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[bookmark: abstract]Abstract
This paper examines the structural transition of competitive Overwatch from the Overwatch League (OWL) a closed, franchised, and heavily centralized professional league to the Overwatch Champions Series (OWCS), an open, qualifier-based competitive circuit introduced in 2024. Drawing on esports management literature and organisational theory, the paper develops a non-linear model of esports professionalisation, arguing that ecosystems can move not only from amateur to professional status but also through phases of hyper-professionalisation, retrenchment, and reconfiguration. The paper traces the franchised commercial model that defined OWL, the structural and economic pressures that made this model unsustainable, and the design logic of OWCS as an open-access, third-party-operated alternative. It concludes that OWCS should not be read simply as a downgrade or failure state but as a distinct organisational form one that redistributes risk away from centralised ownership and toward distributed, meritocratic participation, while simultaneously reintroducing forms of labour precarity that franchising had been designed to resolve. The paper argues that the boundaries between professional, semi-professional, and amateur competition in Overwatch esports have become increasingly fluid, and that this fluidity is best understood as a deliberate ecosystem redesign rather than an unplanned decline.
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[bookmark: introduction]1. Introduction
Esports is conventionally narrated as an industry defined by rapid and cumulative professionalisation: informal LAN competitions giving way to sponsored teams, sponsored teams giving way to salaried players, and salaried players eventually giving way to fully franchised leagues modelled on North American traditional sport or fully professional leagues with promotion and relegation like traditional European football; (Scholz, 2019; Jenny et al., 2017; Taylor, 2012). The Overwatch League, launched by Activision Blizzard in 2018, was among the most ambitious expressions of this trajectory. It adopted a closed franchise structure explicitly modelled on leagues such as the NBA and NFL, with city-branded teams, a $20 million entry fee for each of its twelve inaugural franchises, league-mandated minimum player salaries and benefits, and a centralised governance body responsible for scheduling, broadcast production, and competitive integrity (ESPN, 2017; Forbes, 2017; Peng et al., 2020).
Yet in 2023, Activision Blizzard announced the discontinuation of OWL in its existing form, and in 2024 introduced the Overwatch Champions Series (OWCS) as its successor. OWCS abandoned the franchise model in favour of an open, tiered qualification system in which teams in principle, any team could enter regional open qualifiers and progress through successive stages toward international competition. Administration of large components of the circuit was delegated to a third-party tournament operator, ESL FACEIT Group, marking a significant retreat from the publisher-controlled governance structure that had defined OWL.
This reversal is analytically significant because it runs counter to the assumption, common in both industry discourse and early esports scholarship, that esports ecosystems professionalise in a broadly linear and cumulative fashion. The OWL-to-OWCS transition instead suggests that professionalisation in esports can be reversible, partial, and non-linear that highly institutionalised structures can give way to more open, lower-barrier competitive forms, and that this need not be interpreted solely as failure or decline.
This paper addresses three related questions. First, how should the shift from OWL to OWCS be theorised as de-professionalisation, as a correction to an unsustainable model, or as the emergence of an alternative professionalisation logic? Second, what structural and economic conditions within OWL made the franchise model difficult to sustain? Third, how does the design of OWCS particularly its open-qualifier structure and its delegation of governance to a third-party operator reconfigure the relationship between professional, semi-professional, and amateur competition in Overwatch esports?
[bookmark: X85513635ea06f9454bccdf3883684248b0b2a93]2. Theoretical Framework: Professionalisation and De-professionalisation in Esports
[bookmark: Xddd36edbb1a8a3794c42d26212e8a4b522282bd]2.1 The limits of linear professionalisation models
Existing esports scholarship has tended to describe professionalisation as a broadly cumulative process, in which competitive gaming communities progress from informal, amateur organisation toward increasingly formalised, commercialised, and institutionalised structures (Jenny et al., 2017; Seo, 2013; Scholz, 2019). This trajectory is typically represented as moving through recognisable stages  amateur play, semi-professional competition organised around sponsorship and prize money, and finally professional competition characterised by salaried employment, organisational investment, and league-level governance.
This framework has been useful for describing the emergence of esports as a commercial and cultural field, but it is less well equipped to explain cases in which highly institutionalised structures are dismantled or substantially reconfigured. The OWL-to-OWCS transition is a case in point: a competitive ecosystem that had reached an advanced stage of institutionalisation  arguably among the most advanced in esports, given its franchise fees, geographic branding, and media rights arrangements — was substantially unwound within a period of roughly six years.
