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ABSTRACT 

Esports phenomena have grown rapidly in recent years, and so has 

research on the topic. Some of the research has also addressed 

esports fandom (see e.g. Taylor 2012). Nevertheless, studies 

comparing and contrasting how players and fans engage with the 

game and the esports based on that game are scarce. This study 

compares and contrasts how players and fans engage with playable 

game characters and esports players. The paper draws on previous 

research in fan studies, sports fandom and esports to examine the 

relationships of players and fans of the videogame Overwatch 

(Blizzard Entertainment 2016) with the fictional heroes of the game 

as well as with their favorite professional players in the newly 

started Overwatch League. We analyse how these relationships are 

articulated by fans and players, and pay attention to emerging 

similarities and differences.  

The findings show that personality is deemed important for 

engagement with both, game characters and esports players. In 

addition, gender and sexual orientation emerged as important 

factors. By contrast, nationality was deemed important for 

engagement with esports players, but not with player characters. 

Further research should concentrate on the connections between 

esports and identity politics, as well as player characters and 

identity construction. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3337722.3337769 
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1 Introduction 

Esports have been on the rise in the past years and have also caught 

the attention of the academia. Esports have, for example, been 

studied as a form of media sports as well as a growing new 

business, and additionally, have been used as an opportunity to 

study high-achieving players. Some of the research has also 

addressed esports fandom (see e.g. Taylor 2012). Nevertheless, 

studies examining the players’ and fans’ relationship to both a 

videogame and its fictional world as well as esports based on that 

particular videogame are scarce. Our research addresses this gap by 

examining the relationships of players and fans of the videogame 

Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment 2016) with the fictional heroes 

of the game as well as with their favorite professional players in the 

newly started Overwatch League.  In essence, we are examining the 

relationship between game fandom and esports fandom. 

The two types of fandom have traditionally been researched 

separately. Fandom studies has been concerned with fans of fiction 

and music, while sports fandom has been a somewhat separate area 

of interest. Our study approaches these two phenomena with similar 

data and methods. We collected discussion forum data, and 

conducted a survey in order to analyze the ways fans discuss their 

favorite game characters and professional players. This data allows 

us to examine, how fans and players articulate these relationships, 

and identify the emerging similarities and differences.  

The analysis of these relationships is informed by theories of 

audience engagement with fictional characters (e.g. Phelan 1989; 

Phelan, Rabinowitz, Warhol et al. 2012; Smith 1995; Smith 2011) 

as well as fan studies (e.g. Booth 2010) and the study of sports 

fandom (e.g. Crawford 2004). The results of this study will 

contribute to the emerging field of study on game fandom in 

addition to esports research. 

1.1 Overwatch and Overwatch League 

Team-based online multiplayer first-person shooter Overwatch was 

published in 2016 by Blizzard Entertainment. By 2017 it had 
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gathered over 35 million active accounts (Activision Blizzard 

2018), won game of the year award and 2018 it won the esport 

game of the year award.  Placed somewhere in the distant future, 

Overwatch brings us the heroes of a former squad known as the 

“Overwatch”. The squad’s task was to ensure peace and protect 

people across the globe from the robotic “omnics”, as well the 

enemies of this former squad and its allies. All of them – former 

members of Overwatch, its enemies and omnics – together form the 

diverse pool of playable heroes:  from an omnic (robotic) monk to 

genius gorilla raised in space Overwatch offers a large variety of 

different heroes to be played. This is also visible in the gender 

division of the heroes as there is a fairly equal balance between 

male and female heroes – while the robotic omnics remain a 

minority. Different sexual orientations are also present, albeit these 

only come visible in the comics related to game – Overwatch is 

designed as a transmedial product, and its story unveils mainly on 

the comics and shorts animations related to the game, not in the 

game itself. Furthermore, the game presents a number of different 

ethnicities and nationalities as part of its character roster. Blizzard 

has also stated that Overwatch was designed to be “inclusive”, so 

the design choices have been conscious ones.  

Overwatch is described as team-based first person shooter, but 

its playable heroes can also perform multiple other kinds of abilities 

than just shooting: depending on the hero, one can, for example, 

heal or damage through auto-aim beam and for instance “boop”, i.e. 

push enemies off the map with, certain abilities. Similarly to the 

diverse hero design, the multiplicity of different abilities can be 

seen as attractive to a diverse player-base, even to those who do not 

have previous experience in playing shooter games. Thus, 

regardless of being a first-person shooter (FPS) game, it provides 

opportunities also for players not skilled in aiming. Indeed, the 

game has gathered many “casual” players and players new to FPS. 

