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ABSTRACT

Researchershaveexaminedsomeofthepsychologicalaspectsofcompetingatahighlevelinesports.
Thepresentstudyaimstobuildonthisliteraturebyexaminingthevariousstressorsfacedandthe
associatedcopingstrategiesemployedbysevenesportscompetitors.Theinterviewswereinductively
analysed,andthefindingsillustratedarangeofinternal(e.g.,communicationissues,lackofshared
teamgoals)andexternal(e.g.,eventaudience,mediainterviews)stressorsthattheparticipantsfaced.
Followingthis,thecopingstrategiesusedtodealwiththesestressorsweredeductivelyanalysed.
Anumberofemotion-(e.g.,breathing,relaxation),problem-(e.g.,intra-teamcommunicationafter
matches),andapproach-(e.g.,teamcamps,delegatingroles)copingstrategiesweredescribedby
participants. Avoidance coping strategies were predominantly highlighted as being used during
games.Resultsareconsideredinlinewithhowappliedpractitionersmightsupportplayerstodevelop
strategiestodealwithstressors,whichmightinturnleadtoperformanceenhancements.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Thevideogameindustryhasseenadramaticaccelerationingrowthoverthelast10years(Himmelstein
etal.,2017).Globally,moreandmoreviewersarewatchingesports,andinternationalbusinesses
andorganisationshaveinvestedmillionsofdollarsintosponsoringcompetitions(Jennyetal.,2017).
Thishasledtotheformulationofprofessionalteams,withsomecompetingforseven-figureprize
funds and playing contracts. Similar to traditional sports (e.g., soccer, basketball), many young
videogamers are attracted to theprospect of earningmillionsof dollars and therefore aspire to
behigh-levelprofessionalgamers.Theriseofprofessionalvideogaminghasresultedinesports.
Morris(2013)definedesportsas“organizedvideogamecompetitionsthatpitworldclassplayers
againsteachotherforcashprizes”(GamersAreNotOnlyAthletes,para.2).Thegamesareeither
playedremotelyonlinewiththeteammembersinvariouslocations,ormorecommonlyinhighlevel
competition,theteamsgatherataspecificeventlocationtocompete.Suchcompetitivegameplay
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hasdevelopedtoincludehighly-paidstar-players,team-owners,spectators,andincreasinglevelsof
sponsorship(Taylor,2012).Furthermore,competinginsuchahigh-pressuredenvironmenthasled
togreaterinterestinthementalsideofesports.Forexample,Andrejkovics(2016)inwritingabout
themindsetofwinningplayersandteamsinesports,suggeststhatupto50percentofimprovement
inperformanceislinkedtomentalpreparednessandaplayer’sstateofmind.

In line with the increase in competitive gaming, the interest into the science underpinning
performancehasaccelerateddramaticallyinthelastdecade.However,therehavebeenrelativelyfew
empiricalstudieswhichhaveexplicitlyexaminedthefactorsinfluencingesportsperformancewhen
comparedtostudiesexaminingtraditionalsports.Forexample,researchwhichhasexaminedesports
performancehasfocusedonexpertise(Fanfarelli,2018)andmentalskillsusage(Himmelsteinet
al.,2017).Veryrecently,keystakeholdersinesports(e.g.,ESL)haveexpressedaninterestintothe
stressorsfacedbyesportsathletesandthestrategiesusedtoovercomestress.However,researchhas
yettoexplicitlyexaminestressorsfacedbyesportsathletesandthecopingstrategiesusedtoovercome
suchstressors.Therefore,thepurposeofthepresentstudyistoenhanceourunderstandingofsuch
stressorsandcopingstrategiesintheesportsenvironment.

Thetermstressorhasbeenusedtoexpress“environmentaldemandsencounteredbyindividuals”
(Fletcher et al., 2006). As esports athletes are competing in highly pressurized and competitive
environments thatarecomparable tomore traditionalsports, it is likely thatstressorsexist inan
esports performance environment. Research has identified that elite athletes are under intense
pressuretosucceedandfaceawidevarietyofdemandsinperforminginaneliteenvironment(e.g.,
Thelwelletal.,2007;Westonetal.,2009;Arnold&Fletcher,2012).Researchershaveinvestigated
thesedemandsprincipallyusingqualitativemethodstointervieweliteparticipantsaboutthespecific
stressorstheyfacewhenperforming.Forexample,CoshandTully(2015)interviewed20Australian
Universityathletestounderstandthestressorstheyfacedcombiningelitesportparticipationwith
highereducationstudy.Thefindingsrevealedarangeofstressorsthatincludedscheduleclashes,
financialpressure,andinflexibilityofcoaches.Himmelsteinetal.(2017)interviewedfivehigh-level
LeagueofLegendsplayersaboutpsychosocialfactorsincompetitiveesportsandfoundthatanumber
ofobstaclespreventedoptimalperformance.Theseobstaclesincludedpressureofcompeting,being
harassedbyothers, andnegative communicationduringperformance.However, no researchhas
explicitlyexaminedstressorsthatesportsplayersface.

