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Abstract. Currently, the global esports industry is undergoing rapid develop-
ment, but it also faces numerous challenges, including intense competition,
fragmented user traffic, and the diversification of entertainment options. Riot
Games, a company with multiple popular games, holds a significant position in
the global esports market. Its business operations model holds typical research
value within the gaming industry. This paper takes Riot Games as a case study to
conduct an in-depth analysis of the commercial operating model of esports, in-
cluding business operations, challenges, and future trends. The research reveals
the driving forces behind Riot Games' success, including its ‘technology-driven
+ ecosystem expansion’ strategy and a business model based on diversified
revenue streams. In response to market threats, Riot Games has innovated
emerging business models, including decentralised tournament participation
models, game content innovation, prioritising localisation in market expansion,
enhancing user experience through virtual events, and transforming esports
tournaments through blockchain technology. Additionally, the study proposes
strategic recommendations, including collaborating with universities to optimise
esports talent cultivation, integrating Al to achieve personalised player training,
enhancing 5G-VR esports venues, and promoting industry integration through
cross-media collaborations.
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1 Introduction

The global e-sports industry has achieved remarkable growth in recent years, with its
revenue steadily increasing from 2021 to 2024 ($1.135 billion US dollars in 2021,
$1.384 billion US dollars in 2022, $1.72 billion US dollars in 2023, and $ 2.6 billion US
dollars in 2024). As a key player in this field, Riot Games has attracted a significant
position in the global e-sports market with its successful games like League of Legends.
Its business operation situation has typical research value. Existing studies have ex-

plored aspects of the e-sports industry, but lack in-depth analysis of Riot Games' spe-
cific business operation details, including the impact of emerging business models on
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its long-term profitability, and a comprehensive understanding of the relationship
between its profitability and challenges is lacking.

Therefore, this study focuses on Riot Games with the aim of exploring its business
operations, challenges, future trends, and corresponding strategies. Specifically, this
research delves into the profitability of Riot Games' business segments, challenges in
the market, future development trends, and strategies to address them. In order to
achieve these research goals, the research employs three methods, namely, case study,
data analysis, and comparative analysis, to analyze the relevant information of Riot
Games and its competitive, so as to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
business and the e-sport industry. The study is able to predict the direction of Riot
Games and the e-sports industry as a whole based on its development trends. It also
provides practical suggestions to industry participants on how to address challenges
and seize opportunities in the dynamic e-sports market, thus contributing to the healthy
and sustainable development of the e-sports industry.

2 Business Operations of Riot Games

2.1 Company Development Overview

Founded in 2006 by Brandon Beck and Marc Merrill, Riot Games established its
headquarters in Los Angeles, USA, with a vision to redefine competitive gaming. In
2008, strategic investments from Tencent and other institutions enabled Riot Games to
launch the game League of Legends (LoL) in 2009, which quickly became Riot
Games’s flagship product and in 2013 achieved over 100 million monthly active users.
Tencent acquired a majority stake in Riot Games in 2011 and full control in 2015,
laying the foundation for Riot Games’s global expansion. The company has trans-
formed from a startup into a global enterprise. As of now, the company has established
over 20 international offices worldwide and employs more than 4,500 employees [2].
Riot’s product portfolio includes LoL, Teamfight Tactics, VALORANT, and LoL:
Wild Rift, catering to diverse gaming preferences. The company also ventures into
multimedia, producing the critically acclaimed animated series Arcane and establishing
a cross-media narrative model combining "game + animation" through Arcane. This
three-dimensional IP operation model has proven effective in enhancing player reten-
tion rates [3]. The company has also launched the virtual band K/DA, which has
amassed over 1 billion views on YouTube. Internationally, Riot hosts premier e-sports
events such as the LoL World Championship and VALORANT Champions Tour,
attracting billions of viewing hours annually [1]. Riot Games' developmental journey
exemplifies a strategic logic of "technology-driven + ecological expansion".

2.2 Profit Situation

Riot Games generates substantial profits through its gaming ecosystem, with LoL alone
generating $1.75 billion in revenue in January 2021. The company’s monetization
strategy relies primarily on in-game purchases (e.g., character skins, battle passes),
which account for 70% of its annual revenue. In terms of brand collaborations, the
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co-branded skins between League of Legends and Louis Vuitton set a record by
achieving over $100 million in sales within three days, demonstrating the synergy of
"game [P + fashion brand" partnerships [4].

E-sports events form the core scenario of the "attention economy," with franchise
fees from six major leagues including the LPL (League of Legends Pro League) and
LCK (LoL Champions Korea) generating $200 million in annual revenue, accounting
for 40% of total event income. Revenue related to events includes event hosting, team
participation fees, sponsorship and advertising, broadcast rights sales, and offline ticket
revenue. Club operating revenue includes club franchising, revenue sharing from
events, and revenue sharing from the sales of peripheral products.

