This Freedom Day and Every Day, Let’s Exercise Our Right to Play

As Juneteenth approaches, | wanted to take a brief look at the unique challenges that Black
people face in the esports industry in the U.S. and explore what the esports industry, and the
Black community itself, has done to increase Black representation.

Companies across all industries started to speak out about racial injustice in response to the
racially-targeted tragedies percolating in the U.S. Since the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020,
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) has been at the forefront of many companies’ minds.! Day
by day, more companies are designating a DEI officer, recruiting and hiring underrepresented
voices in leadership positions, or educating their employees about diverse perspectives and
histories. For example, in December of 2021, Major League Soccer implemented several
changes to its Diversity Hiring Policy to recruit individuals from underrepresented backgrounds
in coach and managerial positions.?

The esports industry has also made strides within recent years to improve diversity, equity, and
inclusion. However, change takes time and there are many things that can be improved.

The esports industry suffers from a dearth of Black representation in comparison to other ethnic
groups. In a study released in July 2021 by the Entertainment Software Association, Black
people represented only 8% of the player community, despite representing 13% of the American
population as a whole.® The rosters of the top teams for the highest-earning esports games,
such as Dota 2, Overwatch, or CS:GO, rarely include Black players.* However, in fighting
games and sports games, you’ll find more Black players playing professionally than in other
genres. Typically these games have lower barriers to entry as they can be accessed in arcades
or using consoles, which are a more affordable option in comparison to purchasing powerful
PCs.5 But compared to other esports, fighting games and sports games also have much smaller
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prize pools®, making it more difficult for Black players to sustain themselves compared to
players in other esports.

In addition to economic disparities impacting Black players’ opportunities to participate in
esports that offer higher payouts, Black players are more likely to be targeted and impacted by
toxic online culture. For example, a study from the Anti-Defamation League in 2021 revealed
that 42% of Black gamers, up from 31% in 2021, experienced disruptive behavior or were
targeted due to their race in online multiplayer games.” Earlier this year, in reaction to a slew of
hate raids that plagued the Twitch platform, several Black streamers wrote an open letter to
Twitch demanding that the platform improve its content moderation algorithm, provide support
for individuals who are racially harassed, and agree to a racial equity audit.®

Unfortunately, discrimination and hateful speech often go unaddressed unless there is a major
outcry by fans. While there have been notable examples of failure to punish or prevent racist
harassment unless prompted by public backlash,® several major names in esports have taken
action to promote inclusion and combat toxic online culture. In 2018, the Overwatch League
fined several players for using and/or posting offensive slurs, memes, emotes, or other content
online.® In 2020, Evil Geniuses took a zero tolerance policy with regard to racist rhetoric used
by players in the past.!! One can hope that these policies will continue to promote diversity in
esports by fostering a safe environment that welcomes and retains Black players. In fact, it
appears that companies recognize the importance of having diverse perspectives, with a
number of Black individuals joining esports organizations in leadership positions.*?
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Black gamers have also worked hard to ensure that they continue to grow and thrive in the
esports industry. In 2020, the HBCU Esports League launched its inaugural season, giving
students at Historically Black Colleges and Universities the opportunity to compete in games
such as Call of Duty and NBA2K.** Some HBCUs are also providing classes in esports and
gaming.* Other Black-founded organizations, such as the Black Collegiate Gaming Association,
BESNTYV, and Black Girls Game provide support, community, and opportunity for Black gamers.

Looking towards the future, | hope that we will see more diverse player rosters inclusive of Black
players outside of fighting and sports games and more Black people working within the esports
industry. Esports is for everyone. And while there are no quick solutions to the deeply
entrenched problems a long history of discriminatory policies in U.S. has caused,*® the esports
industry should continue to strive toward facilitating a welcoming and inclusive environment for
all.
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