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Abstract

Esports—video game competitions—has experienced significant worldwide
growth over the past decade. Alongside this has been a concomitant rise in
academic research focused on this unique digital setting. At the same time,
most esports research has placed emphasis on either defining the setting and
scope of the industry or analyzing consumer interest and perceptions of es-
ports and related services and activities. From this perspective, the current
work advances the research into esports by examining whether changing the
tournament design of top-level esports competitions impacts overall team
performance. Specifically, using regression analysis of match data from mul-
tiple League of Legends World Championships, we find that recent format
changes result in more unbalanced matches. The results indicate that tour-
nament design is critical in the development and management of esports and
other forms of competitions.
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1. Introduction and Context

Esports—often defined as competitive video gaming—has undergone significant
commercial growth in recent years with top-level esports competitions drawing
tens of millions of viewers and participants worldwide (Newman et al., 2022). This
boom has resulted in drastic increases in revenue for video game publishers, soft-
ware companies, and other related organizations who now are able to draw in
hundreds of millions of dollars annually (Funk et al., 2018). As such, this growth

has also attracted interest from numerous researchers, as esports represents a new
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digital sport ecosystem through which scholars can further examine business op-
erations and management (Flegr & Schmidt, 2022), consumer behavior (Qian et
al., 2020b, 2022), and the structure and value of the industry (Jalonen, 2019; Wong
& Meng-Lewis, 2023). At the same time, there have been limited examinations
focused on the economics of esports, with such studies almost entirely focused on
determinants of wages and performance (Shenkman et al., 2022) or consumer be-
havior (Watanabe et al., 2021).

From this vantage, one critical aspect of esports that has yet to be examined
from an economic lens is how the structure, rules, and regulations of competition
may impact team performance. That is, within the economic literature there is an
extensive body of work focused on how the design of competitions can impact the
performance of teams and players (Lenten, 2016), and hence also affect the inter-
est of fans and consumers (Gong et al., 2022; Hausman & Leonard, 1997). More-
over, esports provides a unique context to further study contest design in sport
for the following reasons:

Work-world similarity: Esports competitions closely mirror office work, with
players using computers to achieve objectives. Performance metrics in esports,
such as keystrokes per minute, are more analogous to workplace productivity
measures than traditional sports metrics.

Digital equality and fairness: Esports competitions occur in a digital realm gov-
erned by programmed algorithms, ensuring a more level playing field. Unlike
some traditional sports where equipment costs can significantly influence out-
comes, esports players generally start on equal footing. The digital nature also
eliminates the need for in-game referees, reducing potential human errors.

Data granularity: The digital environment allows for extensive, highly detailed
data collection on player and team performance. Some games can capture data at
incredibly high frequencies, such as 30 times per second in Dota 2, providing un-
precedented insights into performance.

For the purpose of this research, we focus on the League of Legends (LoL)
World Championships. LoL is a multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) game
developed by Riot Games who have been one of the major developers in the gam-
ing and esports industry over the last several decades. Specifically, a game of LoL
involves two teams with five players on each team whose goal is to control the
three lanes of travel between their respective starting territory known as “bases.”
The ultimate objective is to advance across the lanes of the map and destroy the
“Nexus”—the main structure located in the opponent’s base. The five players on
each team select different champions, all of whom have their own unique abilities
and serve important roles. Essentially, the roles can be considered as similar to
positions in traditional sport, with a LoL player choosing a role between: top lane,
middle lane, bottom lane, Jungler, and support. As it is a five-versus-five player
sport that is focused on penetrating into an opponents territory with players hav-
ing different roles/positions, LoL is often equated to being similar to basketball in

theory.
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The LoL World championships, often referred to as the “Worlds” is the summit
of LoL competition and is one of the most important and highest attended and
watched esports competitions in the world. The Worlds, which bring together the
top teams from the entire globe to determine the world champion in LoL, have
been held annually since 2011, with nine different teams having won the title dur-
ing that time frame. The tournament takes a multi week format including a qual-
ifying play-in stage for teams to advance to the main competition. A group stage
to determine the eight teams that will advance to the knockout rounds, and then
the knockout stage that is composed of quarterfinals, semifinals, and the final. In
the most recent (2023) LoL Worlds, the competition introduced a new format for
the group stages, instead of placing teams into groups with the top two teams from
each group advancing, they instead organized a Swiss style competition. Specifi-
cally, the LoL Swiss format requires a team to win three matches to advance to the
knockout rounds and matches teams up based on their record as they progress
through the Swiss format. For example, a team that wins its first match will then
be paired against another team that also won for their second match. Similarly, a
team with two losses would get paired against a team with two losses, and these
matches are continued to be played out until eight teams have won three matches
to advance to the knockout rounds.