[bookmark: toward-a-non-linear-model]2.2 Toward a non-linear model
This paper proposes that esports professionalisation is better understood as a non-linear and potentially cyclical process, which can be represented as:
Amateur → Professional → Hyper-professionalised → Retrenchment → Reconfiguration
In this model, “hyper-professionalisation” describes a state in which the costs of formal institutionalisation  franchise fees, salaried rosters, permanent facilities, centralised broadcast production exceed what the underlying competitive and commercial ecosystem can sustainably support. “Retrenchment” describes the withdrawal or reduction of these institutional commitments, whether through organisational exit, reduced investment, or the dissolution of the league structure itself. “Reconfiguration” describes the subsequent emergence of a different competitive model that retains some elements of professionalism (prize money, broadcast production, international competition) while discarding others (permanent franchise membership, guaranteed participation, centralised publisher governance).
Crucially, this model treats retrenchment and reconfiguration not as a return to an earlier amateur state, but as the formation of a qualitatively different competitive form one that may combine professional and amateur characteristics simultaneously. This is consistent with organisational theory on field-level change, in which institutional fields do not simply revert to prior states after a period of over-extension, but reorganise around new logics that combine elements of the old and new arrangements (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Thornton et al., 2012).



[bookmark: working-concepts]2.3 Working concepts
The paper draws on the following concepts, each defined for the purposes of this analysis:
· Professionalisation: the process by which competitive participation becomes formally organised around paid employment, institutional oversight, and standardised competitive structures.
· Franchiseisation: a specific sub-type of professionalisation in which competitive participation is tied to permanent, purchased membership within a closed league structure.
· Institutionalisation: the degree to which a competitive ecosystem is governed by stable, codified rules and centralised administrative authority, as distinct from ad hoc or informally negotiated arrangements.
· De-professionalisation: a reduction in formal employment security, institutional oversight, or commercial infrastructure available to competitive participants.
· Semi-professionalisation: a hybrid state in which some competitive and commercial infrastructure exists (prize money, sponsorship, organised competition) without the full employment security or institutional permanence associated with franchised leagues.
· Competitive accessibility: the degree to which participation in top-level competition is open to new entrants, as opposed to being restricted to a fixed number of pre-selected organisations.
· Labour precarity: the degree of insecurity, income volatility, and lack of contractual protection experienced by competitors.
· Ecosystem resilience: the capacity of a competitive structure to persist and adapt under financial, organisational, or publisher-driven stress.
The central analytical question this framework generates and the one this paper returns to throughout is whether the shift from OWL to OWCS constitutes de-professionalisation (a net reduction in the formal, institutional, and economic security of competitive Overwatch) or a different model of professionalisation. A redistribution of professionalism’s benefits and risks across a wider, more open set of participants. The paper’s position, developed across the remaining sections, is that both are true simultaneously, and that this coexistence is precisely what makes the case theoretically significant.

[bookmark: the-overwatch-league-model]3. The Overwatch League Model
[bookmark: franchise-based-competition]3.1 Franchise-based competition
OWL was structured around permanent organisational membership. Rather than qualifying for competition on the basis of results, organisations purchased a fixed slot within the league: the twelve inaugural franchises that formed the league for its 2018 debut season each paid a reported $20 million entry fee (ESPN, 2017; Forbes, 2017). This purchased membership functioned analogously to franchise ownership in North American traditional sport: OWL followed a regular-season-and-playoffs format rather than the promotion and relegation systems common elsewhere in esports, teams were not relegated on competitive merit, and rostered players were guaranteed a minimum annual salary of $50,000, housing, health insurance, a retirement savings plan, and a share of team winnings (ESPN, 2017). The league’s early structure was also geographically branded, with teams initially associated with specific home cities (for example, London, New York, Shanghai, and Los Angeles) in a deliberate effort to cultivate regional fan bases modelled on traditional sport franchises. Competition itself was closed: there was no meaningful open pathway by which a non-franchised team could earn entry into top-flight OWL competition outside of the league’s own expansion process, which was itself controlled by the publisher and existing franchise owners.