However, despite the LoL e-sports hosting the highest-prize e-sports tournaments
(e.g., $46 million in 2023) and generating substantial profits, it has yet to achieve
break-even due to excessively high operational costs .

2.3  Emerging Business Models

In terms of emerging business models, Riot Games allows clubs to participate in
third-party competitions, which broadens the income channels for clubs and players.
This decentralized model has been shown to reduce clubs' reliance on single events.
Global Revenue Pool (GRP) mechanism allocates 35% of digital revenue based on
competitive performance, creating a "performance-revenue" positive cycle. Studies
have shown that this mechanism increases club return on investment by 15%. At the
same time, more sponsorship categories are opened up, creating more business coop-
eration opportunities for teams and players. In terms of the economic incentive
mechanism, the league has added a minimum income guarantee, accelerated the pay-
ment of revenue sharing, postponed and phased the collection of franchise fees, and
created a Global Revenue Pool to distribute e-sports digital revenue, relieving the
financial pressure on clubs.

3 Challenges Faced by Riot Games

3.1 Porter’s Five Forces Model

In the MOBA game field, DOTA2 competes with League of Legends through The
International (TI) tournament. However, Riot Games has consolidated its leading
position through event commercialization and global layout. Riot Games has built a
competitive barrier with its global event ecosystem, which restricts new entrants to a
certain extent [5].

Although sponsors value the high exposure and large audience base of Riot Games'
e-sports events, they need to abide by strict brand promotion guidelines and event
regulations. Live-streaming platforms have to pay high costs to purchase broadcast
rights, and the dispersed user traffic, such as the shift to short - video platforms,
prompts Riot Games to adjust its revenue - sharing strategy. The rise of entertainment
methods such as short-videos, online videos, and social media has increased players'
entertainment options, posing a substitution threat to video games. Furthermore, the
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development of AAA-level e-sports game requires a considerable amount of time and
high costs. For example, the development of VALORANT took 6 years. And the
development cost for most games exceed tens millions dollars (as shown in figure 1).
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Fig. 1. The Porter's Five Forces model of the e-sports industry in the gaming industry

4 Future Trends of Riot Games

4.1 Innovation in Game Content

In 2025, Riot Games undertook an epic reconstruction of Summoner's Rift, centered on
a Noxus-themed overhaul that introduced the dynamic jungle boss ‘Ata Khan’. Its
abilities adapt to the pace of the game, triggering high burst damage in fast-paced
matches and defensive abilities in slower ones, significantly reshaping jungle strate-
gies. Concurrently, the "seasonal model" was implemented, which divided the year into
three themed seasons, each bringing new champions (e.g., a steampunk-styled visual
and gameplay update for Viktor as the "Hextech Engineer"), novel map mechanics
(such as mid-season "rift portals" in the river), and immersive lore expansions (e.g.,
deepening the war narrative between Noxus and lonia). Additionally, League of Leg-
ends: Wild Rift explored differentiated mobile MOBA experiences with the 2025
launch of "Hex ARAM" and "Arena" modes. The latter supports 3v3 team battles with
customizable skill sets, streamlining touch controls and reducing match duration to
under 10 minutes to enhance competitive gameplay on mobile devices.

4.2  Market Expansion and Operation

Riot Games’ global expansion strategy prioritizes localization and regional customi-
zation, recognizing that market dynamics, consumer preferences, and regulatory en-
vironments vary significantly across regions. Nowhere is this more critical than in
China, the world’s largest e-sports market (where mobile gaming accounts for 70% of
industry revenue, $15.8 billion in 2023). To capitalize on this, Riot has accelerated
development of its mobile-first title League of Legends: Wild Rifi for the Chinese
market, tailoring gameplay mechanics to local preferences, including simplified touch
controls for mobile users and integration with popular Chinese social platforms like
WeChat and QQ to boost user acquisition.
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4.3  Upgrade of User Experience

Virtual concerts and interactive digital events have emerged as a cornerstone of user
experience innovation in e-sports and gaming, blending entertainment with technology
to create immersive, participatory environments. These experiences transcend tradi-
tional passive viewing, leveraging virtual economies and social interactivity to foster
deeper fan engagement. For example, Fortnite’s 2020 Ariana Grande Virtual Concert
set a landmark, attracting over 78 million concurrent viewers across platforms, with
audiences customizing avatars in team-themed skins, dancing in synchronized routines,
and exploring interactive stages that dynamically adapted to the artist’s performance.
Viewers could purchase limited-edition virtual outfits mimicking Grande’s stage wear,
thereby driving a 230% surge in in-game item sales during the event (Epic Games,
2020).