Since the open beta, Overwatch has had an active competitive 

scene, but it was in early 2018 that Overwatch as an esport gained 

momentum with the launch of the Overwatch League (OWL).  

OWL is a global esports league, which had 12 teams in its inaugural 

season (20 as of now). What sets OWL apart from many other 

esports leagues is that, following traditional sports, the teams 

represent different cities rather than established esports 

organizations. While the league is international, majority of the 

teams represent cities in USA. OWL is a franchised league, in 

which it furthermore follows traditional (USA based) team sport 

leagues.  OWL is also fully owned by Blizzard, the owner and 

developer of Overwatch. 

2 Theoretical background 

While there are many overlaps between game cultures and fan 

cultures, there is still relatively little research bridging this gap 

between fields. While game studies has often foregrounded 

interactivity between players and game, interactivity is also 

emphasized in the study of fans (e.g. Booth 2010). Fan studies has 

for long demanded for fans’ self-identification in order to call them 

fans. Even though not all players or esports spectators identify as 

fans (e.g. Wirman 2007), the lens of fan studies can be applied to 

research of game communities. In recent years fan studies 

approaches have also been applied to communities and phenomena 

traditionally outside its scope, such as audiences of classical music. 

Definitions of fandom have also been updated. For example, Cornel 

Sandvoss defines fandom as a regular, emotionally involved 

consumption of a given popular text (Sandvoss 2005). 

Simultaneously, there has been a call for fandom studies 

approaches also from inside game studies. T.L. Taylor (2012, 188) 

has emphasized the importance of studying fandom for 

understanding gamers and game culture, e.g. play experience and 

identity formation.  

Sports research is another important theoretical background for 

this study. Overwatch as an esport is marked by sportification, the 

process of reaching the status of sports (cf. Mora and Héas 2003). 

Sportification can also refer to a way elements from traditional 

sports are implemented as part of the representation of esports 

(Turtiainen et al. 2018). Furthermore, elements from traditional 

sports have been used as a way to legitimize esports and construct 

esports as a hypermasculine activity (Taylor, Jenson and de Castell 

2009). Our data suggests that both media and fans continuously 

draw parallels between esports and sports and 52% of our survey 

respondents indicated that they see esports as a “sport amongst 

other sports”. Thus, it makes sense to take into account theories 

from the study of sport fans and fandom, particularly when 

examining how favorite players are discussed. This is all the more 

fruitful as research on sport fans is often quite separate from the 

study of popular culture fandom.  

In fandom studies, the affective relationships of fans with 

certain cultural markers as well as the hierarchy formed by the 

structure and intensity of these relationships within the fandom are 

understood as building blocks of a constructed, performative and 

ever-changing identity (Grossberg 1992, 58–59; Booth 2010, 20, 

60). Fans continuously observe and construct parallels between 

themselves and the object of their fandom thus making fan objects 

extensions of themselves, functioning simultaneously apart from 

and part of themselves (Sandvoss 2005, 96–97, 102–103). The 

constructed nature of this process shows for example in research on 

British football fans, which shows how fans of the same team can 

build differing, even contradictory meanings, of the same team, as 

“winners” or “losers” based on their individual self-reflective 

connection to the fandom (Sandvoss 2005, 105).  

According to Crawford (2004), being a sport fan is often tied to 

locality and nationality – fans are often fans of the local team or/and 

the national team. Sports fandom is also perceived as a 

predominantly masculine activity and women can have hard time 

negotiating their positions in often quite hierarchical sports fandom 

(Crawford 2004). According to Taylor, Jenson and de Castell 

(2009) women face similar difficulties while participating in 

esports and the world of esports is often described by terms such as 

neoliberal masculinity (Voorhees 2015), hegemonic masculinity 

(Taylor 2012), and toxic meritocracy (Paul 2018), referring to the 

obstacles women and minorities face when trying to enter to the 

world of esports and the norm of the esport player as white or Asian 

young male. 
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3 Data and Methods 

For our analysis, we have utilized two different datasets. Firstly, we 

have used data gathered from three different discussions forums:  

The formal official Overwatch forums (the United Stated version) 

maintained by Blizzard (closed in February 2018); the current 

official Overwatch forums (the United Stated version) maintained 

by Blizzard and subreddit (i.e. category) r/competitiveoverwatch 

on the Reddit discussion forum. Secondly, we have utilized survey 

data with 135 respondents gathered in August and September 2018.  

