthesize digital resources, construct new knowl-
edge, create media expressions, and communicate with others, in the context of specific life 
situations, in order to enable constructive social action; and to reflect upon this process.’ In 
this, and also other definitions of digital literacy, there is no mention of playful activities or 
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skills that deal with embodiment or motor skills. yet, in schools, an increasing amount of 
(digital) games are being used for all kinds of learning purposes. In order to stress the edu-
cational value, these games are often called ‘serious games,’ which seems to imply that the 
non-serious games are just for fun. yet, a game that is able to enhance motor skills can equally 
be considered a ‘serious game’ if one considers embodiment to be a serious matter.

There are several relevant questions in relation to the value of eSports in the educational 
context, including the questions whether playing eSports contributes in any way to the 
development of digital literacy and whether eSport can be considered a valuable sport 
practice, in such a way that it can be justified to practice at schools (even if that means that 
there is less time remaining for other sports)?

It can be argued that eSports and other digital games can in several ways contribute to 
the further development of digital literacy. The skills that are being learned while playing 
are not limited to the motor skills. Not so much the motor skills in itself, but the combination 
with more cognitive, strategic, and mimetic skills are unique for eSports, and can at the same 
time be considered one – among others – way of enhancing digital literary.

From a pedagogical perspective, it is also relevant to consider what the (potentially harm-
ful) effects of playing eSports are. Intense, daily sport training is highly valued in many 
cultures and strongly related to virtues such as sacrifice and perseverance. This is also the 
case for electronic sports in eSport-minded countries such as South Korea, where coaching, 
training, and talent identification systems are in many ways comparable to other elite sport 
systems. In countries without such a tradition, daily training for eSports is more easily being 
framed in terms of addiction or social isolation. Instead of being praised for being disciplined 
and determined, the fanatic player of WoW can be diagnosed with Internet Gaming Disorder 
(cf. lehenbauer-Baum and Fohringer 2015). There are estimates that about 10 % of South 
Korean children between the ages of 10 and 19 are addicted to playing games on the internet 
(cf. Park, Kim, and cho 2008). Developers of entertainment games acknowledge that it is 
their explicit aim to construct games that are addictive.

Whether practicing eSport is addictive by definition, and whether players should therefore 
be advised against it, is also dependent on the intrinsic value of the game itself. Activities 
such as running can be valuable in itself, without assuming a linear relation between its 
value and the time spent on that activity. In this respect, the value of the activity should also 
be related to its (potential) consequences. The fact that running can become a serious 
health-damaging addiction does not disqualify running by definition. Just as we may advise 
people not to run the marathon, there are limits to the (potential) benefits of playing eSports. 
Another relevant question is whether eSports has an influence on other behavior or percep-
tions outside the virtual context that are not necessarily desirable or functional. A good 
example of this would be the ‘Tetris effect’: ‘a tendency to identify everything in the world 
as being made of four squares and to attempt to determine where it fits in’ (Kidd 1996, In: 
Poels, Ijsselsteijn, and De Kort 2014, 3).

A dominant way of arguing about PE and stimulating sport participation, is based upon 
the learning of FMS. A widespread idea about FMS (such running, throwing, jumping) is that 
teaching children these movement skills will enhance sport participation later in life, includ-
ing the presumed health benefits. The argument goes that if one does not learn the funda-
mentals of movement behavior, one will lack the skills for practicing sport, also later in life. 
This line of reasoning is used to qualify eSport as inappropriate for educational purposes. 
eSport would not contribute to the learning and practicing of FMS. Even stronger: one of 
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the dominant cultural perspectives is that playing digital games would be at the expense 
of ‘doing the real thing’ (cf. Barnett et al. 2014).