[bookmark: commercial-professionalisation]3.2 Commercial professionalisation
Around this franchise structure, OWL cultivated the visible markers of professional sport. Player contracts were subject to league-wide minimum salary and benefit standards, a departure from the more variable and often informal payment arrangements common in earlier esports competition (Activision Blizzard, 2017; Peng et al., 2020). Organisations invested in dedicated training facilities, full-time coaching staff, sports psychologists, and performance analysts. Media rights arrangements including agreements with broadcast partners were centrally negotiated by the league rather than by individual teams, and OWL pursued sponsorship partnerships at a scale unusual for esports at the time, including agreements with companies such as T-Mobile, State Farm, and HP/Omen (Esports Insider, various years). This commercial infrastructure represented a genuine attempt to replicate the economic architecture of professional traditional sport  an architecture in which revenue is generated through the combination of media rights, sponsorship, ticketing, and merchandising, and in which player welfare and organisational stability are underwritten by the pooled resources of a closed league.
[bookmark: the-consequences-of-the-model]3.3 The consequences of the model
This architecture produced several structural consequences that would later prove consequential for the league’s sustainability. First, the high cost of franchise entry created a substantial barrier to organisational participation, effectively restricting top-level Overwatch competition to a small number of well-capitalised organisations, many of which were backed by traditional sport ownership groups or venture capital rather than by esports-native organisations. This barrier grew over time rather than easing: expansion slots for the league’s second season were reported to cost between $30 million and $60 million, up to three times the original 2018 entry fee (ESPN, 2018).
Second, the closed nature of the competition eliminated competitive mobility: there was no meaningful route by which emerging talent or ambitious organisations outside the franchise system could earn their way into top-level competition, other than being selected through a publisher-controlled expansion process.
Third, the model created a strong dependency on continued, large-scale organisational investment. Because franchise slots represented a sunk cost with no guarantee of return through relegation proofed competition, the league’s financial sustainability depended on those franchise owners continuing to absorb ongoing operational losses in anticipation of long-term revenue growth a bet that assumed the league’s audience, media rights value, and sponsorship base would continue to expand.
Fourth, the geographic branding strategy sat uneasily with the fundamentally global and online nature of esports audiences and competition, a tension noted by several early observers of the league (Peng et al., 2020; Miller, 2018) and one that became more pronounced once the league’s original “home city” event model was disrupted.
These four consequences being  high barriers to entry, restricted competitive mobility, investment dependency, and the tension between localised branding and global audience behavior together constituted the structural vulnerabilities that would shape the league’s eventual difficulties.

[bookmark: the-collapse-of-the-owl-model]4. The Collapse of the OWL Model
The end of OWL should not be understood simply as a change in tournament format, but as the culmination of structural pressures that accumulated across the league’s operating history, it wasn’t just a single poor year but multiple years of poor performing metrics. 
[bookmark: X27af4edc235d763bd56555c5f339276ae0de344]4.1 Economic sustainability and franchise cost
The scale of franchise investment required by OWL assumed a growth trajectory in audience size, media rights value, and sponsorship revenue that did not materialise at the pace anticipated at the league’s launch. The clearest evidence of this mismatch is the manner in which the league was ultimately dissolved: rather than teams being pushed out, a majority of franchise owners chose to leave. Following the 2023 season, Activision Blizzard put the league’s future to a vote among its twenty contracted franchise owners, offering a termination fee of $6 million per team to any organisation that opted not to continue; a reported two-thirds of owners elected to take this exit, prompting Blizzard to wind the league down at a total cost of close to $120 million in termination payments (Holt, 2023, Engadget; ScreenRant, 2023; SportsPro, 2024). That a majority of well-capitalised, professionally managed ownership groups chose a fixed cash payment over continued participation is strong indirect evidence that the ongoing economics of franchise ownership had become unfavourable relative to the alternative on offer.
[bookmark: covid-19-disruption]4.2 COVID-19 disruption
OWL’s original commercial model was partly premised on live, home-and-away city events intended to build localised fan engagement in the manner of traditional sport franchises; the first two seasons, however, were already held almost entirely in a single studio in California before this format could be fully realised (Holt, 2023, Engadget). The COVID-19 pandemic then forced a rapid and prolonged shift to fully online competition just as the league was beginning to roll out to home-city events, removing live-event revenue for an extended period and undermining the geographic branding logic that had underpinned the franchise structure in the first instance (Holt, 2023, Engadget).