The introduction of the Swiss format was done for several reasons. First, in pre-
vious years there had been cases where groups had been entirely deadlocked with
equal records in the group stage, requiring tiebreakers for teams to advance. Be-
cause of this, it is argued many top-level teams were not able to advance to the
knockout rounds because of the group stage format and bad luck in terms of the
draw and seeding of the group stages. In this sense, a Swiss stage eliminates the
need for tiebreakers and requires all teams that advance to do so based on their
own performance (Csatd, 2017). Second, the move to Swiss format was argued to
be beneficial because it allows for more evenly paired matches throughout the
group stages, instead of having teams that easily dominate all of their competition
at this stage of the tournament. As such, it was argued that the Swiss style format
would allow for better competition, more upsets, and thus generate greater inter-
est from fans and enhance revenue (Krumer & Lechner, 2017).

Based on all of this, the current research advances the literature into esports and
contest design by examining whether the change in tournament format from
group stages to Swiss style had an impact on team performance at the LoL Worlds.
Specifically, using data from the LoL World Championships, we analyze whether
the introduction of the Swiss format has increased the chances of upsets within
the competition. By doing so, we provide one of the first critical examinations of
tournament design and incentives within the professional esports industry, ad-
vancing the theoretical and empirical understanding in this setting. Moreover, the
findings also provide important managerial implications for esports contests and
other competitions in understanding whether teams and individuals respond to

certain performance incentives within digital gaming environments.
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2. Literature Review and Theory

Tournament theory has been widely used in the sports economics literature to
study the design of sport competitions and their relation to performance and
incentives (Price et al., 2010). Notably, numerous studies have examined how
the performance of professional basketball teams may be impacted by talent al-
location policies of the respective leagues they are members of (Gong et al., 2022;
Soebbing & Mason, 2009). Specifically, tournament theory indicates that in a
rank-order tournament, prize money should increase as one rises through the
rankings so that those competing at the highest level will exhibit maximum ef-
fort (Taylor & Trogdon, 2002). Moreover, it is argued that there should be a
convex relationship between prize money and rankings (Connelly et al., 2014),
as this creates a structure that progressively increases the rewards for those of
higher ranks, and thus elicits greater effort from those at the top. For example,
in a golf tournament, the tournament organizers will scale the prize money so
that a golfer moving from 4™ place to 3* place will receive significantly more for
moving one place in the rankings than a golfer moving from 30 to 29 place.
Such prize structures are common in sport, including golf, tennis, and even the
FIFA World Cup, as they are believed to incentivize athletes to provide high
levels of effort in competition to enhance their own earnings (Frick, 2003). In
turn, it is believed that this will lead to enhanced performance from competitors
in the later stages of a sport competition, leading to more entertaining contests
that will draw the interest of sport consumers, media, and other stakeholders
(Frick & Simmons, 2008).

At the same time, one of the drawbacks of a convex prize system is that it does
not provide much incentive to those contestants who are in the middle or lower
end of the rankings to put forth greater effort (Connelly et al., 2014). That is,
where moving one spot at the top end of a golf tournament could result in in-
creased earnings of hundreds of thousands of dollars, moving one spot near the
bottom of a tournament may only provide a return of a few thousand dollars. In
the case of professional sport leagues such as the National Basketball Association
(NBA), the prize system for team performance over the course of the regular sea-
son is divided into two groups. The top performing teams in the league qualify for
the playoffs and get the chance to compete for the league championship, while
those who did not have good enough records to make the playoffs are entered into
a lottery to decide the order to draft new talent (Price et al., 2010). However, this
can also introduce other issues such as tanking, the practice of purposely under-
performing, as certain teams may determine it is in their best interest once they
have been eliminated from the playoffs to try and lose as many games as possible
to maximize their probability of being able to secure the best new talent entering
the league. In response to this, the NBA has altered its draft format and league
regulations several times, including changing the odds of receiving the top pick as

well as fining teams that rest their star players.
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2.1. Tournament Design

