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Abstract
Esports has been an emerging topic within the past decade. As video games 

are being more competitive, so is the potential of Esports for college teams to be 
made. Students are provided opportunities of recruitment to play at the collegiate 
level for various prizes, such as money for their Esports programs or scholarships. 
There are studies that investigate the personal and academic well-being of student-
athletes within physical sports but there are nearly none for student-athletes within 
Esports. The question arises if the term student-athletes can be used in Esports, as 
there are debates for and against that label. Esports student-athletes have behaviors 
like student-athletes in traditional sports (i.e., high achievements in academics, 
personal wellbeing, etc.) and have the same responsibilities in terms of academics. If 
the behaviors of student-athletes and Esports student-athletes are similar as reported 
in the literature, then Esports student-athletes should have a higher academic 
achievement than the regular student population. This study sought to find the 
comparison between Esports student-athletes and student-gamers within the general 
student population by comparing academic achievement behaviors. This study was 
conducted at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. Electronic surveys were sent to the 
Esports student-athletes and student gamers (students that plays video games within 
the general student population) inquiring about the number of hours they spend 
on video games and academics. The study found that Esports student-athletes have 
a difference of 16.8 average studying hours compared to student gamers. Student 
gamers have 0.24 higher average hours of playing video games. but the grade point 
average (GPA) of both groups is 3.23. Esports student-athletes and student gamers do 
not have the same academic achievement behaviors, but they both are able to have 
the same academic performance.

Keywords: Esports, student athletes, academic achievement behavior, video 
games.
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(NCUR--Ed.).



Journal of Student Research32

Introduction
In the past decade, Esports competitions have been bringing video games 

to a professional competitive scene (Hamari, 2017; Gerber, 2017). Esports can be 
described as video games that are played competitively at a high skill level. Examples 
of video games that have high skill levels are multiplayer online battle arena games 
(MOBA), like League of Legends, and first-person shooter games (FPS), like Counter-
Strike: Global Strike. In MOBA games, players must have quick decision-making 
skills to turn the tides of the game into their favor, whereas in FPS games a player 
must have fast reaction times to shoot their opponents as soon as they see them. 
There are live broadcasts through streaming websites, such as Twitch and YouTube, 
that display the sheer competitiveness of video games and entertainment to its 
viewers (Hamari, 2017; Gerber, 2017). In comparison to traditional sports, the time 
and effort are similar in terms of how student-athletes are expected to train at a 
high level (Miles, 2015). In both areas of Esports and traditional sports, athletes are 
required to put an immense amount of time into practice where athletes hone their 
skills to be sure they are in top shape. Just as in traditional sports, there are teams 
within Esports that are aimed to serve for team-based video games. Being in a team 
requires the athletes to be able to trust one another, coorperate with each other, and 
enhance their video game skills. Due to Esports having team reliant video games, 
Esports has been given opportunites to recruit for competitive spaces.

The popularity of Esports made itself accessible to colleges where students 
have the opportunity to play video games and obtain financial support for their 
professional development, By doing this, students who are participating in Esports 
programs and competiting are considered as student-athletes. As such, Esports could 
allow student-athletes to advocate for themselves as well-balanced, determined 
invididuals for future professional development. This argument brings the term 
student-athletes into a broader area of study, as student-athletes are typically known 
for playing traditional and physical sports (Miles, 2015). This argument also brings 
into question how student-atheletes within Esports programs are similar or different 
to student-athletes that participate in physical sports regarding their academic 
performance. One aspect of how the two groups are similar is through the amount 
of time and effort an athlete puts not only into their practice but into their acadmic 
activites. Although Esports student-athletes put similar amounts of time and effort 
into their academics, they might find it difficult to perform well in their academics 
since competitive video games can take heavy toll on a student’s well-being. The 
balance between the world of video games and academics can be hard to maintain 
as video games could bring entertainment and pleasure whereas academics bring 
responsibility. This study will address the following research questions:

1. Do Esports student-athletes have greater difficulties in academics due to 
playing video games competively?

2. Do Esports student-athletes behave like traditional student-athletes and 
excel in academics?

3. Does playing video games leisurely negatively affect academic achievement 
instead of playing video games for a sports?