This presumption is based upon culturally specific hierarchies of sports (see, for example, 
the enormous status that cyberathletes have in some Asian countries such as South Korea). 
In countries without the tradition of playing and valuing eSports, it has become conventional 
to consider these activities as sedentary activities, that are often contrasted with apparently 
opposing activities, such as ‘playing outside.’ Just as it is with reading a book, the sedentary 
character of the activity is, however, not its defining characteristic. We can continue reading 
or gaming while standing or even walking. More importantly however is the – still largely 
unproven – presumption here that the time spent on ‘virtual play’ diminishes the time spent 
on ‘real play’ by definition. Playing a video game does not necessarily have to be at costs of 
time spent on participating in activities such as sports (Simons 2015).

In a study examining the question whether active video games (AvG) may benefit FMS, 
Barnett et al. (2014) found that parents and children (age 9–10 years) have different views 
of ‘reality’ and ‘real life sports.’ Most parents think that AvGs are of little value for learning 
movement skills, or for transferability between playing AvG and ‘real-life sports.’ Although 
children acknowledge the limitation of AvG, they see more opportunities for learning move-
ment skills. The results are interesting because they show that children seem to have a more 
fluid view of what is considered ‘real’ and ‘not real’ in terms of acquiring movement skills. 
Parents see more learning opportunities and attach more virtues to the ‘real thing.’ 
If the ‘real thing’ is defined in terms of traditional sports, such as soccer or basketball, than 
eSports such as WoW have little added value and little impact on the learning of motor skills 
that are considered more important. If the value of eSport is related to or deduced from the 
traditional hierarchy of dominant sport cultures, more value will be given to ‘virtual sports’ 
that are able to mimic well-known motor actions (throwing, kicking, batting).

If it is accepted that eSport implies the testing and training of motor skills, we can further 
argue that children need to learn the fundamental skills for playing digital games and 
eSports. What makes throwing a better example of a FMS than manipulating an avatar? Since 
we are arguing that both controlling an avatar and throwing a ball can be considered move-
ment skills, the questions raised should be concentrated on the notion of ‘fundamental.’  The 
question ‘What is fundamental in FMS?’ can be answered in two directions: fundamental for 
sports or fundamental for human existence in general. Although some skills seem to be 
fundamental for many sports, there is in fact no FMS that can be considered generic for all 
sports. learning to walk and run can be very useful for many sports, but not for all sports. 
Even apparent generic skills such as running and throwing are rather sport specific. But even 
if we do not refer to the importance of sports, skills such as running and throwing remain 
fundamental, because these movement skills are part of human existence, and can add to 
our well-being and human flourishing (cf. Bloodworth, McNamee, and Bailey 2012). Equally, 
playing eSports can also satisfy life goals (Martončik 2015) or help to develop a ‘sense of self’ 
(cf. Whitehead 2007).

Suppose that we accept eSport as a fully fledged sport, what arguments are left not to 
play it in a time structured, educational context of PE? Why is it easier to justify the learning 
of juggling than it is to learn a golf swing on an Xbox Kinect or to play WoW? The virtual in 
virtual sport is not so much problematic because it is not real or artificial. It does, nonetheless, 
imply different interactions and differences with sports that involve direct body contact, 
taking risks, rule following and violation, where the impact of these contacts and visibility 
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are intrinsically related to the social and pedagogical values of the activity. The direct and 
visible interaction between learners is a valuable, pedagogical tool in itself. The pedagogical 
value of doing sports in groups is largely dependent on the direct confrontation with our 
actions, together with and visible for others. A foul or crash has another meaning in a virtual, 
than in a non-virtual environment. This has to do with presence, interaction, and visibility 
of our movement behavior.