Tournament design is a critical aspect of sports economics and management, with
significant implications for competitive balance, effort allocation, and overall per-
formance. The theoretical underpinnings of tournament design draw from vari-
ous economic and game theory concepts, each offering unique insights into how
different structures can influence participant behavior and outcomes. One funda-
mental theory in tournament design is the incentive-effort model proposed by
Lazear and Rosen (1981). This model suggests that the structure of rewards in a
tournament significantly influences the effort levels of participants. In the context
of professional team sports, this theory helps explain why different league formats
(e.g., regular season, playoffs) can elicit varying levels of effort from teams de-
pending on their standing and the stakes involved.

As such, different sport competitions and leagues have utilized different for-
mats and designs to elicit effort and performance by teams. Generally, there are
several types of competition format. For professional team sport, most leagues
tend to use a regular season format, where teams will play scheduled contests
through the course of a season, the final rankings of which will either determine
the champions (such as in European football) or participation in playoffs (North
American system). Even within the regular season, there are different incentives
to perform based on where a team is ranked within the league standings. For ex-
ample, in the NBA, an eight-place team may be highly motivated to maximize
effort to ensure that the team is able to qualify for the playoffs, whereas the first-
place team having secured their playoff berth, may attempt to reduce their effort
in order to conserve energy for the playoffs. Conversely, in the English Premier
League, a team in eighth-place will likely have very little to play for near the end
of a season as there are no playoffs for them to compete in. At the same time, the
first-place team will likely need to maximize its effort to maintain their status in
order to win a championship.

The concept of strategic interaction, as explored in game theory, is particularly
relevant to tournament design. Fudenberg and Tirole’s (1991) work on dynamic
games provides a framework for understanding how teams might adjust their
strategies over the course of a tournament. This is evident in scenarios where
teams may reduce effort after securing a playoff spot or in group stages where
teams might collude to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes, as in the infamous
“Disgrace of Gijon” incident where West Germany beat Austria 1-0 in the 1982
World Cup. After West Germany scored 10 minutes into the match, both teams
realized it was best for both of them to advance if the score remained the same
and resulted in both teams passing the ball around their defenders for the entire
match with no attempts to score. Because of this incident, FIFA was forced to
change the format of the World Cup group stages to attempt to avoid similar poor
quality of play in top-level tournaments. Another crucial theoretical consideration
is the balance between competitive intensity and fairness. Szymanski (2003) dis-

cusses the importance of maintaining competitive balance in sports leagues, which

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2024.1210019

243 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2024.1210019

S. H. Yuan

can be influenced by tournament design. This theory helps explain why leagues
implement mechanisms like draft systems or financial regulations to prevent
dominant teams from consistently outperforming others, thereby maintaining fan
interest and league sustainability.

Another type of tournament design that can be used in competition is the afore-
mentioned Swiss-style that has been implemented by the LoL World Champion-
ships starting in 2023. Simply, the Swiss style is a format that creates a pool of
competitors with set performance criterion in terms of the number of wins needed
to advance (Sauer et al., 2024). Teams are then paired together in the initial round
of matches and will continue to play opponents with similar records until they
advance to the next round or are eliminated from the tournament (Sziklai et al.,
2022). For example, in the 2023 LoL Worlds, the number of wins needed to ad-
vance was set at three, meaning that only eight of the sixteen teams would advance
to the knockout stage. Some teams were able to advance from the Swiss round by
winning their first three games (JD Gaming and Gen. G) while others were elim-
inated after losing all three opening matches (Team Liquid and Team BDS). As
such, the system continues to pair teams based on their records until the last round
where six teams with two wins and two losses face each other to determine the
final teams that advance to the knockout round.