[bookmark: X8c317a31dfe84bf98582005586a5ab6a2bba455]4.3 Organisational contraction and publisher strategy
Structural strain within the league was visible well before its formal dissolution. In July 2023, Activision Blizzard laid off approximately fifty members of its esports staff and simultaneously announced that franchise owners would be asked to vote on the league’s future after the 2023 season (Holt, 2023, Engadget). Individual teams showed signs of the same pressure: the Florida Mayhem’s entire playing roster and staff entered free agency only nineteen days after the team won the 2023 championship (Holt, 2023, Engadget). The league’s off-field environment had also been shaped by the 2021 California Department of Fair Employment and Housing lawsuit against Activision Blizzard alleging workplace discrimination and harassment, which contributed to sponsor withdrawals and reputational damage across the same period (Holt, 2023, Engadget). Viewership had likewise softened from its early peaks: the 2023 Grand Finals drew a reported 216,000 average viewers outside China, below the audience recorded for the league’s inaugural 2018 season (Vintage Is the New Old, 2023, citing Esports Charts/Esports Insider data).
[bookmark: X6577c8338e906be86e0db51fe0462c3cf3aceca]4.4 Team exits and the transition to a new operator
On October 2, 2023  the day after the league’s final Grand Finals, Blizzard stated it was “focusing on building our vision of a revitalized esports program,” and confirmed on November 8, 2023 that “we are transitioning from the Overwatch League and evolving competitive Overwatch in a new direction” (Holt, 2023, Engadget). Reporting at the time indicated Activision Blizzard was already in discussions with ESL FACEIT Group to operate the 2024 competitive season (Holt, 2023, Engadget), a partnership formally confirmed on January 23, 2024 with the announcement of the Overwatch Champions Series (SportsPro, 2024; Forbes, 2024). Taken together, these developments indicate that the discontinuation of OWL should be read as the product of a structural mismatch between the franchise model’s cost architecture and the revenue realities of the Overwatch esports ecosystem, compounded by organisational and reputational pressures on the publisher  not simply as an isolated managerial decision or a response to any single disruptive event.

[bookmark: Xfe1436f2a27ee1f2be047b098d22f955fe16ff9]5. The Overwatch Champions Series: An Open Competitive Model
[bookmark: structural-design]5.1 Structural design
OWCS was announced on January 23, 2024 and launched its first competitive season the following month, positioned by Blizzard as its “premiere international competitive circuit,” open to players across three regions: North America (NA); Europe, the Middle East and North Africa (EMEA); and Asia, later joined by a China region, pacific region and Japanese region instead of a Asia region(Blizzard Entertainment, 2024; Overwatch Wiki, “Overwatch Champions Series”). In NA and EMEA, the 2024 season was organised into four competitive stages, each beginning with an Open Qualifier. The qualifier’s Swiss-system opening phase was capped at up to 512 teams per region, from which the top sixteen advanced to a Groups phase, and from there the top eight into a double-elimination Main Event (Blizzard Entertainment, 2024, “The Future of Overwatch Esports”; Overwatch Esports, 2024, “2024 OWCS: NA & EMEA  Competition Details”). Performance across the season’s stages accumulated “Circuit Points” determining qualification for two live international events: the OWCS Major at DreamHack Dallas and the OWCS Finals at DreamHack Stockholm, the latter marking the first live Tier 1 Overwatch competition held in Europe in over five years (SportsPro, 2024; Overwatch Esports, 2024). This structure reintroduced competitive mobility as the primary mechanism of access to top-level play, replacing the publisher controlled expansion process that had governed entry into OWL. In subsequent seasons the format continued to evolve: 2025 introduced a pilot “Partner Program” of up to nine supported organisations alongside an open pathway through FACEIT League promotion and relegation, and the 2026 season retained Partner Teams which auto-qualify into Stage 1 but remain subject to relegation in later stages — alongside open qualifiers for all other entrants (Overwatch Esports, 2025, “OWCS 2025 Season Format”; Overwatch Esports, 2026, “OWCS 2026 Season: Competitive Details”).