This paper and its focus is a part of larger, ongoing research on 

Overwatch and Overwatch League as well different practices, 

communities and cultures surrounding them. As so, the survey 

questionnaire was designed based on the preliminary analysis of 

parts of the forum data. Designing the questionnaire also drew from 

earlier research on character engagement (Välisalo 2017) as well as 

authors’ experience working with massive reception study projects: 

the Hobbit research project and the Game of Thrones research 

project. 

The forum data has been gathered in a number of ways. First, 

the data from old Blizzard Overwatch forum was gathered from the 

former official Overwatch discussions forums maintained by 

Blizzard Entertainment, the developer of Overwatch. The forum 

was closed in February 20, 2018, when the new forums were 

introduced. From the old forums, we gathered the discussion 

threads from the forum section “General” with number of search 

words. The data was gathered in February 2018. The earliest posts 

are from May 2016 and the latest from February 2018. This data 

mainly helped us to design the questionnaire. Second, another 

search was conducted in the current Blizzard Overwatch forums 

with search word “favorite”, “favourite”, “fan” and “fandom” but 

only discussion threads, which clearly discussed about favorite 

heroes or hero fandom were gathered. This search targeted posts 

from March 1, 2018 to August 1, 2018. The third forum data is 

gathered from the subreddit r/competativeoverwatch, which mainly 

hosts discussions about the Overwatch League. The search targeted 

all the posts up to 1.8.2018. Search words used were “favorite”, 

“favourite”, “fan” and “fandom”, but only discussion threads, 

which clearly discussed about favorite players or favorite teams 

were gathered. The selection of search words was based on daily 

reading of all the forums since the beginning of 2018.  

In addition to the forum discussions, we analyzed data from 

survey.  The survey data was gathered in August and September 

2018 through opportunistic recruitment. Both those who play 

or/and watch Overwatch League were invited to answer. From the 

135 respondents 42% identified as female, 56% as male, and 2% as 

other. Respondents were from multiple nationalities, but the 

majority were Finnish (48%) and the second largest group were 

Americans (24%). All of our respondents had played Overwatch 

and 112 respondents (83%) had watched OWL. 

As our method of analysis, we utilized close reading and 

thematic analysis (Guest, Macqueen and Namey 2012) on the 

forum data and applicable sections of the survey. For the forum 

data, we used data-driven coding using Atlas.ti software. 

As our method of analysis, we utilized close reading and 

thematic analysis (Guest, Macqueen and Namey 2012) on the 

forum data and applicable sections of the survey. For the forum 

data, we used data-driven coding using Atlas.ti software. 

4 Character Fandom 

At the time of the survey, Overwatch had 28 playable heroes. 

Almost all respondents, 98.5%, chose a favorite gameplay-based 

hero, and 91.0% chose a favorite lore-based hero. While both 

percentages are high, it is notable that clearly fewer respondents 

mention a favorite lore-based hero than a favorite gameplay-based 

hero. The choices were dispersed across different heroes with only 

two, Torbjörn and Wrecking Ball, not chosen by anyone in either 

question. The latter can be explained by Wrecking Ball being a new 

hero at the time, launched in July 2018. 

There seems to be a gendered difference in which favorite 

characters were chosen. Reinhardt, a hypermasculine armored 

character in tank role, was the most popular lore-based hero in our 

survey, but barely any female respondents chose him. Male 

respondents chose Reinhardt most often as their favorite lore-based 

as well as gameplay-based character. Male respondents were far 

more likely to not have a favorite lore-based hero than female 

respondents.  

Mercy was the most popular gameplay-based hero among the 

respondents identifying as female, but there was no clear preference 

amongst females in regards to a favorite lore-based hero. Even 

though there is a common perception that men tend to have more 

experience with aiming as they on average have played shooter 

games more and longer, it is notable that the player does not need 

to aim to play either Reinhardt or Mercy.  

Respondents were asked why they chose a particular character 

as a favorite, and instructed to choose all the relevant options. The 

options for lore-based and gameplay-based characters were almost 

the same, with altogether ten options in common, with additional 

two options available for lore-based favorite heroes. 

