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Esports

Online Gaming

Preface
There are good stories and there are bad lies. Or, as Seth Godin put it in All Marketers 
are Liars Tell Stories, “Everyone is a liar...The stories we tell ourselves are lies that make it 
far easier to live in a very complicated world.” Godin continues, “Marketers lie to consumers 
because consumers demand it...People can’t handle the truth.”

Godin’s hyperbole aside, marketers are not liars nor is storytelling synonymous with lying. 
In fact, stories are one of the most powerful and effective ways to communicate. This is no 
less true in the realm of electronic sports (esports) - which McKinsey defines as, “a specific 
subset of online gaming with a focus on the competition between human players...in a video/
computer game with predefined rules.” 1

Esports attracts hard-to-reach audiences that are passionate about competitive video game 
play. For brands and marketers, it is also a gateway to the large, untapped world of 
online gaming populated with digital-native consumers. This guide details the ins and outs 
of storytelling, so you can authentically speak to these audiences and realize the massive 
growth potential.

1 Esports and the next frontier of brand sponsorships  [ https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/e-sports-
and-the-next-frontier-of-brand-sponsorships ]

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/e-sports-and-the-next-frontier-of-brand-sponsorships
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/e-sports-and-the-next-frontier-of-brand-sponsorships
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Introduction
Video games are the latest incarnation of games that have entertained people since the dawn 
of humankind. The rise of high-speed Internet has spurred emergence of popular online worlds 
that attract hundreds of millions of players. Case in point, the world’s 2.9 billion gamers will 
spend an estimated $175.8 billion on games in 2021.2

Gaming is even more popular among younger generations: 87% of Generation Z vs. 83% 
of Millennials vs. 79% of Generation X play video games on smartphones, gaming consoles, 
and computers at least weekly if not daily. 3

Similarly, esports is defined by watching other people compete at video games. Meaning, 
all esports fans are gamers – but not all gamers are esports fans. The esports segment over-
indexes among the coveted 18-34 age group, is not easily captured by traditional sports, 
nor does it not respond to traditional advertising. For instance, 78% of esports fans in North 
America are not likely to be influenced by online ads. 4

Growing popularity will push the global esports audience to an estimated 474 million in 2021 
– which could grow to 577 million by 2024.5 All of which has encouraged brands to spend 
an estimated $641 million on esports sponsorship in 2021. 6

Traditional sports fans who do 
not follow esports

85% 90% 93%

2 Newzoo 2021 Global Games Market Report  [https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-to-generate-175-8-billion-in-2021-
despite-a-slight-decline-the-market-is-on-track-to-surpass-200-billion-in-2023/]

3 Digital media trends: Navigating the future of media and entertainment  [https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/technology/
digital-media-trends-consumption-habits-survey.html]

4 eSports iQ analytics [Social data of 10,000 esports fans in North America]

5 Newzoo 2021 Global Esports Audience Forecast  [https://newzoo.com/key-numbers]

6 Newzoo 2021 Global Esports Market per Revenue Stream  [https://newzoo.com/key-numbers]

https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-to-generate-175-8-billion-in-2021-despite-a-slight-decline-the-market-is-on-track-to-surpass-200-billion-in-2023/
https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-to-generate-175-8-billion-in-2021-despite-a-slight-decline-the-market-is-on-track-to-surpass-200-billion-in-2023/
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/technology/digital-media-trends-consumption-habits-survey.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/technology/digital-media-trends-consumption-habits-survey.html
https://newzoo.com/key-numbers
https://newzoo.com/key-numbers
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Since esports audiences are particularly hard-to-reach, sponsorship is currently considered 
the go-to marketing channel – especially for non-endemic brands. Where Comcast Xfinity, 
Louis Vuitton, Mercedes Benz, and Mountain Dew are among a growing number of esports 
sponsors. However, only when brands build an emotional connection with individual fans 
does the sponsorship translate to positive consumer actions (ROI).