Anabilitytodealwiththedemandsofeliteperformanceenvironmentshasbeenidentifiedasa
keyelementneededforsportingexcellence(cf.Fletcher&Arnold,2017).Inaddition,ifathletesare
unabletocopewithdemands,researchershaveofferedevidenceofnegativeoutcomesforindividuals
suchasburnout(Goodgeretal.,2007).Consequently,researchershavealsoinvestigatedhowathletes
copewith thedemandsofcompeting insuchenvironments.LazarusandFolkman(1984)define
copingasdeliberatecognitiveandbehaviouraleffortstomanagespecificexternaland/orinternal
demandsthatareappraisedasstressful.Researchattentionhascentredonillustratingcopingstrategies
indifferentelitecontexts,forexample,thecopingofprofessionalcricketers(Thelwelletal.,2007),
youthswimmers(Haywardetal.,2017)andelitestudentathletes(Cosh&Tully,2015).Findings
haveillustratedarangeofcopingstrategies,withathletesemployingmultiplestrategiestodealwith
single stressors (Nicholls&Polman,2007).This researchhas informedapproaches that applied
practitionersmightusetosupportathletes.However,thusfar,thereisadearthofresearchthathas
consideredcopingstrategiesusedbyesportscompetitors.

Researchstudies investigatingcopinghaveseensuchcopingstrategiescategorized into five
primarydimensions. Initially,LazarusandFolkman(1984)proposed twodimensionsofcoping;
problem-focussedcoping,whicharestrategiesthataimtomanageand/oralterthestressorathand(e.g.,
attemptstomanagetheperson/stressortransaction,goalsetting,problemsolving,timemanagement,
andinformationgathering);andemotion-focussed,referringtoregulationoftheemotionaldistress
resultingfromdemandsbutdonotattempttochangetheactualstressor.(e.g.,attemptstoregulate
emotionalstates,deepbreathing,visualisation,andacceptance).Otherresearchershaveproposeda
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furtherthreecopingdimensions;avoidancecoping,whichincludesbothbehavioural(e.g.,removing
selffromthesituation)andpsychological(e.g.,cognitivedistancing)effortstodisengagefroma
stressfulsituation;approachcoping,whichinvolvesconfrontingthesourceofstressanddeliberately
attemptingtoreduceit(e.g.,takingdirectaction,increasingeffort,andplanning);andappraisal-
focusedcoping,whichinvolvesthe(cognitive)re-evaluationofasituationtoreduceitsimportance
andreferstostrategiessuchassituationre-structuring(forareviewofthesecopingdimensions,see
Nicholls&Polman,2007).

Performance Psychology
Inanefforttogainaperformanceedgeovertheircompetitors,esportsteamshavestartedtorecruita
hostofsupportstaff(e.g.,coaches,managers,strategists).Thedesiretowinlucrativecompetitions
hasnaturallyledtoanincreaseddemandinperformanceenhancingstrategies.Specifically,esports
teamsarenowrecruitingsportspsychologiststohelpthemdealwiththepsychologicaldemandsof
trainingandcompetition.Themosthighprofilerecruitmentofasportspsychologistwasin2016by
Counter-Strike:GlobalOffensive(CSGO)teamAstralis.Priorto2016,Astraliswereconsideredone
ofthebestCSGOteamsontheplanet.However,keystakeholdersinesportssuggestedthatAstralis’
lackofabilitytocopewithhighpressurecompetitiveenvironmentspreventedthemfromwinning
theirfirstmajortournament.InJanuary2017,AstraliswontheELEAGUEMajorandmembersof
theteamattributedthevictorytotheirdevelopedsenseofcomposurewhencompetinginthelater
stagesofmajortournaments.Theanecdotalevidencepresentedprovidesacompellingargumentfor
theuseofsportspsychologyandspecificallycopingstrategiesinesports.However,aspreviously
discussed,thereisadistinctlackofevidencewhichhasexaminedstressorsandcopingstrategiesin
esports.Researchexaminingstressorsandcopingstrategieswouldnotonlyprovideafruitfulinsight
intothepsychologyunderpinningesports,butitwouldalsoenablepractitionerstodevelopevidence-
basedinterventionsaimedtoenhanceperformance.