The Swiss-style tournament, while less common in traditional sports, has
been the subject of theoretical analysis in other competitive domains. Csato
(2013) provides a mathematical framework for analyzing the fairness and effi-
ciency of Swiss-system tournaments, which can be applied to understand their
potential benefits in esports contexts like the League of Legends World Cham-
pionships. The concept of information revelation in tournaments, as discussed
by Rosen (1986), is particularly relevant to the Swiss-style format. This theory
suggests that tournament structures can be designed to reveal information about
participant quality progressively. The Swiss system, by pairing teams with sim-
ilar records, effectively implements this concept, potentially leading to more ac-
curate rankings and exciting matchups. At the same time, Moldovanu and Sela’s
(2001) work on optimal contest design provides insights into how prize struc-
tures can be tailored to maximize effort across all participants. This is particu-
larly relevant when comparing elimination brackets to Swiss-style tournaments,
as the latter may provide more incentives for mid-level teams to maintain high
effort levels throughout the competition. Furthermore, the concept of dynamic
seeding, as explored by Dagaev and Sonin (2018), is relevant to understanding
how the Swiss system might affect competitive balance and outcome unpredict-
ability. Their work suggests that dynamic tournament structures can lead to
more balanced and exciting competitions, potentially explaining the appeal of
the Swiss format in esports.

Based on all of this, the implementation of the Swiss-style tournament in the
LoL World Championships represents a significant departure from traditional

sports tournament designs. This shift aligns with theoretical predictions about the
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benefits of more dynamic and adaptive tournament structures. For instance, the
Swiss system’s ability to create matches between teams with similar performance
records throughout the tournament addresses concerns raised by tournament the-
ory about effort allocation and competitive balance (Szymanski, 2003).

However, the relative scarcity of empirical research on Swiss-style tournaments
in sports contexts highlights a critical gap in the literature. While theoretical mod-
els suggest potential benefits in terms of fairness and competitive intensity, real-
world applications in high-stakes sports environments remain understudied. This
gap underscores the importance of the current research, which provides one of
the few empirical examinations of how a Swiss-style tournament impacts perfor-
mance in a major esports competition.

By analyzing the effects of this tournament design change, this study contrib-
utes to the broader theoretical discourse on optimal tournament structures in
sports. It offers insights into how theories of incentive design, competitive bal-
ance, and information revelation play out in the rapidly evolving world of es-
ports. Moreover, this research has the potential to inform future tournament
design decisions in both traditional sports and esports, potentially leading to
more engaging and fair competitions. In conclusion, the theoretical landscape
of tournament design is rich and multifaceted, drawing from economic, game
theory, and sports management principles. The introduction of the Swiss-style
format in a major esports tournament provides a unique opportunity to test and
extend these theories in a new context. This study not only advances our under-
standing of tournament design in esports but also contributes to the broader
theoretical discourse on how competitive structures influence performance and

outcomes in sports.

2.2.Esports

Over the last several years, the number of papers focused on esports has risen dras-
tically in academic journals. From the perspective of management and the social
sciences, esports research has predominantly been published within the fields (and
related sub-disciplines) of sport management and internet research. Notably, within
the sport management literature, the lineage of esports research can be traced from
early studies that have focused on defining what esports is and debating its place
within the sport management literature (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2018; Jenny et al.,
2018; Pizzo et al., 2022; Smith & Skinner, 2022). Moving beyond this, scholars have
begun to place greater emphasis in analyzing consumer behaviors related to esports,
especially in regards to viewership patterns and other marketing behaviors (Hong,
2023). Generally, findings have suggested that esports consumers, while similar in
some aspects to traditional sport fans, have their own unique characteristics and
attributes (Jang et al., 2021; Macey et al., 2022; Xiao, 2020). In this manner, it is not
suitable to simply consider esports as an extension of traditional sport, and thus new
theoretical and methodological approaches should be considered in studying behav-

iors in this context (Qian et al., 2020a).
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One area of research that has been focused on esports from a competitive stand-
point has been the sports economics literature. Specifically, a handful of research
has analyzed how performance and other factors have impacted the compensation
provided to top-level esports athletes (Parshakov & Zavertiaeva, 2018). Within
these studies, it is found that players who come with countries with higher Gross
Domestic Products (GDP) were likely to have higher prize winnings from esports
tournaments. The reasoning behind this is that countries with higher GDPs likely
have more advanced technological and internet infrastructure, thus providing a
greater level of access to the populations interested in competing in esports. At
the same time, although this line of research has provided important insights into
pay and performance in the context of esports, there have been almost no studies
examining the performance of esports athletes and teams within competitions
(Coates & Parshakov, 2016). That is, although performance has been included
within studies, it is typically an explanatory or control variable used when model-
ing compensation or consumer demand in esports (Meier et al., 2022; Parshakov
& Zavertiaeva, 2018; Watanabe et al., 2021).