Stories tap into emotions in a way that logo association cannot match. Plus, as a universally 
recognizable format, they help brands become culturally relevant to esports audiences spread 
across the world. This is especially important in a digital world where compelling content, not 
ads, is the key to winning attention and engagement. 

Likewise, storytelling is more than just a subset of your content strategy. The following is 
methodology and illustrative examples for creating powerful marketing stories that emotionally 
connect with esports audiences. Upon completion you will understand what esports storytelling 
is, what it is not and how to use it as a brand marketing tool.

Powerful storytelling
Marketing stories are purpose-driven narratives that portray your brand as memorable, 
relevant, and significant. However, many still confuse stories with closely related concepts. 
So, it is important to establish what a story is: An escalation of goal-directed, action-outcome 
sequences in a character’s life. 

Research shows that the brain responds to story differently, causing what is known as 
transportation – or a feeling of total immersion in the narrative.7 Transportation causes you 
to view the story’s protagonist(s) more favorably and embrace any beliefs and worldviews 
presented. This effect is why stories are so effective at instilling principles and shaping human 
behavior.

Storytelling primes the audience’s mind to absorb messaging without pausing to deconstruct 
or doubt what is being said. Similarly, the goal of a good marketing story is to make you feel 
something while delivering the intended brand message, almost undetected. Stories are well 
suited for 21st century marketing communications – as more people revolt against interruptive 
advertising.

The emotional connection between a consumer and brand is based on personal accounts that 
incorporate the product or service. That means customers will construct a story, in their own 
mind, for your brand based on their experiences and perceptions. Effective marketing stories 
provide the emotional narrative that you want remembered instead.

7 The role of transportation in the persuasiveness of public narratives [https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11079236/]

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11079236/
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Stories cut across cultural boundaries, age differences, and any other dividing aspect of 
humanity. In that way, storytelling is a universal language. Meaning, while good marketing 
stories are designed for a target audience, they can be understood by every human being on 
earth. 

This powerful dynamic is particularly useful in esports marketing, where consumer attention 
is spread across a multitude of video game titles. Brands and marketers face the reality that 
it’s nearly impossible to reach the entire audience through mass marketing. For example, 
sponsorship of an individual esports league – no matter how popular – is not relevant to fans 
who do not enjoy that specific game title. 

Conversely, effective marketing stories entertain, engage and can be shared across the 
whole of esports and online gaming. The same cannot be said about other any other form 
of marketing communication. This feature, alone, elevates storytelling to a must-have for your 
overall esports marketing strategy.

Interest in multiple esports titles creates audience fragmentation
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Keep in mind that your brand story is different from a marketing story. The former replays 
your company’s origin in relation to its mission today. In other words, your brand story is a 
chronological narrative that primarily appeals to the rational part of the brain.

On the other hand, great marketing stories are emotion focused narratives that communicate a 
message – your mission, values, intended customer action. Blue-chip brands like Apple, Disney 
and Nike tell stories that humanize their products through an emotional lens. The ROI is in 
millions of dedicated fans and customers across the world.
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Getting it right
Storytelling captures audience attention and showcases your brand’s values without coming 
off as overly promotional. It is an effective marketing vehicle for bridging the gap between 
initial awareness and ongoing affinity because everyone loves a good story. To demonstrate 
what a good esports marketing story looks and feels like, here are examples of the technique 
in action.

BMW’s Heroes of Rivalry
Blue chip automaker BMW employed storytelling to create a manga series, Heroes of Rivalry. 
The use of manga – an art form with roots in Japan and millions of fans worldwide – allows 
BMW to wrap its brand messages in emotions. Like video game titles, popular manga series, 
such as Dragon Ball, amass recognition across the globe. Manga also provides a unique, eye-
catching canvas for entertaining esports fans in a way that’s more effective than display ads 
or jersey logo placement.

The series taps into the competitive spirit of esports passion – by developing characters 
based on professional gamers and the rivalries that have developed between them over the 
years. BMW gains audience trust by recognizing competitive video games as a sport, then 
delivers authentic storylines in keeping with those values. The stories build rapport with esports 
audiences by striking a balance between powerful positioning and subtle persuasion.