Upon looking into Esports in-depth, there is not much research being 
conducted upon such players and athletes. Therefore, this study will be conducting 
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similar research of comparison of student-athletes and non-student athletes. We hope 
to determine the difference between student gamers, students who play video games 
causally, and student-athletes within an Esports program. A student gamer can be 
defined as a student who plays video games on their own time of leisure and is not 
competing under an organization. An Esports student-athlete is a student who plays 
video games competitively for the university. The goal of this study will primarily be 
looking at academic achievement behaviors given that a student-athlete’s ability to 
compete and be funded is based off academic achievement (Miles, 2015).

This study will take place at the University of Wisconsin-Stout because they 
have implemented a new Esports program in the year 2020. As there are new student-
athletes within the University of Wisconsin-Stout’s Esports program, this study will 
have new information to bring to the realm of Esports. The role of being a student-
athlete in Esports may bring difficulties to the student’s academic achievement as 
Esports also brings stressors, such as practice and competitions like tradtional sports. 
Therefore, investing the impact of Esports on student-athletes is an important area of 
study. 

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to further examine the field of Esports 

regarding Esports student-athletes’ behaviors within academics. A student-athlete 
is an individual who is participating in an organized sport within an educational 
institution. Esports are events where video games are played competitively. This 
trend has been rising since the year of 2010. Esports are now being recognized as 
a program that institutions are accepting into their athletic programs. Although 
there are arguments that Esports is not an actual sport (DiFrancisco-Donoghue, 
2019), the nature of the competition is nearly the same. Currently, there is little 
research regarding the field of Esports, and to narrow it even further there is very 
little research among Esports athletes itself. A majority of studies are based upon 
student-athletes that are in traditional sports compared to non-student athletes. 
In comparison to these types of studies, my research compares student-athletes in 
Esports and students who are gamers regarding academic performance. As a long-
time gamer myself and joining an Esports program at an institution, it is important to 
provide more research within this area of topic.

Literature Review

Relevance of Esports in College

Despite the continuing rise of Esports, there is scant literature on this topic. 
The materials of Esports often fall into the field of “sports management” (Hamari, 
2017) but with more technologies often using online streaming platforms, such as 
YouTube and Twitch (Hamari, 2017; Gerber, 2017; McCarthy, 2020), it has become 
more accessible for viewers to watch. The internet is a resource that allows Esports to 
become more publicized and to be used within institutions (Hamari, 2017; Gerber, 
2017; “Next College”, 2018). This allows institutions to target upcoming students 
interested in competing within Esports to become a student there and receive 
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scholarships (“Next College”, 2018; Schaeperkoetter, 2017). Even with the amount 
of accessibility that Esports is offering, there is still not enough information about 
student-athletes within Esports programs other than knowing which college is the 
best in the competition of Esports, such as Maryville University for the game, League 
of Legends. As Esports is being more recognized within college campuses, the name 
of Esports is still expanding as colleges are now seeing the advantages of having an 
Esports program that can benefit them economically (McCarthy, 2020). Although 
students may get scholarships to play in an Esports program, we do not know how 
much work a student does to upkeep with their academics or how much time they 
put into their games. Competing at a high level in video games against other teams 
around the nation must require a high amount of time put in to stay in top shape just 
like student-athletes within traditional sports.

Factors Affecting Academic Performance

The prevalence of video games grew to be seen as a negative impact on an 
individual’s academic performance, but there is little research that supports this claim. 
There are other factors that can affect academic behavior and Jackson et al. (2011) 
showed that the factor of video games can negatively influence one’s academic 
performance based on the number of hours being put into video games. Jackson et 
al. (2011) is able to show that skills, such as visual spatial skills, were gained from 
internet use and video games that can benefit academic performance, but the study 
was not able to provide insight if being a student-athlete. The study by Adžić et 
al. (2021) is one of the few that explained how the amount of time spent on video 
games can affect academic achievement and the more time invested into games 
will decrease the academic achievement. The conflict arises is if an Esports student-
athlete is expected to devote dedicated time into Esports, it is important to identify 
gaming can negatively affect a student’s academic performance. However, studies 
show that finding a balance of studying and playing video games shows no difference 
of academic achievements between student-athletes and non-student athletes (Adžić, 
et al., 2021).

