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Esports is an emerging industry that continues to grow in size and popularity, with fans that can rival those at any 
major sporting event in terms of  enthusiasm and energy. High profile esports tournaments have often taken over 
large-capacity traditional sport arenas and enthralled numerous online and offline esports fans who follow their 
favorite esports teams, players, and streamers on a regular basis.  
 
A number of researchers have made initial efforts to identify social-psychological factors essential to esports 
consumption, i.e., online and offline spectatorship, with much of the existing knowledge devoting to scale 
development and relationship modeling in an attempt to understand the motivation of esports consumers (e.g., 
Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017; Pizzo et al., 2018; Qian et al., 2019; Sjöblom & Hamari, 2017). As scholarly efforts 
continue to develop a more in-depth theoretical understanding of consumer motivation, some researchers have 
strongly advocated that studies should utilize mainstream motivational theories and avoid simply tackling issues 
associated with behavioral classifications (e.g., Funk et al., 2012; Sweeney et al., 2014). In other words, studies should 
delve into how different motivational factors address basic human psychological needs and consequentially affect 
behaviors across a wide range of potential consumers and a variety of consumption activities (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Przybylski et al., 2010; Ryan et al., 2006). Following this notion, the present study investigated esports consumer 
motivation through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), in which competence, autonomy, and relatedness 
need orientations were considered as the foundation for understanding esports consumer motivation and 
consumption (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
 
Competence need orientation represents the propensity to feel capable of mastering a task and to test and extend 
skills (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan et al., 2006). In the context of esports consumption, competence need orientation 
can be conceptualized to include factors that allowed esports consumers to acquire new skills and experience 
effectiveness. In line with Qian et al.’s (2019) work, skill improvement, game knowledge, and vicarious sensation are 
reflective of this orientation as they allow esports consumers to feel accomplishment and control. Autonomy need 
orientation offers the opportunity for people to follow their interests and endorse their actions or behaviors (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). In the current context, skill appreciation, competition excitement, competitive nature, entertaining 
nature, and dramatic nature can be conceptualized to be autonomy need orientated motives. Relatedness need 
orientation is a collection of motives pertaining to interpersonal, intimate, and social relationships. The need for 
relatedness is satisfied when people experience a sense of community or companionship or develop a close 
relationship with others (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The interactive nature of esports spectatorship facilitates relatedness 
need satisfaction as characterized by friends bonding and socialization opportunity. In brief, it can be contended that 
esports consumption is a consequence of consumer satisfaction of basic human needs, and that the basic need 
orientations would influence pertinent attitudinal, conative, and behavioral outcomes of individuals (e.g., 
commitment, WOM intentions, and actual consumption behaviors).  
 
A convenience sample of 1,309 esports fans responded to a survey, which was designed to (a) verify the 
composition of basic psychological need orientations of competence, autonomy, and relatedness, and (b) assess the 
effects of the basic need orientations on outcome variables. Data were randomly split into two halves (Anderson & 
Gerbing, 1988). The first data set (n = 671) was used for a CFA to verify the SDT model, while the second data set 
(n = 638) was employed for an SEM analysis to assess the structural relationships. The CFA revealed that the 
measurement model had a good fit to the data (χ2 = 1846.22, df = 932, p < .001, χ2/df = 1.98, CFI = .942, RMSEA 
= .04, SRMR = .07). Consistent with previous notions on the relationships among SDT constructs that people must 
not only experience competence, they also experience a sense of autonomy in order to enhance intrinsic motivation 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000), it was found in this study that the correlation between competence need orientation and 
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autonomy need orientation was .88, a rather high inter-construct coefficient. As a result, the two constructs were 
combined into one joint construct,  competence/autonomy need orientation, which can be referred as individuality 
need orientation (Sweeney et al., 2014). The revised CFA model displayed superior fit.  
 
The results of the SEM analysis revealed that competence/autonomy need orientation had a positive effect on 
consumption commitment (β = .211, p < .001) and WOM intentions (β = .240, p < .001); even so, it did not exert a 
significant impact on behavioral responses (β = -.095, p = .273). While relatedness need orientation was not found to 
influence behavioral responses (β = .129, p = .101), it had a positive effect on commitment (β = .538, p < .001), and 
interestingly a negative effect on WOM intentions (β = -.257, p < .001). Consumer commitment was found to play a 
vital mediating role in the relationship between need orientations and WOM intentions, as well as between need 
orientations and behavioral responses. In particular, the negative effect of relatedness need orientation on WOM 
intentions (β = -.257, p < .001) was reversed by the indirect effect of relatedness need orientation on WOM 
intentions through commitment (β = .360, p < .001), resulting in a positive total effect (β = .100, p = .042). 
Moreover, both competence/autonomy need (β = .042, p = .042) and relatedness need (β = .105, p = .010) 
orientations had a significantly indirect effect on behavioral responses through the path of commitment.  
 
Findings of this study support the notion that basic psychological need orientations would enhance commitment, 
WOM intentions, and behavioral responses. While most of the findings were consistent with those of previous 
studies (e.g., Gagné & Deci, 2005; Przybylski et al., 2010), the finding that related need orientation would have a 
negative impact on WOM intentions was original, intriguing, and pointing to the need for further exploration to 
uncover the complicity of the consumer’s state of mind. Given the central mediating role of commitment, the 
particularly strong positive link between commitment and relatedness need orientation is noticeable. The findings of 
this study add to the accumulating evidence in terms of the positive mediating effect of commitment in 
promoting  consumers’ WOM intentions and behavioral responses (Biscaia et al., 2013; Inoue et al., 2017) and 
extend previous inquiries (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Sweeney et al., 2014) by identifying the SDT antecedents in an 
esports context. 
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