BMW unleashes manga to reach esports fans

BMW

https://www.bmw.com/en/events/manga/index.html
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Grubhub Gamer
As the popularity of esports grows, food delivery platform Grubhub has committed to 
becoming synonymous with digital sport. With the goal of making Grubhub-and-Gaming a 
new favorite cultural pastime, like Netflix-and-Chill, the brand has rolled out several story-
driven shorts featuring a fictional character – Grubhub Gamer (GG). These storylines fuse 
food delivery with geek culture in a funny and likeable way.

One of the shorts depict GG trying out for an esports team. Pop culture references from sports 
and 80’s movies add a snarky/comedic tone to the story. The character personifies Grubhub’s 
brand identity and doubles as a narrative anchor by unwittingly tying everything, no matter 
how seemingly unrelated, back to food. 

The DHL EffiBOT
Shipping and logistics company DHL has leveraged innovation to create robot technology for 
automated order picking. The robot, called EffiBOT, is a fully automated trolley that follows 
workers through DHL warehouses and takes care of most of the physical work. As part of an 
effort to share its brand message with esports fans across the globe, DHL storified EffiBOT 
(Effi) into an in-game courier for Valve’s Defense of the Ancients (Dota) 2.

Grubhub Gamer personifies food delivery for esports fans

YouTube: TSM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9hBWhlgBCQ
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The story shows Effi on a harrowing delivery route through the fictional Dota 2 universe. 
Where it must navigate challenging terrain and heavily armed, antagonistic characters on the 
way to its destination. Unarmed and seemingly defenseless, Effi faces long odds. 

The audience is drawn into rooting for the underdog and rewarded when the journey ends 
with a successful delivery.  The story uniquely projects DHL’s brand personality into the online 
gaming sector – to meet the need for differentiation in the highly competitive shipping and 
logistics services market.

DHL’s storytelling finds a home in the Dota 2 game universe

YouTube: ESL

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMUUmfi9NXA
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The authenticity formula
Story-driven marketing authentically weaves your brand into the world of online gaming 
by tapping into the esports worldview – a specific set of beliefs, biases, and values. This 
worldview represents a shared culture across, what is commonly termed, the esports 
community. Marketing stories framed within this worldview build trust and authenticity for your 
brand.

Along the same lines, conflict between an audience’s worldview and your brand’s values is a 
non-starter. This dynamic is illustrated by the Neom partnership with Riot Games, publisher of 
League of Legends – the world’s top esport title. 
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In July 2020, Neom – a Saudi-Arabian project with designs to build a futuristic city for roughly 
$500 million – signed on as sponsor of Riot’s European League of Legends esports circuit 
(LEC). The Saudi government, which has made its stance on LGBTQ rights clear by outlawing 
homosexuality, is funding the bulk of Neom’s price tag. 

At the time of the partnership announcement, the LEC was, among other actions, displaying a 
rainbow-colored logo on social media in support of Pride Week. A clear sign that the sponsor 
value misalignment flew under Riot’s radar. 

However, the League of Legends esports community did not miss the connection. Several pro 
players, broadcast personalities and a multitude of fans immediately criticized the deal – on 
grounds that the Arabian Peninsula country upholds values that directly contradict their own. 
The backlash was swift and decisive enough for Riot to cancel the partnership.

While Neom’s brand values did not overtly clash with the LEC’s stance on inclusiveness and 
diversity, the cultural values of its host country contradicted that of LEC fans. Although, some 
fans opposed the sponsorship cancellation since other cultural differences can and do affect 
the esports worldview. 

Ultimately, the global esports community spans multiple game titles, game genres and 
audience demographics. Stories are the ideal communication vehicle for framing your 
message within this incredibly unique worldview. A well-told marketing story ensures your 
brand is perceived as authentic and meaningful to esports consumers across the world.