Most societies value sport as a cultural practice, that can contribute to human flourishing 
or specific virtues (cf. McNamee 1995). Some studies show that resistance against digital 
games have not so much to do with its sedentary character, but with virtues relating to 
character building and being able to deal with and tolerate frustration (cf. Barnett et al. 2014). 
Addiction is being induced by developing games that offer many experiences of success, 
and easily enhances feelings of efficacy. Many scholars claim that there are structural simi-
larities between playing video games and gambling. This relates to the fact that video games 
can satisfy a wide number of individual psychological needs and ‘give rise to an intense 
experience of gratification in the user’ (rehbein, Kleimann, and Mößle 2010, 1). rewards 
programmed within games follow a pattern of reinforcement that promotes an excessively 
rewarding behavior. ‘Hence, video games in their very conception show a structural similarity 
to gambling and, as a consequence, are suspected of bearing a similar psychotropic depend-
ency risk for some people’ (ibid.; Griffiths 2005). A dominant perspective on eSports and 
other digital games is that the expectations of success are artificially high and could even 
lead to an unreal identification with success. ‘real sports’ should nurture the virtue of being 
disciplined, foster character building, and create opportunities to become frustrated.

contrary to the widespread assumptions, the idea that it is only in real sports that we learn to 
accept our limitations (instead of nurturing unrealistic expectations of success and talent) is 
misleading, for two reasons. Many games offer direct insight into differences in level, and con-
sequently, in the relative position and skills of the player, compared to other players, and in 
relation to ‘standards of excellence’ (MacIntyre 1984). The other reason is that traditional sports 
can equally become a context in which children are nurtured with unrealistic perspectives about 
talent and future perspectives. In other words, it is not inherent in computer games or sports 
itself, that they offer opportunities to compare ourselves with realistic and historically evolved 
standards of excellence. This is more dependent on the feedback that is given (either electronic 
or verbal) on the performances and how these performances relate to accepted standards of 
excellence. The fact that there are many electronic games that are addictive because of the relative 
easy success and rewards (such as Angry Birds, a relatively easy to master game, where reaching 
the next level has more to do with available time, than with a unique talent), is not an argument 
for disqualifying competitive eSports that do require certain skills and talents. It rather illustrates 
the fact that within the world of gaming, clear differences emerge between the ‘entertainment 
games’ and the games that do have clear standards of excellence, and hierarchies based upon 
differences in talent. The winner of the World Cyber Games receives the credits for being the best 
player, based upon the relevant skills of that player that are considered unique and – in some 
parts of the world – relevant.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, we have argued that certain eSports can be considered games that imply (the 
learning of ) motor actions with a displacing-directed intentionality, played in a surrounding 
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that affords such an intentionality. Therefore, there are good arguments to consider eSports 
as ‘real sports.’ Such a status raises further questions that deal with the inclusion or exclusion 
of eSports in formal programs of PE and sport education. We have argued that there are 
good, conceptual reasons to consider the skills that are learned in eSport as FMS. We do not, 
however, conclude that these skills should be taught in PE. There are still arguments left not 
to include eSports within sport education programs. These arguments have not so much to 
do with being physical or not, but rather with elements of embodied interaction and visibility 
of movement behavior. These elements can be considered important pedagogical tools in 
PE, when the context of movement education is being understood as broader than just 
learning sport skills.

Notes

1.  Schenkhuizen, G. (2011). Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zwx46-soqB0 (23 
September 2015).

2.  This new generation of eSports (or: ‘exergames’) is able to simulate generally accepted sports 
(such as golf, rowing, bowling, skating). recent research shows that these games are much less 
popular (or even considered boring) in the community of gamers (cf. Simons 2015). Developers 
and advocates of these games underestimate the attraction and complexities of other (more 
narratively constructed) games.

3.  In 2013, the International eSports Federation introduced an anti-doping policy, that was officially 
approved by the World Anti-Doping Agency. There are several indications that doping is indeed 
a big problem in eSports (cf. Kamen 2015).

4.  For an overview and short history of these video games, see: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Seventh_generation_of_video_game_consoles

5.  According to Bianchi-Berthouze (2013, 50), Task-Facilitating Body movements may facilitate 
navigation within the virtual environment, such as head navigation movements. These body 
movements are part of the skills of the player but do not define the game itself (the game 
interface does not react to these body movements).
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