Self-Motivation

Self-motivation is a factor that influences student-athletes to have better 
academics (Miles, 2015). Miles (2015) states how “motivation to be academically 
successful is not just self-driven” (13); motivation can be caused by different 
influences like people around a student-athlete, such as coaches and professors. 
This expresses the importance of academics first before their competition. Another 
significant influence that affects self-motivation are the many scholarships provided 
for academics through Esports engagement (Schaeperkoetter, 2017; “Next College”, 
2018; McCarthy, 2020). Scholarships given out to the student-athletes often need 
the student-athlete to do well within their academics, which can be self-motivation 
to keep their academics up. Self-motivation can also factor in the rewards aspect of 
video games (Adžić, et al., 2021). After a long day of work or even schooling, the 
rewards of playing a video game can be a factor that causes self-motivation to do well 
in school to receive the reward for putting more time into video games. 
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Mental Health of Esports Student Athletes

Although student-athletes are expected to be in top shape for competition, 
it takes a physical and mental toll to meet this expectation. Therefore, there is 
a need to assess various methods that can help each individual to maintain their 
academic performance. The difference between Esports and traditional sports is that 
Esports consists of video game competitions; thus, many people do not see Esports 
as an actual “sport” (DiFrancisco-Donoghue, 2019). But student-athletes within 
Esports programs are just like other student-athletes: they maintain practices before 
a competition and have similar traditions, such as team meetings (DiFrancisco-
Donoghue, 2019). DiFrancisco-Donoghue (2019) explains the amount of preparation 
it takes for an Esports student-athlete to maintain their well-being. Esports student-
athletes must take care of themselves physically and mentally. An Esports student-
athlete would maintain their physical health by eating nutritionally and having a 
good sleep schedule. Esports student-athletes take care of their mental health by 
taking time off from video games to ensure they are not exhausting themselves 
mentally. Student-athletes not taking care of themselves could lead to many stressful 
issues. The coping methods to deal with stress are similar across most student-
athletes and non-student athletes (Jennings et al., 2018). Jennings et al. (2018) found 
how most coping mechanisms for stress are related to what each student is familiar 
with doing but it does not show which coping methods work more efficient. Student-
athletes within Esports cope with stress by gaming or other coping strategies such as 
listening to music (Jennings et al., 2018). Student-athletes are not alone in battling 
these issues. There are faculty members that work with student-athletes to help 
provide resources to help them stay on track academically. Overall, without the staff 
support to help students to stay focused (DiFrancisco-Donoghue, 2019) or without 
coping mechanisms (Jennings et al., 2018), a student-athlete’s academic performance 
can decrease. 

What is the Gap?

This study aims to fulfill the argument that Esports student-athletes should 
be justified in claiming the title as student-athletes. The gap within this research is 
that not many studies focus on student-athletes based in Esports programs. Instead, 
these studies focus on student-athletes within traditional sports (Jennings et al., 2018; 
Miles, 2015), therefore the current study fills the gap in the research on behaviors of 
Esports student-athletes (DiFrancisco-Donoghue, 2019). This study will not just be 
looking at how video games affect academic performance (Adžić et al., 2021), but 
also looking at how video games impact academic behavior. 

The study aims to examine the behavior of Esports student-athletes to see 
if they are like student-athletes in traditional sports regarding the upkeep of their 
academic performance. The primary focus is to see if Esports student-athletes 
have better academic behaviors than student-gamers. This would be equivalent to 
student-athletes and non-student athletes (Miles, 2015); the study also seeks to learn 
if video games do impact academic performance (Adžić et al., 2021). In addition, 
the researchers wish to examine the number of hours dedicated to video games, 
the impact of a student’s academic grade and to find a balance between the two. 
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This study will help with the Esports area of research interest as there is still scant 
literature in this area.

Method

Participants

Participants in this study are students who reside at the University of 
Wisconsin-Stout. The two selective groups of student-gamers are students who 
are not in an Esports program but play videogames and student-athletes who are 
officially in the UW-Stout Esports program. There was a total of 13 participants 
that participated in this study. Among the 13 participants, there was 6 Esports 
student-athletes and 7 student gamers. There was no demographic breakdown of 
the participants backgrounds as we wanted to keep all participants anonymous. We 
wanted this study to be fair and equal to all who participated. The researchers felt 
that the information of demographics was not needed as they were mainly concerned 
with the quantitative findings of this study to explore links to academic behavior.

Procedure

All participants were given a survey which consisted of five questions. These 
five questions asked if they were an Esports student-athlete or student gamer, number 
of credits they were taking, number of hours dedicated to video games within a 
week, number of hours dedicated to studying within a week, and grade point average.  
Participants were informed that their participation in these surveys was voluntary. 
The survey was given out through a link provided by the researcher through a social 
media app, Discord, that is most prevalent to gamers. Discord was chosen because it 
is the most common application that gamers use to interact with each other. Through 
Discord, the link was sent to specific servers that contained both groups: student-
athletes who are competing in Esports and student-gamers in the college campus of 
Stout. The participants were not provided with a paid incentive, and participation 
was voluntary. This study was approved by UW-Stout’s Institutional Review Board.