A worldview is the concept of reality shared by a community of people. 
Worldviews can apply to individuals as well as groups.

https://lolesports.com/article/lec-ends-neom-partnership/bltadb06bbe0a40c6c6


Espor ts Stor ytel l ing for Brands and Marketers

13

Recipe for a great story
Yesteryear’s tales spanned the length of time someone could sit in one place and listen. 
Today’s oversaturated media world leaves marketers in fierce competition for the average 
person’s attention span. Fortunately, storytelling is ideal for capturing and holding attention 
before something else does. 

Marketing stories are purpose-driven narratives designed to: 

 ) Keep the audience engaged.

 ) Humanize brand values.

 ) Stimulate imagination and passion.

 ) Stick in memory.

 ) Transfer emotion into a call-to-action.

When executed correctly, these stories clearly establish your brand’s core values and offer an 
emotional experience tied to them. According to Storynomics: Story-Driven Marketing 
in the Post-Advertising World by Robert McKee, doing so requires the following 
elements.

Story setting
The world (fictional or actual) in which a story takes place; defines the social and physical 
backdrop for its characters. The setting also defines the limits of possibility. For example, an 
18th century setting would not include mobile phones – unless fantasy elements otherwise 
intervene.

The option of choosing video game settings expands the palette of options significantly. These 
virtual, timeless worlds are set apart from the temporal reality that you might normally choose 
for purpose-driven stories. Plus, game-like settings are immediately recognizable and familiar 
to esports audiences.

Protagonist
The lead character(s) in a story. Marketing campaigns are designed to promote the unique 
nature of a company’s brand. As a result, choice of protagonist in marketing stories should 
highlight that unique identity.

As gamers, esports audiences are accustomed to in-game experiences that cast them as 
protagonists in the middle of complex storylines. Therefore, esports marketing stories must 
feature protagonists with whom audiences can identify.
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Inciting incident
An inciting incident is a meaningful event that changes the story’s positive/negative value 
charge. For example, a protagonist’s longtime friend might unexpectedly turn against 
her (loyalty turns to betrayal). Regardless of the value charge change, i.e. from positive 
to negative or vice versa, the incident is a pivotal moment that draws in the audience 
emotionally.

The reversal in fortune poses an unanswered question of, “How will this turn out?” Audiences 
are encouraged to join the protagonist(s) on a journey to find the answer. By doing so, it 
deepens an emotional investment in seeing the story through to its end. 

Object of desire
The protagonist’s central goal or aim takes shape as an object of desire. The object need not 
be a physical item. In fact, it can range from an emotional state (happiness) to a situation 
(togetherness with another person) to a geographic location (endpoint in a journey). Desire to 
reach this goal is what drives the central character(s) forward.

Purpose-told marketing stories feature an object that reflects your brand’s values, regardless 
of being explicitly related to a product or service. Fortunately, there are a multitude of 
readymade object of desires that tie into the esports worldview. 

Action/Reaction
The protagonist’s core identity determines which tactics are used to reach an object of desire. 
That action is associated with what the character expects to happen. The following reaction 
involves a gap between expectation and reality.

Powerful storytelling depends on conflict between action and reaction. The conflicting tension 
should mirror a real-life struggle that is relevant to the audience; thereby holding attention and 
deepening empathetic connection to the protagonist(s). 

Crisis of choice
A story’s surprise gap between expectation and the storyworld’s reaction sets a path to the 
object of desire. The protagonist, seeing as much, makes a choice to take it. The audience is 
then led to the story’s dramatic conclusion.
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Climatic reaction (conclusion)
The crisis of choice fuels a decisive action that realizes the object of desire. This relieves 
anticipation to find out how the story ends. The sudden moment of clarity allows your message 
to lodge itself in memory. 

The climatic event’s emotional impact secures a place in the audience’s heart, which wins 
share of mind for your brand. The audience, identifying with the protagonist’s triumph, can 
relive the story by following the story’s call to action - e.g. purchasing a product. 
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The following process is the starting point for creating great esports marketing stories. The 
steps, listed below, conceptualize what will become a finished story. Specific details are 
added in later stages of story creation. 