Considering the above literature, the current work advances the research fo-
cused on esports in a number of ways. To begin with, the paper extends the esports
literature by providing one of the first empirical examinations of the performance
of teams within a top-level competitive tournament. At the same time, this study
also advances the work on tournament theory by analyzing how the use of a Swiss-
style tournament format impacts the performance of competitors. As such, the
findings from this study provide important theoretical and empirical evidence to
advance the understanding of tournament theory and performance within the

context of esports.

3. Methods

3.1. Research Design

Building upon the existing literature in esports and tournament theory, this study
employs a quasi-experimental design to examine the impact of the Swiss-style for-
mat on match outcomes in the League of Legends (LoL) World Championships.
We utilize data from the 2021 and 2023 tournaments, providing a comparative
analysis before and after the format change to Swiss-style format. This approach
allows us to leverage the unique characteristics of esports, including its work-
world similarity, digital equality, and data granularity, as highlighted in the liter-
ature. As will be noted in the following sections, the data collection involves com-
prehensive match-level information from the official LoL Esports website and bet-
ting odds data from Odds Shark, which is then analyzed using regression analysis.
This approach aligns with previous research on tournament theory in sports
(Connelly et al., 2014; Soebbing et al., 2013), and following these previous works
we control for potential confounding factors and test for multicollinearity and
heteroscedasticity to ensure the reliability of our results.

As such, this research design allows us to examine how the Swiss-style format
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affects team performance and competitive balance, contributing to the broader
theoretical discourse on tournament design in sports. By focusing on esports, we
extend existing theories into a new digital context, potentially informing future
tournament structures in both traditional sports and esports. The granular data
available in esports provides a unique opportunity to test hypotheses about incen-
tive structures and performance that may be challenging to examine in traditional

sports contexts.

3.2.Data

In order to examine the impact that the change to a Swiss-style format had on
match outcomes in the LoL World Championships data was gathered from the
2023 and 2021 LoL Worlds. We omit the 2022 LoL Worlds from this study because
no betting outcome day was available for this competition. To begin with, we all
match-level data was gathered from the LoL Esports website' that is operated by
Riot Games, the publisher of LoL. This includes the teams in each match, the score
and outcome of each match, and the round of the competition. Additionally, we
gathered betting data for every match from Odds Shark in order to determine
which team was favored in each match and to calculate the win probability for
each match. All variable definitions are included in Table 1, and the summary

statistics for all measures are included in Table 2.

Table 1. Variable definitions.

Variable Definition

Upset Whether the team with lower win probability won the match (1 = Yes)
ScoreDiff Difference in score between the two teams in a match
WinDiff Difference in win probability between the two teams in a match

FavoredElim  Favored team facing elimination with a loss
UnderdogElim  Underdog team facing elimination with a loss
FavoredQual  Favored team advances to next round with a win
UnderdogQual  Underdog team advances to next round with a win
PlayIn Play-in round of the LoL World Championship (1 = Yes)
Swiss Swiss round of the LoL World Championship (1 = Yes)
Quaterfinal Quarterfinals of the LoL World Championship (1 = Yes)
Semifinal Semifinals of the LoL World Championship (1 = Yes)

Final Finals of the LoL World Championship (1 = Yes)

'https://lolesports.com/en-US/.
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Table 2. Summary statistics.