Measure

In the survey there were four questions which evaluated the characteristics of 
participants’ academic performance, including how many credits the participant was 
taking in the past semester, their grade point average, time spent on video games 
they played within a week, and how many hours of studying they did within a week.

Time Spent on Video Games

Students were asked how many hours they dedicated to video games within 
a span of a week. This question clumps both leisure and practice. The reason for 
clustering them is to answer the question if video games affect a student’s academic 
achievement. 
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Time Spent on Studying

Students were asked how many hours of studying they spent during the week. 
This numerical answer could find whether Esports student-athletes put in as much 
work into their studies as playing video games for practice or even leisurely. For 
students who play video games leisurely, this numerical answer could find if they put 
in less or more work than Esports student-athletes.

Grade Point Average

Students were asked to answer what was their grade point average (GPA) from 
the past semester (on a scale of 0.0 – 4.0). Identifying their GPA   could help explore 
the effect of hours spent playing video games and studying.

Number of Credits

Students were asked about the number of credits (a numerical number of 
instructions within courses) they were taking last semester, ranging between 12-18. 
The reason for asking students to answer how many credits they were taking was to 
determine how much studying a student should have been doing within a week. The 
equation to this is (2 x number of credits = number of hours expected to study). 

All answers to the questions asked had an average. Investigating the hours 
dedicated to studying could find if there is a correlation indicating video games 
affecting their academic performance. 

Results

Data Analysis

To determine academic achievement, this study focused upon the student’s 
GPA with factoring the number of hours that is put into video games in parallel to 
studying. Although having more survey responses would increase accuracy for the 
selected populations, the 13 survey responses that were recorded showed similar 
results between the two groups. Most factors included number of hours of playing 
video games, GPA, and the number of credits a student is taking. These factors were 
all similar; however, the number of hours for studying was different.
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Table 1: The results that were recorded from the survey that was taken by the students that chose to 
participate in this study. There are thirteen participants that were in the study. There are two distinctive 
groups that are recognized as either being an Esports student-athlete or not. This table shows the number 
of hours that was recorded for playing video games and the number of hours recorded for studying 
within a week. The table shows the number of credits each participant carried which indicates their class 
load within the semester along with their grade point average.

Figure 1: Average Results Recorded from Esports Student-Athletes vs Student Gamers. The bar graph 
shows the comparison of the two groups within this study. The categories that had similar results were 
the number of hours playing video games, the number of credits a student was taking, and the average 
grade point average within the semester. The contrast between Esports student-athletes and student 
gamers was in the number of hours for studying. There is a difference between how many hours an 
Esports student-athlete puts into compared to students who play video games casually.
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Hours Playing Video Games

This study found the amount of time spent on video games to be similar in 
both groups of the study. Although the average number of hours student-gamers put 
into video games had a 0.2 higher difference, the comparison of the two groups can 
be considered equal to say that both groups play video games for the same number of 
hours within a week. 

Hours Spent on Studying

This study found the amount of time spent on studying was higher in the 
group of Esports student-athletes. There is a difference of 16.8 average hours of 
studying between the two groups. This factor is to be expected, informed from 
studies like Miles (2015) where traditional student-athletes put more time into 
academic-related work. Student-athletes could be working harder in academics to 
ensure that they keep their status as a student-athlete (Miles, 2015). The results from 
this study showed that Esports student-athletes have a higher academic achievement 
behaviors as student gamers spends less time towards their academics.

GPA and Credits

This study found that Esports student-athletes and students who play video 
games for leisure have similar GPA of 3.23. Through the numerical findings and 
inferencing upon them, we can speculate that Esports student-athletes have a higher 
academic achievement behavior than students who play video games leisurely 
through the differences on the number of hours studying. This speculation comes 
from the time dedicated to studying as the Esports student-athletes as they have 
more time spent studying compared to student gamers.