[bookmark: Xb7a8a6219304e3c6bcca840e18a4ae3d2af3196]5.2 Delegation of governance to a third-party operator
A second defining feature of OWCS is its delegation of substantial competition administration to ESL FACEIT Group (EFG), a third-party tournament operator that is part of the Saudi-owned Savvy Games Group, under a multi-year agreement with Blizzard covering the NA and EMEA regions; the Asia circuit is separately operated by the Korea-based tournament organiser WDG (SportsPro, 2024; esports.gg, 2024). This represents a significant governance shift: whereas OWL was administered directly by the publisher through a dedicated league operations structure, OWCS operates through a hybrid arrangement in which the publisher retains strategic oversight of the competitive product and its flagship live events, while qualifier administration, the FACEIT platform infrastructure, and much of the day-to-day operation of regional competition is contracted out. Blizzard has also positioned the FACEIT platform as providing an ongoing “open infrastructure” connecting amateur and professional players to a continuous schedule of competitions intended to create “a clear path to pro play for aspiring OWCS stars” (esports.gg, 2024, quoting Blizzard’s announcement). This mirrors a broader pattern across esports, in which publishers increasingly rely on specialised third-party operators to administer open competitive circuits at lower organisational cost and risk than maintaining an internally staffed league operations division (Scholz, 2019).
[bookmark: reduced-organisational-commitment]5.3 Reduced organisational commitment
Because participation in OWCS does not require the purchase of a permanent franchise slot, organisational involvement in the ecosystem is no longer tied to a large, fixed capital commitment of the kind OWL required. Only one former OWL franchise owner carried its team directly across into the new circuit: OverActive Media announced on February 7, 2024 that it would enter its Toronto Defiant brand into OWCS, becoming the first former OWL organisation to declare for the new circuit and fielding an entirely new roster built around the previous season’s Florida Mayhem championship core (OverActive Media, 2024; Dot Esports, 2024). The team went on to win four consecutive NA regional stages and finish third at the inaugural OWCS World Finals in Stockholm, before OverActive Media released the roster and, roughly a year later, discontinued the Toronto Defiant brand entirely, citing a step back from Overwatch competition for the 2025 season (esports.gg, 2024; The Esports Advocate, 2024). This trajectory full re-entry without a purchased franchise slot, followed by a low-cost exit a year later  illustrates the more provisional, lower-commitment mode of organisational participation that OWCS enables relative to OWL: organisations can field rosters and support competitive campaigns without the multi-year financial exposure associated with franchise ownership, at the cost of the guaranteed competitive presence and centrally distributed revenue-sharing that franchised organisations previously received.

[bookmark: comparative-analysis-owl-and-owcs]6. Comparative Analysis: OWL and OWCS
[bookmark: governance]6.1 Governance
OWL was governed through direct, centralised publisher control over scheduling, competitive rules, franchise admission, and broadcast production. OWCS distributes governance across the publisher and a third-party operator, with the publisher retaining strategic oversight of the top competitive tier while operational administration of qualifiers and regional competition is substantially delegated. This represents a shift from a vertically integrated governance model toward a more modular, outsourced one.
[bookmark: economic-sustainability]6.2 Economic sustainability
OWL’s economic model depended on sustained, large-scale organisational investment underwritten by the expectation of long-term revenue growth. OWCS reduces the capital commitment required for organisational participation, distributing financial exposure more broadly across a larger number of smaller-scale participants rather than concentrating it within a small number of heavily capitalised franchises. This arguably improves the ecosystem’s resilience to the withdrawal of any single organisation, at the cost of the guaranteed baseline revenue-sharing that franchised organisations previously received.
[bookmark: player-employment-and-labour-precarity]6.3 Player employment and labour precarity
OWL’s franchise structure was associated with league-wide minimum salary standards and a comparatively high degree of employment security for rostered players. The open, qualifier-based structure of OWCS does not carry the same guarantees: players competing outside of contracted top-tier rosters, particularly those attempting to qualify through open brackets, generally lack the salary floors, benefits, and contractual protections that characterised OWL-era employment. This represents a genuine increase in labour precarity for a substantial portion of competitors, even as it expands the number of players who have some pathway into visible competitive play.
[bookmark: Xcbb4384838ece9e747f044c3460c727178926df]6.4 Organisational participation and competitive access
OWL restricted top-level participation to a small, fixed set of franchise holders. OWCS substantially expands competitive access, allowing a much larger number of teams and players to enter the ecosystem at its lower tiers. This constitutes a meaningful increase in competitive accessibility, even though the practical likelihood of any individual open-qualifier entrant reaching top-tier international competition remains low.