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Upset 107 0.2991 0.4600 0 1
ScoreDiff 107 0.5421 1.3051 -3 3

WinDiff 107 0.0785 0.0834 0.0002 0.3193
FavoredElim 107 0.2991 0.4600 0 1
UnderdogElim 107 0.3458 0.4779 0 1
FavoredQual 107 0.3178 0.4678 0 1
UnderdogQual 107 0.3178 0.4678 0 1
PlayIn 107 0.1121 0.3170 0 1
Swiss 107 0.3084 0.4640 0 1
Knockout 107 0.0654 0.2484 0 1
Quaterfinal 107 0.0748 0.2643 0 1
Semifinal 107 0.0374 0.1906 0 1
Final 107 0.0187 0.1361 0 1

There are two dependent variables used within this study. First, Upset, measures
when a team with a lower win probability defeats a team that was favored by them.
This is a binary measure that is created by using betting odds data to determine the
favored and underdog team in each match, and then pairing these market expecta-
tions to the actual outcome of the match. When the team that was favored by the
betting odds won the match, the match was coded as a “1” for Upset, with all other
matches coded as 0. The second dependent variable is ScoreDiff which is a measure
of the score difference between the favored and underdog team in each LoL World
Championship match. As noted in Table 2, the range for ScoreDiff is from 3 to -3,
as the greatest number of matches a team could win in a LoL match is 3. Thus, a
value of “3” represents when a favored team won by sweeping their opponent in all
three matches, while a score of —3 means that the underdog swept the favored team
in all three matches. As all these values are present within the data set, it means that
there have been cases in the two LoL World Championships examined where un-
derdogs have swept the favored team in competition.

Continuing to the independent variables within this research, we first control
for the difference (WinDiff) in quality between two teams facing each other by
using the betting odds data to calculate the difference in win probability between
the favored and underdog team. Overall, the average value for WinDiff was 0.078,
meaning that the favored team usually had a 7.8% greater probability of winning
a match. The lowest observed win probability difference was 0.02%, while the
highest was 31.9%. Next to control for the other factors that may impact
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performance, we measure whether the favored (FavoredElim) or the underdog
(UnderdogElim) team was facing elimination if they lost the observed match. Sim-
ilarly, we also include measures to control for whether the favored (FavoredQual)
or underdog (UnderdogQual) were able to qualify to the next round of the com-
petition by winning the observed match.

Finally to account for tournament specific structure we include additional con-
trol variable. To answer the research question in regards to whether the Swiss style
tournament impacts the number of upsets or the outcome of matches, we include
a dummy variable Swiss that measures as “1” for all matches played during the
Swiss rounds of the 2023 LoL World Championships. Likewise, to account for the
other stages of the tournament, we include variables to measure the play-in round
(Playln), as well as the quarterfinals (Quarterfinals), semifinals (Semifinals), and
Finals (Finals) of each tournament. Finally, we include a variable to measure the
year of the tournament to account for any other differences that may have existed
between the 2023 and 2021 LoL World Championships.

3.3. Econometric Analysis

Following previous research focused on tournament theory in sport (Connelly et
al., 2014; Soebbing et al., 2013), we utilize multivariate regression analysis to esti-
mate the results from our data. In this, we set up a basic model where the outcome
of a LoL match is a function of match characteristics such as the difference in
strength between the teams and the tournament design. We specify this function
in equation (1) as:

R=1(M.T) €

In this, the outcome or performance within a match is denoted by P, which is a
function of match and tournament characteristics. From this, we can then expand
our equation to include all of our independent variables to take the form of:

Outcome = «, + S, WinDiff + g,FavoredElim + £,UnderdogElim
+ p,FavoredQual + g,UnderdogQual + S,PlayIn + S,Swiss  (2)
+ pyQuarterfinals + Sg,Semifinals + 5, Finals + g, Year + u

Before estimating the final version of the models for this research, variance in-
flation factor (VIF) scores were estimated for each variable in both models. As the
scores for all variables were below 10, multicollinearity was not an issue. Addi-
tional tests were also conducted to test for heteroscedasticity in the STATA 15
software, but the results indicated no presence of heteroscedasticity within the
data. As such, two finals models were estimated using an Ordinary Least Squares
(OLS) regression, with the first model using Upset as the dependent variable and

the second model utilizing ScoreDiff as the dependent variable.