Riot Games has similarly capitalized on this trend with its virtual pop group K/DA,
whose 2022 “The Virtual Stage” concert within League of Legends enabled fans to
equip team skins, unlock exclusive emotes, and vote on setlists in real time. The event
generated 1.2 billion views on YouTube and doubled daily active users for three con-
secutive weeks, demonstrating how virtual experiences can bridge gaming and main-
stream entertainment (Riot Games, 2022). Technological advancements like real-time
3D rendering and cross-platform compatibility (supporting PC, mobile, and console
users simultaneously) amplify these interactions, while features such as voice-activated
avatars and shared spatial chat create a sense of collective presence [6].

4.4 Transformation of E-sports Events

With the rapid advancement of blockchain technology, virtual e-sports events have
emerged as a transformative force in the industry, leveraging decentralized systems to
redefine fan engagement and monetization models. Blockchain’s core features, which
include transparency, security, and tokenization, enable unprecedented levels of in-
teractivity and economic participation. For example, in 2023, the Decentraland Virtual
E-sports Championship sold out 50,000 non-fungible token (NFT) tickets in under 12
hours, generating over $2.3 million in revenue. These digital tickets, hosted on the
Ethereum blockchain, not only served as entry passes but also granted holders exclu-
sive in-world perks, such as virtual stadium merchandise and voting rights for future
event formats.

Blockchain technology facilitates "on-chain viewing" by embedding smart contracts
into live-streaming platforms, allowing viewers to earn rewards for watching matches,
sharing content, or participating in trivia. Platforms like Blast Royale have integrated
blockchain to distribute 15% of advertising revenue directly to engaged audiences via
cryptocurrency, boosting viewer retention by 40% compared to traditional models.
Additionally, the trading scale of in-game items—such as skins, weaponry, and col-
lectibles—has surged exponentially, with decentralized marketplaces like OpenSea
recording $1.2 billion in e-sports-related NFT transactions in 2023, a 260%
year-over-year increase.
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This technological shift also addresses long-standing industry challenges, such as
revenue sharing inequities and counterfeit merchandise [7]. For instance, Riot Games
has piloted a blockchain-based royalty system for its VALORANT championship
skins, ensuring 10% of secondary market sales automatically revert to game developers
and e-sports teams.

5 Suggestions and Measures

It is essential to collaborate with universities to refine the ‘pyramid-shaped’ talent
development system for e-sports-related fields and establish clear tiered development
pathways [8]. Collaboration with educational institutions can also provide retired
players with transition opportunities, offering new job prospects as coaches, managers,
or in e-sports-related fields. For example, universities like the Communication Uni-
versity of China have established e-sports management programmes that use a ‘theory
+ practice’ model to increase the success rate of retired players' transitions to 40% [9].

The integration of artificial intelligence technology with players' daily training en-
ables coaches to promptly understand players' training status and condition, and de-
velop personalised training plans for them. Additionally, relevant data can be used to
assess players' mental health and provide timely psychological support.

In terms of hardware facilities, it is recommended to enhance professional e-sports
venues equipped with 5G-connected broadcast studios and VR viewing areas. For
example, the 5G+VR e-sports venue at the Shanghai Oriental Sports Center can support
real-time interaction of 15,000 spectators, and the relevant technical standards have
been adopted by the International E-sports Federation (IESF). Secondly,building a
cloud - based training platform for global talent scouting and standardize e-sports
peripheral equipment to ensure the fairness of competitions.

In terms of industrial integration, it is recommended to actively collaborate with
variety shows, such as hosting reality TV competitions featuring celebrity players to
attract mainstream audience attention. Additionally, joint brand activities can be con-
ducted with fashion and lifestyle brands, and viral social media content can be created,
such as behind-the-scenes videos and popular topic challenges, to promote the inte-
gration of e-sports with other industries [10].

6 Conclusion

This study systematically examines the business operations of Riot Games, dissecting
its development trajectory, revenue models, competitive challenges, and future strate-
gic directions within the global e-sports landscape. The research identifies Riot’s
success as rooted in its strategic focus on “technology-driven innovation” and “eco-
logical expansion”, which have enabled it to transform from a startup into an industry
giant with over 180 million monthly active users for LoL and a diversified portfolio
spanning gaming, multimedia, and e-sports. Riot Games' revenue model demonstrates
resilience, with in-game purchases and e-sports event commercialisation serving as its
core financial pillars. However, the profitability of high-investment e-sports projects
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remains a challenge. Despite facing intense competition within the industry and the
threat of short-form video media, Riot Games maintains its dominant position in the
gaming industry through its global e-sports ecosystem and proactive localisation
strategies. Additionally, cross-platform innovation, virtual experiences, and blockchain
integration present further trends and opportunities for growth. However, this discus-
sion primarily analyses the gaming industry based on Riot Games' situation. Future
research could explore the long-term impact of Web3 technology on the e-sports
economy, the cultural diplomacy role of e-sports in emerging markets, and the ethical
issues arising from Al-driven talent discovery.
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