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Introduction
Virtual reality refers to computer simulated three-dimensional
interactive representation that allows almost total sensory immersion into an
artificial environment (Gainsbury & Blaszczynski, 2017). The term was first
coined by Lanier, in 1987 and is now increasingly applied across a host of
disciplines and activities: entertainment, military, architecture, business, and
health1.
Virtual sports are computer generated games, where the development and
outcome are decided by an algorithm, using random number generators
(RNG). Programming the parameters of the algorithms depends on the skills
of each competitor or team of competitors (for example teams are not equally
standardized, which is the case in real life as well). The factor of randomness
is also added; therefore, prediction of the outcome is difficult.
Over the last decade, technological innovation has led providers to the creation
of authentic, participative games not restricted to the boundaries of real-world.
This trend is directly linked to a series of mostly objective parameters
influencing the market.
Some of these factors relate to the radical entry into the digital era and
innovation, the high-level technological education of the young generation and
the international demand.

1

Hi o Of Vi al Reali
Vi al Reali Socie Decembe
http://www.vrs.org.uk/virtualreality/history.html.
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These factors, when triangulated lead to significant economic growth both to
the industry and the governments. The aforementioned parameters will be
further examined in the present study.
The aim of this study is to offer an overview of the development of Virtual
Sports, their application in different states and the study of economic data and
opportunities Virtual Sports may bring forth. In addition, we also review
policies applied internationally in order to allow virtual reality technology
implement innovative and effective strategies for minimizing potential harm.
For these purposes, a literature review on sports betting and other relevant
matters is presented, along with legal and financial data from secondary
sources, suggesting that there exist solid and valuable indications for the
economic and entertainment value of Virtual Sports for all interested parties,
governments included.
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hat exactly are Virtual Sports?

The audience follows a computer-generated, virtual sports event
The virtual game has a duration of 3-5 minutes
Game availability is not affected by external to the game conditions
• No external factor can determine (manipulate) results. There is safety
against the danger of unlawful agreements (“match-fixing ).
• All punters view the same product and result, at the same time.
• It is considered the most contemporary form of the sports betting culture.
• Some believe that it is more similar to a casino rather than a sports game
(state of New Jersey) but in reality it carries more similarities to real
sports events (complex purchases – complex choice, unlike the slot
machines) and video games
• Most European states regulate virtual sports as sports gambling activities
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hat is not considered Virtual Sports

Virtual Sports are distinct from electronic sports (eSports), in the sense that
they constitute virtual representations of sports events while on the contrary,
the latter (eSports) have no immediate relation to sports apart from the
metaphorical connection of “sports as a form of competition . In eSports, active
videogame players compete in non-sports games, while in virtual sports, the
public views a computer-generated sports event, while that happens.
“Virtual Sports are not hindered or restricted by time zones, injuries, event
cancellations, weather conditions or sports calendars, thus they represent the
ultimate evolution of the sports betting culture (Griffiths, 2017).
Some specific historically objective facts-developments converge decisively into
the impressive market growth in the sector, leading into the development of
Virtual Sports (among other). These developments are interconnected and as
Lopez-Gonzalez and Griffiths (2016) note, can be concentrated to the following
parameters:
The chronological and geographical globalization of sports markets
The standardization, homogenization and numeric quantification of
sports performances
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The rise in sports content mediation and the culturally dominant place it
has gained in the aftermath and finally,
The development of easily accessible, cost effective and constantly
available personal communication technologies

Diagram 1

Virtual Sports

easily accessible, cost
effective and constantly
available personal
communication
technologies

the rise in sports content
mediation and the culturally
dominant place it has gained

chronological and
geographical
globalization of
sports markets

the standardization,
homogenization and
numeric
quantification of
sports performances

Interconnected parameters in the development of the Virtual Sports market
according to Lopez-Gonzalez and Griffiths (2016).
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Enhanced technological capacity and the Internet, have significantly altered
industry s product characteristics influencing users

overall experiences

(Gainsbury & Blaszczynski, 2017).
Videogames, live betting and eSports influence all virtual sports providers in
the development of their products. The majority of top providers use
production techniques similar to those of the videogame industry for the
development of their new products, in order to attribute Virtual Sports
products with a similar realistic appearance and aesthetics. This tendency leads
to the incorporation of motion capture technology and its precise transfer to
virtual reality games through digitalization.
For example, Inspired Gaming released a product called Rush Football 2 ,
with motion-capture graphics, HD graphics and commentaries by BT Sport s
Ian Darke. In the same vain, Sportradar released a virtual reality basketball
product with motion-capture graphics, including two basketball teams and
over 100 cameras and sensors.
As noted by a top executive member of a company2 “innovation in Virtual
Sports is a bit more than just graphic precision in order to match the expanding
interest of the consumer for real-life sports .
The interrelation of virtual sports with actual real-life sports has reached to the
point where mathematical programming is used as a tool for the preparation of
virtual coaches (Bonomo et al., 2014).