Step 1: Target emotion
Regardless of the related product or service category, marketing stories fill a core human need 
to experience emotion. So, even if you’re offering a solution to a specific consumer need, the 
message should be wrapped in emotional tones. In essence, the narrative should capture how 
you want consumers to feel about your brand.

This can be a challenge since esports attracts younger age groups than the general 
population, so brand awareness and perception can fluctuate. Regardless, if there is a gap 
between how they typically feel and how you want them to feel, the story must decidedly 
move them in the right emotional direction.

Creating story success
Structure is the foundation of storytelling’s role as a universal language. While including 
additional protagonists or adding multiple inciting events is perfectly acceptable, the 
previously mentioned elements cannot be removed, or the narrative will cease to be a story. 
The psychology behind this is simple: People instinctively look for certain tell-tale signs in a 
story experience.

Before unleashing this powerful communication format to reach esports audiences, you must 
design the story. Why? Because storytelling is an art. One that requires creativity, vision, and 
skill. Fortunately, you can also practice it the same way that painters follow a creative process 
to perfect their art over time.
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Step 2: Outline topics
The unique nature of online gaming means you must clearly outline topics that are acceptable 
and unacceptable. These boundaries are driven by your brand guidelines. To illustrate, 
Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CSGO) is a popular esports title that features gameplay with 
violent scenarios. If that type of content is off-limits, you should avoid related topics.

Keep in mind that story topics must resonate with your brand message and the esports 
worldview. If you are not yet comfortable navigating the nuances of geek culture, themes 
based on the similarity between physical and digital sport are a good place to start, such as: 
coach/player relationships, a dramatic finish to a contest, perseverance leading to success. 

Step 3: Define brand integration
Emotionally driven narratives require one or more characters with whom the audience 
empathizes. Since your brand plays a central role in the storyline, it must seamlessly fit into the 
character-driven backdrop. This is accomplished by either placing your brand into the plot as-
is or personification – creating a character who represents the brand identity.

Progressive Insurance is personified by Flo 
in its marketing stories

Personification is impactful because it is 
much easier for audiences to connect with 
a personality than an inanimate product or 
service. It is also an opportunity to establish 
unique relationships with consumers. 
Progressive Insurance’s Flo is a great example 
of brand personification put to work in 
storytelling.

Step 4: Understand  
the audience 
The best way to understand someone is 
to listen. So, eSports iQ was developed 
to transform large volumes of publicly 
available social media data into analytics on 
competitive video game audiences. eSports 
iQ is a software platform that uses IBM 
Watson artificial intelligence (AI) to help you 
understand esports audiences. It discovers 
dimensions that are missed by traditional 
surveys and/or manual research.

Twitter

https://esportsiq.com/
https://twitter.com/ItsFlo/status/1172503212726857729/photo/1
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eSports iQ’s segmentation technology identifies audience personas, which you can use 
to customize your storytelling campaign(s). For instance, personas include psychographic 
insights into audience needs and wants – to which your story should appeal. This data-driven 
approach helps you reach specific sections of the overall esports audience in a simple, cost-
effective manner. 

Step 5: Clarify the market
Competitive video games offer the opportunity to reach a global audience of young, digitally 
savvy consumers. However, campaign goals are always driven by business objectives. So, it 
is important to connect with audiences in your target market(s). Especially, if your products are 
location-specific or are only available in certain regions.

Region-specific nuances help you connect with esports consumers across the globe
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Clarifying these details upfront, keeps you from wasting time and money marketing to 
consumers who are not likely to become customers. Esports audience nuances in specific 
markets help focus story design. Case in point, game title popularity varies based on audience 
location. Taking these facts into account helps you craft stories that build relationships with 
your ideal customer.



Espor ts Stor ytel l ing for Brands and Marketers

20

Making it real
Activision Blizzard’s Overwatch is a popular multiplayer game (released in 2016) featuring 
a rich cast of characters, known as “heroes.” The game’s backstory is set in a time of global 
crisis, when an international task force bands together to restore peace to a war-torn world. 
The organization, known as Overwatch, ended the crisis and helped usher in an era of 
exploration, innovation, and discovery. 