4. Results

First considering the R-squared values for the regression results, the R-square for
model 1 (Table 3) and 2 (Table 4) were 0.1831 and 0.3128 respectively. This means

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2024.1210019

249 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2024.1210019

S. H. Yuan

that the model analyzing upsets explained about 18 percent of the variation within
the data, while the model examining the score difference in matches explained about
31 percent of the variation in the data. Returning to the proposed research questions
focused on the impact that the introduction of a Swiss-style format had on outcomes
within the LoL World Championships, the variable Swiss was negative and signifi-
cant in the first model and positive and significant in the second model. Specifically,
this means that in a Swiss-style format during a LoL tournament there was less likely
to be an upset during these rounds when compared to other rounds of the tourna-
ment. At the same time, positive result from model two indicates that there was a
higher score difference in matches played during the Swiss round of the LoL World
Championships. These findings run somewhat counter to the hypothesized results,
as theory suggests that the equal pairings that occur at each round of a Swiss-style
tournament should provide greater opportunity for close matches with lower score

difference and a higher potential for upsets.

Table 3. Model 1: Dependent variable is Upsets.

Variable Coeff. Std. Err. p-value
WinDiff —1.0882 0.6100 0.078
FavoredElim —-0.1742 0.1884 0.358
UnderdogElim 0.0119 0.1700 0.944
FavoredQual -0.2502 0.1173 0.036**
UnderdogQual 0.4341 0.1390 0.002***
PlayIn -0.6705 0.2492 0.008***
Swiss -0.5655 0.2056 0.007***
Quaterfinal -0.2857 0.2000 0.156
Semifinal 0.0030 0.2374 0.990
Final 0.4139 0.3184 0.197
Year 0.2662 0.0875 0.003***
constant -538 177 0.003***

Table 4. Model 2: Dependent variable is ScoreDiff.

Variable Coeff. Std. Err. p-value
Diff 2.8847 1.3948 0.041**
HomeElim 0.6908 0.4270 0.109
AwayElim 0.0624 0.3511 0.859
HomeQual 0.4619 0.2711 0.092
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Continued
AwayQual -0.9496 0.3182 0.004***
PlayIn 2.9798 0.9332 0.002%**
Swiss 2.3374 0.8080 0.005%**
Quaterfinal 1.7047 0.6469 0.0107%**
Semifinal —-0.0231 0.6493 0.972
Final -1.5367 0.6283 0.016**
Year -1.0911 0.3847 0.006***
constant 2,205 777 0.006***

These counterintuitive results could be interpreted in several ways. First, teams
might be taking time to adapt to the new format, leading to more predictable out-
comes in the short term. Second, the Swiss format might be more effective at re-
vealing true skill differences, leading to fewer upsets but larger score margins.
Third, the psychological pressure of the new format might affect underdog teams
more severely, leading to wider score margins. One potential reason for these find-
ings could be the fact that Riot Games has only used the Swiss format for one year,
and thus the small sample size has limited the opportunities for more upsets to
occur. This highlights the need for longitudinal studies to draw more robust con-
clusions about the format’s impact.

Turning to the rest of the independent variables, the difference in team strength
was insignificant in model 1 but was positive and significant in model 2. This sug-
gests that while the difference in team strength did not play a role in the number
of upsets, it did have an impact on the score difference in a LoL Worlds match,
with matches with higher difference in win probability more likely to have a
higher score difference. This interesting finding points to the competitive nature
of LoL at the highest level, where even underdogs can secure victories, albeit usu-
ally by smaller margins. Next, having the favored or underdog team playing in an
elimination game did not impact the likelihood of an upset or the score difference
in a match.

Continuing, Model 1 found that when a favored team was facing the potential
to advance to the next round with a win they were less likely to be upset. On the
other hand, underdogs were more likely to cause an upset when they were able to
advance in the LoL World Championships with a win in a match. The score dif-
ference models (T'able 4) found that favored teams were not likely to have a higher
score difference when there able to move further in a tournament, while underdog
teams had a significantly lower score difference with their favored opponent.
Overall, the findings from these match characteristic models indicate that teams
in the LoL World Championships were more likely to perform when they were

able to be rewarded with advancement to latter rounds of the tournament with
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greater prize money than when they were facing elimination from the competi-
tion. These results provide valuable insights into team psychology and perfor-
mance under pressure, highlighting the motivational aspects of tournament struc-
tures.