2

Heinz Kirchhoff, CEO of Sportradar.
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From the content presented insofar, and according to the head of technologies
for an international provider3, it becomes evident that the virtual sports market
converges with the industry of electronic games (gaming) and with the
development of actual sports, offering betting shops, online companies and
platforms major opportunities to diversify their products and cope with the
challenges of the new era.
If we take into consideration Technavio s estimations (2020), which state that
the betting market is expected to celebrate an overall additional growth of up
to 144 billion dollars between the years 2020 – 2024, then the view that virtual
and augmented reality will offer significant opportunities to betting shops and
online platforms is reinforced. Simultaneously, as we present later on, virtual
reality technologies allow for innovative and effective intervention strategies to
prevent potential harm.

3

Alberto García-Baquero Vega is the head of technologies at Golden Race, creator and worldwide provider of
virtual sports and betting solutions.
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Adaptation and modernization with revenue growth
Historically, during the European Council Committee of the 11th and 12th of
December, 1992 in Edenborough, Member States of the European Union
agreed not to pursue harmonization of gambling activities at a European level.
As a result, discussion was mainly transferred to the European Court of Justice.
The Court has been asked to adjudge for more than 40 cases, while cases are
still being referred on a regular basis by national Courts from all over the EU
(Vlaemminck et al, 2019). As a consequence of a European Court of Justice
case-law4, betting services are regulated by Member States which are free to
define the aims of their policies in the field of gambling.

4

Judgment of the Court of 8 September 2009 Liga Portuguesa de Futebol Profissional and Bwin International, C42/07, EU:C:2009:519.
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Table . Virtual Sports are regulated in many European countries

Today, betting on virtual events has increased at a worldwide level, and
“innovation and technical progress have significantly raised the complexity of
some virtual betting products (Gambling Commission UK, 2016). As early as
in 2015, studies estimated that this specific type of market would generate $9
billion of revenue annually (Totally Gaming, 2015). In fact, it would appear that
20% of European companies revenue comes from virtual sports. Recent,
reliable studies estimate that the betting market, which now includes virtual
sports, will produce in total an additional $144 billion between the years 2020 –
2024 (Technavio, 2020).
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Many EU Member States, US states and countries from almost every continent
have regulated the Virtual Sports market, at all levels. Table 1 showcases a
number of countries which have licensed Virtual Sports betting services. Some
of these countries have had a long tradition in the field while others have now
developed a series of protective methods to avoid potential harm such as
problem and pathological gambling. The protective measures commonly
applied to the more conventional types of gambling have also been applied to
Virtual Sports. Virtual Sports not only are regulated but as presented in the
case studies below, also produce a series of important financial benefits for
governments, providers and all parties concerned.
A great example of a country which regulates and allows Virtual Sports activity
is Denmark. Denmark s gambling market is intensely regulated and monitored
by the DGA (the responsible regulatory authority) which closely cooperates
with all interested parties (Henningsen, 2019).
The purpose of the betting law there is
(i)

To preserve the consumption of betting services to a medium or mild
level,

(ii)

To protect young people and susceptible groups from being exploited
through gambling or from developing a gambling addiction,

(iii)

To protect the players by ensuring that all betting activities are
provided in a fair, responsible and transparent way, and
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(iv)

preventing criminal activities related to betting.

As a result, this enforces a number of obligations to license holders. For
example, betting services providers have the obligation of closely monitoring
bettors activities, offering periods of “cooling off . They must also provide
access to a state register which includes those who are self-excluded (“ROFUS)
and have a discretionary system which automatically inspects each player when
trying to connect again. Within this protective system and through their
inclusion to the legislation, Virtual Sports have found their place and are
developing.
It is becoming evident that the states path towards legislative adjustment to
the sector s technological advancement, is ongoing. The aim is to achieve
economic growth while protecting the society and the consumers. Betting
activities related to Virtual Sports are currently available in the UK, Malta,
Italy, Australia, Greece, Romania, Denmark, Sweden, Spain, as well as in other
countries worldwide. Substantial revenue is gained both for regulators and
governments. According to the Gambling Commission, the UK has entered the
Virtual Sports market immensely, and is showcasing an impressive upward
trend (Table II).
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Table II UK betting revenue per category. Gambling Commission UK (2019)

Betting Turnover
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Share
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710,21

278,20
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224,96
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-
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27.741,00

As demonstrated in Diagram II, Virtual Sports cash inflow for the years 2015
– 2018 in Italy can be described as impressively high. In addition to this,
Italy s tax revenue from betting activity has also increased significantly.
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According to the country s Office of the Parliamentary Committee for the
Budget (2018), Virtual Sports are responsible for more than 2% of the national
tax revenue. These increases go hand in hand with the total increase of cash
inflows produced by the Italian betting market: according to the same study,
the market s cash inflows increased by $20 billion between years 2015 to 2018.
Another important finding is that bettors financial losses remained stable for
the years 2017 and 2018.