However, torn apart by allegations and infighting, Overwatch was eventually disbanded and 
declared illegal. In the aftermath of dismantling, tensions begin rising once again. The game 
begins with a recall of all Overwatch agents – since the world still needs heroes. 

An Overwatch fan in cosplay as Tracer

In the following marketing story, Ivory – one of Procter & Gamble’s (P&G) iconic brands and 
first products – is authentically integrated into the Overwatch universe. The story combines 
Ivory’s brand values with in-game lore to emotionally connect with Overwatch fans. 

The storyline is centered in fandom instead of competition because 27% of Overwatch 
gamers do not follow esports.8  The goal is to communicate Ivory’s brand message to a larger 
audience – all gamers who do and do not follow esports.

8 eSports iQ analytics [Social data of 10,000 Overwatch gamers]
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Project Ivory
“Will you ever return home?” A voice pierces the dimly lit, otherwise silent laboratory. 
Winston – the adventurous scientist and Overwatch hero – is seated in a lab chair, fiddling 
with a pair of bifocals. 

“Home is where my friends are. My home is here,” he finally answers. 

It has been months since Winston discovered Dr. Mina Liao’s personal log buried in 
a confidential file brief. To keep the discovery from prying eyes, he locked himself in 
Watchpoint:Gibraltar’s main laboratory, cutting off communication with the outside world. 

Since then, he decoded hidden instructions for an unclassified project – sentient artificial 
intelligence (AI) designed to understand human emotion. In the aftermath of Dr. Liao’s 
premature death, the project is in beta. So, Winston makes it his mission to complete it.

However, the AI technology learns by interaction – requiring hundreds of hours of dialogue 
and training. Ever persistent, Winston soliders on – giving the project a code name: Ivory.

Blizzard’s Overwatch universe is home to Winston (center) and a diverse cast of heroes

“Yes, but will you ever return to the Horizon Lunar Colony?” Ivory probes further. 

“One day I may return,” Winston says with a deep sigh, while gazing longingly at his 
Overwatch pin sitting atop the lab desk. “Until then, it’s just a memory,” he adds. 

“My tone analysis detects a high degree of sadness in your response. Please provide manual 
input to confirm.” Ivory immediately returns. 

YouTube: Overwatch
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A prompt – asking if the tone analysis is correct – appears on Ivory’s screen. The Yes and No 
option buttons almost glow in the dark lab. “In the name of science,” Winston mutters while 
touching the Yes option. The prompt immediately fades. 

“May I suggest an act of kindness to elevate your mood?” Ivory’s next question meets 
deadpan silence.

“Calling Tracer boosts your happiness indicators by 300% on average,” Ivory adds. Winston 
glances at the on-screen date indicator. Today is the anniversary of him inventing the chronal 
accelerator for Tracer – a fellow Overwatch hero.

The chronal accelerator is his proudest scientific achievement. And Tracer, whose life it saved, 
one of his closest friends. 

Unexpectedly, Ivory displays the digital greeting card Tracer sent Winston for last year’s 
anniversary onscreen. The card’s image is a selfie of Tracer showing the device, worn in the 
middle of her chest, subtitled “You’ll always have a place in my heart!”

“Touché,” he mumbles reluctantly, before adding, “Ivory, call Tracer.”

“Initiating act of kindness,” Ivory chirps. Tracer’s contact info quickly displays on screen.

The call tone sounds loudly.

Once, twice, then again. Winston sighs anxiously, expecting a no-answer. Suddenly Tracer’s 
British accent streaks across the room, “Hello Winston, is that you?” 

Winston is both surprised and relieved to hear his good friend’s voice again. “Um...yes...hey, 
it’s me,” he stammers. 

“I was just thinking about you! How have you been?!?” Tracer’s voice rises, excitedly. 

“I’m good...Well, actually, there’s someone I want you to meet,” Winston remarks, this time 
more relaxed, with a smile on his face. “Her name is Ivory.”