Next, focusing on variables controlling for the various stages of the LoL World
Championships, it was found that the play-in games were negative and significant
in Model 1 and positive and significant in Model 2. This indicates that teams there
were less upsets in the play-in rounds of the LoL Worlds with higher score differ-
ences in matches than normal. This could indicate a larger skill gap between teams
at this stage. Within the elimination stages, the quarterfinals, semifinals, and finals
were all insignificant in relation to the upsets (Table 3), but quarterfinals had a
positive relationship with score difference while the finals had a negative relation-
ship with the score difference of a match. This would indicate that within the
knockout rounds of a tournament, there were less likely to be upsets, and that
while there could be large blowouts within the quarterfinals of a tournament, there
was less likely to be a large score difference in the finals. These findings suggest
that as the tournament progresses, matches become more closely contested, espe-
cially in the finals, which could be indicative of the increasing pressure and stakes

as teams advance through the tournament.

5. Conclusion

Opverall, the results from this research indicate that the change from a group stage
format to a Swiss-style tournament in the LoL World Championships has not in-
creased the number of upsets or created more closely contested matches during
this stage of the competition. Indeed, the results from our study indicate quite the
opposite, with the Swiss-stage of the 2023 LoL Worlds having significantly less
upsets and even greater score differential in matches than at other stages of either
the 2021 or 2023 LoL World Championships. As there is limited empirical evi-
dence within sport regarding the use of Swiss-style tournaments, the findings
from this study raise the question of whether further introducing this type of con-
test design in sport would be beneficial for competitions. As the goal of a sport
competition should be to maximize the performance of teams while also intro-
ducing a level of uncertainty of outcome that is entertaining to fans, the findings
from this study highlight that the Swiss-style tournament has had the opposite
effect at the LoL World Championships.

There are a number of potential limitations within this study. The primary lim-
itation is the lack of data under the Swiss format in the LoL World Champion-
ships, as they have only been conducted in this format for one year starting in
2023. If Riot Games continues to use this format for the competition, future re-
search should further examine whether the use of this style of tournament has an
impact on team performance and match outcomes. Another limitation of this re-
search is in being able to draw generalizations between esports competitions and

traditional sport. Although League of Legends can be compared to basketball in
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that they are both invasion sports that have five players in different positions on
each team seeking to outscore their opponents, there is still a fundamental differ-
ence between digital video game competitions and sport played physically in-per-
son. As such, there is a need for more research examining the Swiss-style tourna-
ments in traditional sport, and whether this competition format does have impacts
on outcomes.

In conclusion, this paper provides an important advancement within the es-
ports literature, in moving beyond focusing on consumer behavior and athlete
compensation, and instead considering the nature of contests design. Curiously,
although Swiss-style tournaments are supposed to generate more exciting contests
throughout a tournament, as they continuously match teams with equal records,
the findings from this study suggest that the use of a Swiss-style format led to a
decline in the number of upsets in the tournament. One potential reason for this
is the manner in which teams with the LoL World Championship were seeded in
the Swiss tournament. Notably, Weibo Gaming who ended up finishing second in
the competition, was upset twice in the Swiss stage where they lost to Gen G. (5%
place) and KT Rolster (6™ place) as they were placed together on the same side of
the Swiss bracket. The very fact that the second-best team in the competition
ended up being upset twice, would seem to indicate that there is some success in
the Swiss format. However, there were upsets in 2023 Championship using the
Swiss-style format, the results highlight that there were more upsets in previous
years when using a group stage format. Moreover, most of the upsets that occurred
in the 2023 finals were highly ranked teams beating other top-tier competition.

Finally, it should be noted that the findings from this research can also be used
to improve the contest design of esports competitions, in this case, the League of
Legends World Championship. Overall, if the organizers are seeking to increase
the number of potential upsets to create more entertainment for fans, it would
seem that a return to the previous format using group stages to determine those
who advance to the knockout rounds would be more suitable. However, if the goal
of the tournament is to try and pair teams against each other based on competitive
balance, the Swiss format could be an appropriate approach to structuring the
early stages of the tournament. Indeed, as sport competitions must contend with
balancing multiple objectives—competitive parity, consumer interest, team wel-
fare, etc., it is critical for esports and even traditional sport organizations to con-
sider different competition formats to try and maximize the benefits for all stake-
holders.
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