 

 

Figure 1: Reasons for choosing a favorite lore-based Overwatch 

hero. 
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Figure 2: Reasons for choosing a favorite gameplay-based 

Overwatch hero. 

Even though all available reasons for choosing a favorite hero 

appeared in responses to both questions, the prevalence of 

particular options differed quite expectedly between them: almost 

all respondents (94.8%) chose “abilities / game mechanics” as a 

reason for their gameplay-based favorite, and most (91.9%) 

mentioned “playability”, while a large majority (73.3%) also chose 

“role in the game” (see Figure 2). Respondents also had the 

opportunity to mention other reasons in their own words. Most 

common reasons here for game-play-based heroes were also related 

to their abilities, for example a particular mechanic, such as rocket 

punch for Doomfist. Most common reasons for choosing lore-based 

favorites (see Figure 1) were “background story” (71.9%) and 

“personality” (68.2%).  

There were two additional options for lore-based favorites 

chosen by some respondents: “reminds me of myself” (11.9%) and 

“is the kind of person I would like to be” (18.5%)  (see Figure 1). 

The open text answers provide additional descriptions for these 

choices, and include mentions of gender and sexual orientation. 

Forum discussions also reveal further personal nuances of character 

engagement: values, such as Mercy’s pacifism and Doomfist’s 

belief in war as a vehicle of positive change, are discussed as 

reasons for liking or disliking characters. This phenomenon is in 

previous studies described as allegiance to a fictional character 

(Smith 1995, 96). 

Character abilities, manifested as mechanics, are not always 

distinguishable from character’s personality and appearance in 

discussions on favorite or least favorite characters on the official 

Overwatch forum discussions. This provides background for 

interpreting survey responses and understanding why, for example, 

one in three respondents mention playability, which can be 

considered an element outside the narrative world, as a reason for 

choosing a lore-based favorite hero. Analysis of individual survey 

responses also shows that some options were chosen particularly 

often by the same respondents for both, lore-based and gameplay-

based favorites: “physical traits / appearance”, “personality”, 

“voice acting” and “role in the game”. This indicates that the so-

called mimetic elements of a character (Phelan et al. 2012, 113), 

elements that make a character human-like, were important for 

engagement with a game character, whether the character was 

deemed important for its narrative or gameplay features.  

Alterations to game characters are meaningful for players, 

which is evident in how character alterations gave rise to emotional 

accounts on the discussion forum. Discussions did not express only 

resistance to change, even though changes to the playable hero 

Mercy were discussed widely, but also contentment or desire for 

change: “I never gave up. When Reaper was trash, I never gave up. 

I always kept fighting for a buff. And what kept me going was not 

meaningless trust in someone else, or worthless love. It was faith in 

myself, and in Reaper.” These affective articulations further 

demonstrate how character mechanics are interwoven with the 

player’s emotional response to the character and the game. 

5 Player Fandom 

For the preparation of the survey and designing the questions, we 

analyzed discussions from Reddit’s subreddit Competitive 

Overwatch, in order to see how favorite players are discussed and 

what kinds of reasons discussants gave for someone being their 

favorite player. From the discussions, nine different reasons 

emerged:  the team the player is in, the history of the player (many 

of the OWL players have experience in competitive Overwatch pre-

OWL, having played in pre-OWL teams and tournaments), a 

personal connection to the player, the place the player is from, 

player’s gameplay, the hero the player plays, the player’s 

personality, the player’s stream, and knowing the player from other 

games. Based on these, we designed the survey questions to further 

explore the reasons for choices of favorite player.  

In the survey, we had two questions related to favorite player: 

Firstly, we asked the respondents to name their favorite player. 

Here the Finnish players were highly presented, most likely due to 

large amount of Finnish respondents. This also indicates that 

nationality is a factor when choosing favorite player. Secondly, we 

asked with multiple-choice question “Why is this player your 

favorite?” 

 

Figure 3: Reasons for choosing a favorite professional 

Overwatch player. 

Altogether 113 of our 135 survey respondents indicated that 

they watch or have watched Overwatch League. Out of those, 59% 

chose a favorite player.  All of the respondents who indicated that 

they watch all the OWL games also chose a favorite player. The 

three most common reasons for “why is this player your favorite” 

chosen from given options were players personality (39%), the hero 

the player plays (35%) and the nationality of the player (21%) (see 
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Figure 3).  The respondents were encouraged to choose as many 

reasons as they see fit. 