Key elements
Ivory products are positioned as pure, gentle, and kind. Similarly, in a campaign focused on 
leading with love, P&G pledged to do 2,021 acts of kindness for 2021. The Project Ivory 
marketing story resonates with those themes by focusing on the warmth and trust of friendship. 

The Ivory brand is personified as AI technology – to match the Overwatch universe’s futuristic 
setting. However, the character is introduced as an unfinished work-in-progress. This vulnerability 
humanizes the brand in an underdog role. The story conclusion depicts an emotional connection 
between Ivory and Winston – with whom the audience has been led to empathize.
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Storytelling modernizes Ivory’s iconic brand values

While the plot borrows locations and character backstories from Overwatch lore, P&G’s 
campaign themes are prominent in key story points (see table below). As a legacy consumer 
brand that was initially launched in the 19th century, Ivory benefits from association with the 
world of online gaming in a way that big-name competitors such as Dove, and Olay cannot 
currently match.

Story setting
Watchpoint:Gibraltar laboratory (a location in the fictional 
Overwatch universe)

Protagonist(s) Winston (Overwatch hero and scientist)

Inciting event
Winston finds and decodes Dr. Liao’s personal log. He also 
discovers a new sentient AI technology (Ivory).

Object of desire Complete Dr. Liao’s project. 

Action/Reaction
Winston interacts with the AI to improve it, which involves 
uncomfortable emotional moments.

Crisis of choice
Ivory suggests a random act of kindness (call Tracer). Winston 
decides to trust her judgement and follow the suggestion. 

Climatic reaction
Tracer accepts the call. The two friends are connected again, and 
Winston’s mood is lifted. This is proof that the project is complete.
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Story-driven partnerships
The esports audience is a very specific derivative of the online gaming population. Meaning, 
it is challenging to navigate if your product or service is not related to gaming. This represents 
an out-of-market experience for brand marketing geared to reach as many potential consumers 
as possible.

Fortunately, an ecosystem of partners – natively embedded in the online gaming world – can 
help bring your marketing message to this valuable, hard-to-reach audience. This diverse 
ecosystem is home to a range of companies, from game publishers to esports teams and 
league operators, with access to immediate reach.

Once the previously described storytelling design process is complete, partners should be 
evaluated on how they can successfully bring a complete story to market. A trusted partner 
is credible and committed to story creation that can be curated and shared throughout 
the esports community. A storytelling campaign should be in sync with your overall brand 
marketing strategy by communicating: 

 ) Your brand’s core values.

 ) How the audience should feel and/or which actions they should take.

 ) The promise or mission your brand is committed to.
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All the above should also shine through every aspect of the partnership activation. Stories 
function as a marketing experience reflective of your customer experience. In other words, key 
themes are a direct reflection of everything your brand stands for. So, if you’re new to esports 
and online gaming, thinking in story before partner selection helps answer questions like:

 ) Where should you begin?

 ) What are the relevant emotional touchpoints?

 ) Which type of partner is the best fit?

To be clear, storytelling complements a wider range of partnership initiatives and completes 
the picture. Stories build a direct relationship between brand and audience, instead of relying 
on connection by association. That’s why it’s important to select the right partner – that can 
lend key assets necessary for a successful story-driven campaign.

A visual touch
The 21st century battle for consumer attention is compounded by an always-on digital world. 
This reality is exacerbated among Generation Z (b. 1997 – 2010) and Generation Alpha 
(b. 2010 – 2025) cohorts who consume so much digital content, it’s increasingly difficult for 
brands to reach them. More so than other age groups, if you want to reach Gen Z and Gen 
Alpha, you need to catch their eye long enough to make them stop scrolling.

Since esports audiences over index in the under 35 age range, you need to meet them where 
they are - e.g., social and mobile. Not to mention, you have mere nanoseconds to grab and 
keep their attention. Visual content is the best way to break through on these channels before 
you’re off their radar with a quick swipe motion. 