[bookmark: pathways-to-professional-play]6.5 Pathways to professional play
Where OWL offered no meaningful pathway into top-level competition outside of publisher-controlled expansion, OWCS establishes a formally merit-based pathway from open qualification through to international competition. This restores a competitive mobility mechanism that had been largely absent from the Overwatch ecosystem since OWL’s introduction in 2018, and aligns the Overwatch competitive structure more closely with the tiered, promotion-oriented systems common in titles such as Counter-Strike and Dota 2.

[bookmark: X7fb9f9b9f162142ebe57d69d14aa8cfd695dda0]7. Discussion: De-professionalisation or Reconfiguration?
The comparative analysis in Section 6 indicates that the OWL-to-OWCS transition cannot be adequately described using a single directional label. Along some dimensions  most notably player employment security and the scale of centrally coordinated commercial infrastructure  the transition constitutes a genuine de-professionalisation, in the sense of a reduction in the formal institutional protections available to competitors. Along other dimensions competitive accessibility, organisational participation, and the restoration of a merit-based pathway to top-level play the transition constitutes an expansion of the ecosystem’s openness and, arguably, its long-term sustainability.
This coexistence is precisely what the non-linear model proposed in Section 2 is designed to capture. OWCS is best understood not as a reversion to an earlier amateur state, nor as a simple continuation of OWL’s franchised professionalism under a different name, but as a reconfiguration: a competitive structure that retains selected elements of professionalisation (international events, prize money, publisher oversight of the top tier, third-party operational expertise) while discarding others (permanent franchise membership, closed competition, league-wide salary guarantees) and reintroducing elements associated with earlier, more open stages of esports competitive organisation (open qualifiers, merit-based advancement, distributed organisational risk).
This reconfiguration also has implications for how the boundary between professional, semi-professional, and amateur competition should be understood in contemporary esports. Under OWL, this boundary was sharply defined by franchise membership: a player was either on a franchised roster, and therefore part of the “professional” tier, or was not. Under OWCS, this boundary is more fluid. A player may compete in an open qualifier as an unsponsored amateur, progress into a semi-professional regional tier with modest prize money and informal team backing and potentially reach international competition without ever having held a formally salaried, franchise-backed contract. The professional, semi-professional, and amateur categories in this model are less discrete tiers than they are points along a continuous pathway.
Early audience data offers a cautious indication that the open model can sustain, and even grow, viewership relative to the franchise era: the 2024 OWCS Finals drew a peak of 159,918 viewers and an average of 94,469, making it the most-watched Overwatch event of that year despite the season featuring only a single Major alongside the Finals (Esports Insider, 2024). This should be read carefully rather than as proof of a superior commercial model  OWCS in 2024 ran far fewer marquee live events than OWL did at its peak, so like-for-like comparison is difficult but it does suggest that abandoning the franchise structure did not, in itself, collapse audience interest in top-level Overwatch competition.
From an industry perspective, this reconfiguration also reflects a broader recalibration of publisher risk tolerance. By delegating operational responsibility to a third-party operator and removing the obligation to underwrite franchise-level revenue guarantees, the publisher substantially reduces its own financial and organisational exposure to the competitive circuit, while retaining strategic control over the top-tier competitive product. This is consistent with patterns observed in other esports titles that have moved away from closed franchise structures  a trend that suggests OWL’s franchise model may have been an outlier rather than a template within the broader esports industry, notwithstanding its high profile at launch.

[bookmark: conclusion]8. Conclusion
The transition from the Overwatch League to the Overwatch Champions Series represents a significant case study in the non-linearity of esports professionalisation. Rather than treating this transition as a straightforward instance of either failure or correction, this paper has argued that it is best understood as a structural reconfiguration of the Overwatch competitive ecosystem  one that reduces centralised institutional protection for players while expanding competitive access, redistributing organisational risk, and restoring a merit-based pathway to professional competition that the franchise model had largely foreclosed.
This case suggests that esports professionalisation should not be theorised as a cumulative, one-directional process, but as a field subject to periods of hyper-institutionalisation, retrenchment, and reconfiguration, shaped by the underlying economics of publisher-controlled competitive ecosystems. Future research might usefully extend this analysis through direct empirical examination of player income and contractual conditions under OWCS, comparative analysis with the governance transitions observed in other esports titles that have moved between franchised and open competitive models, and longitudinal assessment of whether the OWCS structure proves more durable than the franchise model it replaced.
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