When examining the reasons given for option “other reasons, 

what?” the gender of the player was given as a prominent reason: 

number of respondents indicated that Geguri, the only female 

player in OWL, was their favorite player and often singled out her 

gender as one of the reasons for that. One respondent wrote, “She 

is brave to be a woman in exports and rise above all the bullshit that 

female gamers go through. She is awesome for representation and 

shows other girls they can be pro gamers too”. Another respondent 

articulated: “First female player in Overwatch, and I respect that 

greatly”. 

Another reason to arise from the “other reasons” was player’s 

sexual orientation. In September 2018, when the responses for the 

survey were gathered, one player in OWL was openly gay. One 

response describes the meaning of this for the fan’s own identity: 

“Because he's gay like me. (I'm not joking)”. 

6 Comparing Fandoms 

When examining the reasons for favorite character and favorite 

players, there are overlapping factors: In both cases, gender as well 

as sexual orientation are deemed important – this came up in the 

open-ended questions. Personality, that of the favorite hero or that 

of the favorite player, was also deemed very important in both 

categories. Another major reason for someone being a favorite 

player was also the hero they played.  

Clear differences emerged as well. While Overwatch heroes 

represent different nationalities – for instance, Reinhardt is 

German, and Mercy is from Switzerland – the nationality of the 

favorite hero does not appear to play a significant part in the ways 

fans choose their favorite hero. By contrast, nationality emerged as 

an important reason for choosing a favorite player. These results 

highlight the importance of bringing together the different research 

traditions in fandom - that of popular culture and that of sports - in 

order to understand the complex relationships fans forge with their 

favorite heroes and players. In the same vein, it needs to be asked 

why race nor ethnicity did not emerge as significant factors, even 

though previous literature suggests otherwise (i.e. Fletcher 2010; 

Young 2014). Overwatch also has a diverse cast of heroes from 

different ethnicities and races, while Overwatch League players are 

mainly white and Asian. It is worthwhile to note that this result 

might be influenced by the limited sample of this survey.  

Furthermore, the survey indicated a difference between 

engagement with fictional characters in games and other media. 

Few respondents chose options related to identification with the 

game characters (“reminds me of myself” and “is the kind of person 

I would like to be”). This clearly differs from a previous study on 

film characters, where for the audiences of The Hobbit fantasy film 

trilogy the most common reason for choosing a favorite character 

was empathy or sympathy for the character (Välisalo 2017), most 

often expressed as finding the character “relatable” or “identifying” 

with the character. While similar reasons were present in the 

Overwatch survey data, they were chosen considerably less often. 

7 Conclusions 

In our paper, we presented results from our study on how 

players and fans of Overwatch and Overwatch League engage with 

playable heroes and esports players respectively. We analyzed how 

they articulate the reasons for their choices of favorite heroes and 

players to determine if there are similarities in their modes of 

engagement. We started the research by doing preliminary analysis 

of forum discussions and further implemented a survey.  

We discovered that there are some significant overlaps, but also 

differences. Gender and sexual orientation emerged as important 

factors for engagement with both, the playable characters and 

esports players. We also found implications that there are 

differences in engagement with playable characters depending on 

the player’s own gender identification. By contrast, nationality was 

important for engaging with esports players, but not with playable 

characters. These results show that some identity markers are more 

important for engagement with fictional characters than 

engagement with esports players thus demonstrating the diversity 

of engagements with the fan object in the culture surrounding 

Overwatch.  

We found that mechanical and narrative elements of characters 

are intertwined in players’ engagement with them. Further research 

combining traditional game studies approaches with study of media 

audiences and fandom studies is needed to delve deeper into the 

differences and similarities in engagement with fictional characters 

in different media. This will enrich the understanding of player’s 

relationship with player characters and avatars. 

Given how important nationality of the players is for Overwatch 

esports fans, it is noteworthy that the nationality of the playable 

heroes does not hold the same importance. It must be asked, if this 

is because characters’ nationalities reside in the fictional world of 

the game where other narrative elements take precedence, or if the 

sportification process of esports emphasizes the importance of 

players’ nationalities in esports fandom, similarly to traditional 

sports fandom.  

Further research should concentrate on the connections between 

esports and identity politics, as well as player characters and 

identity construction. For instance, the significance of gender as 

well as sexual orientation needs to be further researched by building 

on existing literature.  Examining the connection of these forms of 

engagement to player mentalities might also prove fruitful. 
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