Diagram 2. Cash inflow from the Italian Visual Sports market. Source: STATISTA
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Prevention
Professor Griffiths (2017) notes that “there will always be a small minority that
will develop problematic behaviour, but at least we can start to think about
embedding social responsibility infrastructures from the outset . It is of great
importance that we examine closely the benefits of this new technology.
Gainsbury

Blaszczynski (2017)5 note that, much like betting activities on

the Internet, virtual reality betting could offer opportunities for more effective
strategies for reducing harm.

5

In fact, they propose a series of choices in this context:
Punters should receive visible notifications to be reminded of the time they have consumed in virtual reality
games. These notifications could be preset but punters should also be given the option of modifying them
accordingly. Similarly, punters can be notified when they get close to spending their predetermined betting
budget-limit.
Pop ups can be used, to send appropriate messages to the users, reminding them for example to engage in
betting activities within logical boundaries and for entertainment purposes solely. Messages warning about
problematic use of gambling can also be utilized.
Predetermined areas with no betting-related stimuli should be available, giving bettors an opportunity to
take a break and interact with others.
Punters should be forced to sign out of a virtual reality environment before adding credits to their accounts,
in order to have the opportunity to think first
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he environment and potential benefits from regulating Virtual Sports
Unfortunately, a large number of bets continue to take place in the black
market, where they are not subject to the control and oversight brought about
by regulation at a national level. These ungoverned markets, along with
players corruption and the penetration of organized criminal groups, have
been the main reasons behind many integrity concerns. This has placed strong
demands on sport and regulated operators to invest more resources in solving
integrity issues, especially at the lower levels where players may be more
financially vulnerable, as noted by the Head of International Betting Integrity
Association (Khalid, 2020). He adds:
“So, what s the answer? Let s start with what we believe the answer is not:
indiscriminately prohibiting bets stemming from well-regulated companies.
Tackling betting corruption must first and foremost be based on creating and
enforcing evidence-based standards. Customers strongly prefer a wellregulated product: they favour knowing with whom they are betting as well as
protection from risk and having legal recourse.
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Discussion
The experiences of the countries that were examined and evaluated in the
present study, lead to some preliminary conclusions in regards to the regulated
introduction of Virtual Sports.
1.

The number of countries incorporating Virtual Sports into their
regulatory framework is ever-increasing

2.
3.

There seems to be a significant increase in national tax revenue
Incorporating such an emerging market into the regulatory framework
will help achieve the largest possible share of bettors, betting within a
licensed, regulated and supervised context and not illegally

4.

Virtual

Sports

can

contribute

to

increasing

competition

and

competitiveness, while they can also increase the range of activities and
the market share of betting services providers
5.

Inclusion of regulated Virtual Sports in the market could contribute in
diversifying the strategy and help to the survival of Betting Organizations
in the midst of a financial and health crisis

6.

Virtual Sports are the result of a combination of different aspects of
technological advancement and thus, contribute to the harmonization
with technological advancement and to enhancing the market s
attractiveness.
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7.

Virtual Sports, in the midst of the current double crisis, can contribute in
maintaining and increasing the working force in the supply chain and in
associated professions.
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Change in the Cypriot landscape?
In the Cypriot landscape, introducing amendments to the legislation for the
regulation of the provision of virtual sports is not a conflicting matter. On the
contrary, it appears that it is consistent with the strategic objectives of the
National Betting Authority (NBA). More specifically, incorporating virtual
sports into the legislation seems to be corresponding with all strategic objectives
of the NBA. It could also contribute significantly in the upgrade of the
regulatory and legislative framework and in the development and
modernization of the field in combination with the principles of transparency,
justice, safety and protection of the bettors and society as a whole.
In addition to this, regulating virtual sports, follows the contemporary
regulatory trend in many European states and in the USA which have included
virtual sports to their legal framework.
For Cyprus such a perspective is highly topical, since still a large part of betting
still takes place in the black market where there is no control or supervision by
Authorities. These ungoverned markets bear a significant impact on the
economy and the labour market.
Financial results show that when virtual sports become regulated, there is a
significant revenue increase for the state and for licensed operators. Feedback
from the financial results due to the regulation and legislation of virtual
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sports (supplementary to the main types of betting), confirms the positive
image, as it appears that more than 15% of all sports betting worldwide are
relevant to virtual sports products. For example, in Italy, as we have witnessed,
where this percentage is higher (approximately 20%), there have been
significant economic benefits (this is also the case for the UK). Of course, this
data differ from one country to another, depending on the market s size and
regulations.
In the present circumstances of deep crisis, Virtual Sports (and eSports) appear
to be the main subject of discussipn and not solely because of their expansion
into the European markets (where enormous increases of 22% to 1000% are
being reported). In the UK, ITV, the 2nd biggest television network nationwide,
broadcasted the “The Virtual Grand National which yielded £2.6 million for
the country s National Health System. It therefore becomes evident that in
modern times, Virtual Sports are employed as also a social form of
entertainment.
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