The partnership between Ralph Lauren and esports club G2 Esports demonstrates how to 
successfully execute visually appealing storytelling. In it, the world-renowned fashion brand 
introduces its elegance and timeless style to online gaming counterculture – highlighted by the 
SO MAJESTIC campaign.



Espor ts Stor ytel l ing for Brands and Marketers

26

Rekkles amplifies Ralph Lauren’s esports marketing story

The esports marketing story features two members of the G2 organization – professional 
gamer Martin “Rekkles” Larsson and team founder Carlos “Ocelote” Rodriguez. The 
visual imagery is strong enough that Rekkles, the central character, does not speak at all. 
Instead, the narrative is guided by excellent use of visual elements – color contrast, logo 
placement, and even computer graphics.  

Both characters are visually framed in a way that humanizes the fashion brand and elevates 
the narrative. However, while those unfamiliar with competitive video games can follow the 
storyline, certain story points are tucked away as hidden lore. 

Ocelote, seeing Rekkles sharply donning Ralph Lauren fashion, says, “So majestic. Best money 
I’ve ever spent.” This alludes to G2’s signing Rekkles to its League of Legends roster, after a 
storied career with rival club Fnatic. These inside references earn authenticity with – and help 
modernize how the brand is perceived by – esports fans.

The decision to cast Rekkles stands out, not only because of his model-esque features, but 
because he is one of the best League of Legends players on earth. Rekkles’ presence amplifies 
the story’s emotional tones for fans of his game – the same way a LeBron James or Lionel 
Messi appearance would for fans of theirs.

YouTube: G2 Esports

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gDNktn2loXY
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Meaningful brands in esports
Competitive video games depend on brand marketing. Case in point, sponsorship will 
account for just under 60% of all the esports industry’s 2021 revenues (estimated).9 Marketing 
spend is the lifeblood that keeps esports commercially viable – a symbiotic relationship that 
can help you build loyalty and connection. 

This is important because meaningful brands fit into peoples’ lives and play a role in society. 
But that is easier said than done. Since, according to Havas Group’s Meaningful Brands 
study, consumers believe 75% of brands can disappear and would be easily replaced. Esports 
is a readymade opportunity for your brand to be needed, not just liked, by a hard-to-reach 
audience.

Effective esports storytelling portrays your brand as meaningful to a new generation of 
digitally minded customers – in a way that matters to them. However, the core values and 
emotional tones in your brand story contain promises that your product/service experience 
must fulfill. Meaningful brands keep and exceed their promises. Those that consumers classify 
as easily replaceable do not. 

Story-driven marketing future proofs your brand for a world in which the interrupt advertising 
model is going extinct. Purpose-driven stories open the door to long-lasting affinity with 
audiences by touching their hearts. Storytelling is like a blank billboard that offers new ways 
to reach customers and build ongoing relationships. 

Mastery of storytelling empowers you to consistently emotionally connect with esports 
audiences. Practiced over time, your brand becomes a meaningful, ongoing source of 
enjoyment. Well-told marketing stories are gifts that inspire and entertain – while helping meet 
your business goals.

9 Newzoo 2021 Global Esports Market per Revenue Stream  [https://newzoo.com/key-numbers]

https://newzoo.com/key-numbers
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eSports iQ is a next generation, artificial intelligence 
(AI) powered analytics platform that transforms 
social media data into one-of-a-kind insights about 
competitive video game audiences. It helps brands 
and businesses connect with esports consumers 
across the world. Empower your esports and gaming 
objectives with intelligence gathered from hundreds of 
millions of social media data points. 

eSports iQ is developed by Esports Group and 
guided by a plugged-in approach to market needs. 
Its vision is shaped by the same respect for the culture 
of gaming and passion for esports, which formed 
Esports Group in 2015. Ultimately, eSports iQ is the 
product of a tireless commitment to excellence. 

Esports Group
815 Heron Drive 
Silver Spring, MD 20901
P: +1 301-660-5488 
E: contact@esportsgroup.net 
www.esportsgroup.net
www.esportsiq.com 
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