Table 2: Calculated Average Results from the Study. The table took two separate calculations between 
the two groups, Esports student-athletes and student gamers. The table calculated the average amount 
of hours playing video games and studying of all the Esports student-athletes to represent how much an 
Esports student-athlete may spend playing video games and studying within a week. The same calcu-
lation was made of finding the average number of hours a student gamer plays video games and studies 
within a week. The table also represents the average amount of credits each group has taken within the 
past semester to understand their workload. Lastly, the average grade point average (GPA) of both 
groups was calculated to compare academic performance.
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Discussion
Defining the term “student-athlete” is broader than ever as Esports brings 

competitive athletes all over the nation in hopes to make a possible career path 
through video games. Today more than ever, colleges are investing in Esports 
programs. Because of the amount of time an Esports athlete devotes to video games, 
it is important to identify whether gaming can negatively affect a student’s academic 
performance. This study questioned whether Esports student-athletes have more 
difficulties in academics due to treating video games as a sport. The results of the 
research suggest that the amount of time student-athletes puts into video games does 
not negatively the academics of Esports participants. 

Although Esports student-athletes are expected to have a higher amount of 
time spent playing video games due to practice and competitions, they have a similar 
number of hours as students who plays video games for leisure. Using the average 
amount of hours dedicated to video games, student-gamers only had 1% higher 
amount of time dedicated to video games, but since there was only a 1% difference, 
there is not enough data to say with certainty that student-athletes put in less time 
dedicated to video games. Therefore, for the little difference, we conclude that 
Esports student-athletes and student-gamers have similar number of hours with only 
0.24 difference in average. There were participants, such as #7 and #10, who had an 
extreme number of hours dedicated to video games, but these can be seen as outliers, 
from a statistical standpoint  Because of the extreme amount of time dedicated to 
video games, we decided to use the average amount of the whole instead. 

The focus of this study was to explore if Esports student-athletes do better 
than leisure gaming students in academic performance. The numerical stats that were 
obtained from this study showed that student-athletes in Esports excel in academic 
achievement behavior. Therefore, this study infers that Esports student-athletes 
do put in more time to academics as they have a higher amount of time put into 
studying. With the number of credits that the student-athletes were taking, it is 
reasonable that they are putting in the same or a little more work into their studies 
to make sure that they can have a balance to their lives and stay in their Esports 
program for competitions. The behavior of putting more time into studying has 
answered the question if Esports student-athletes have similar behaviors as student-
athletes that plays in sports (Miles, 2015). If there were more participants, the study 
could have more data to dictate the behaviors of Esports student-athletes to see if 
their hours put into studying were like the few that were recorded within similar 
studies regarding traditional student-athletes. 

This study found that student gamers do not excel or underperform compared 
to Esports student-athletes in academic performance. The researchers expected that 
student-gamers were to underperform in academics because they are playing for 
leisure unlike Esports student-athletes playing video games as a sport. The result of 
this study answers our initial question: will playing video games for leisure negatively 
affect academic performance due to the different intentions of video games? The 
study shows that it does not affect academic performance. Although the student-
gamers did not have the same academic behaviors as Esports student-athletes, 
their result in academic performance were the same. There could be other factors 
that were not accounted for in this study that affect the student-gamers’ academic 
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performance such as mental health, stress, or motivation. 
This study debunks the common stereotype that video games negatively 

affect academic performance. This negative stigma of video games it not supported 
since the study that we conducted showed that there is not any cause and affect 
relationships. This study did not look at all factors that could affect academic 
performance, but within this study we found that the number of hours dedicated 
towards video games does not affect academic performance as both student-athletes 
and student gamers have a similar average GPA. The results in this study should be 
interpreted with caution based upon their GPA because there are other factors that 
could influence a student’s academic achievement, such as stressors of mental health, 
course difficulty, and life itself.

Conclusion
The present study found that Esports student-athletes do well managing their 

academics despite heavy video game consumption. Compared to other studies, 
student-athletes have better academic performance behaviors and video games 
do not affect academic achievement if the intention is not for leisure. For Esports 
student-athletes, playing video games for competition can be treated as like a real 
sport, since they serve for practice and allow the student-athlete to be best they can 
be. Although playing video games competitively can still be for leisure, the intention 
of this study was to determine whether the behaviors of student-athletes in sports are 
seen in Esports student-athletes as well.

Although the results from this study do not follow our expectations that 
student-athletes do better than the average student using video games, there are 
additional factors, such as clubs, outside activities, mental health, that can affect an 
individual’s peformance in school that were not looked at. Future research could be 
done to look more directly at an Esports player’s life to get qualitative data on such 
students-athlete’s academic achievement. If the study was to be conducted further, 
the study would be have to look at the demographics of the students to determine 
which group of people are more targeted towards dedication for video games and 
how it affect their academic behaviors. To determine academic behaviors in further 
research, the study would look at specific academic behaviors, such as how a student 
studies. 
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