Insummary,giventhatesportsplayersarecompetinginincreasinglypressurizedenvironments,
andstress is likely tonegatively impactonperformance in suchanenvironment, theaimof the
presentstudywastodevelopandenhanceanunderstandingofstressorsthatesportsparticipantsface.
Furthermore,inhisreviewofthestressandcopingliteratureinsport,Nicholls(2016)highlightsan
inabilitytocopeeffectivelywithstressorscanresultinarangeofnegativeoutcomesfortheindividual.
Thus,thesecondaimofthestudywastoenhanceanunderstandingofthecopingstrategiesthat
esportsplayersemploytodealwithsuchstressors.Fromanappliedperspective,itishopedthatthe
findingsofthecurrentstudywilladdtothecurrentlylimitedbodyofresearchthathasexamined
highperformanceenvironmentsincompetitiveesports.Indeed,wehopethestudynotonlyserves
toinformpractitionersabouthowtobestsupportesportsplayerstohelpimproveperformance,but
alsotofacilitatethepersonaldevelopmentofplayers.

METHod

design
Toextendanunderstandingofthestressorsthatesportsplayersexperienceandcopingstrategies
playersusetodealwiththesestressors,qualitativemethodswereusedinthispresentstudy.This
explorativeapproachusesinterviewstopromptparticipantstoprovidein-depthinformationabout
stressorsandcopingstrategiesthatcapturesthesubjectivemeaningofesportsplayersincontextual
situations(Kvale&Brinkmann,2008).Furthermore,suchamethodallowsaconsiderationofthe
different interpretationsofparticipants, inorder togenerate richdata fromvariousperspectives.
Interviewswerethereforeselectedtoexploretheexperiencesofplayerswhohavecompetedina
high-levelesportscompetitionenvironment.
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Participants and Competition Event
Apurposefulsamplingmethodwasused,withspecificsamplingcriteriaestablishedapriori,which
allowedrecruitmentofparticipantswhocouldprovidethemostvaluableresponsestoaddressthe
research aims. The first criterion was to recruit high level competitive esports players. Second,
participantswererecruitedwhohadrecentlyparticipatedinacompetitiveevent,toenablethemto
reflectonspecificeventsandthusprovidedetailedinformationconcerningthestressorstheyfacedin
suchanenvironment.Thus,participantswererecruitedfromfourteamsthatcompetedinanin-person
CSGOcompetition.Specifically, theESLPremiershipCSGOSpringfinals, themostprestigious
nationaltournamentintheUK.

Participantsweresevenmaleesportsplayers(Mage20.57,SD=2.07years)whorepresented
threeofthefoursidescompetingattheESLPremiershipCSGOSpringfinals.Participantshad
between twoand sixyearsof experienceplayingcompetitive esports (M=3.43,SD=1.37
years)andhadplayedfortheircurrentCSGOteamforbetweenthreeand14months(M=7.9,
SD=3.1months).Sixparticipantsreportedthemselvestobeofwhite-Britishandonereported
beingofWhite-Europeanethnicity.

Procedure
Followinginstitutionalethicalapproval,contactwasmadewithorganizersfromESLtoattendan
esports event with the purpose of recruiting participants to the study. The lead researcher, who
previouslyhadlittleknowledgeofesports,attendedthecompetitionweekend,whichenhancedthe
researchprocessinanumberofspecificways.Thisincludeddevelopinghisunderstandingofthe
competitivestructureofCSGO,terminologyused(e.g.,thenamesofthemapsusedinthecompetition
andindeedhowtheuseofeachmapwasdecidedforeachmatch)andsomeofthecompetitivestrategies
used.Thisunderstandingwasvaluableforbuildingrapportwiththecompetitors,bothduringthe
weekend,andthensubsequentlywhentheinterviewswereconducted(Sèveetal.,2006).Conversations
withthecompetitorsallowedtheresearchertobuildrapport,toexplainthepurposeoftheresearch
beingconducted,andthentoaskiftheywerewillingtobecontactedandtobeinterviewedaspart
ofthestudy.Thesecompetitorsprovidedcontactdetailsinorderfortheresearchertocontactthem
afterthecompetitiontoarrangeaninterview.

Theresearchercloselyobservedtheplayers in theircompetitiveenvironmentandalsomade
noteswhile thecompetitionwasinplay,whichweresubsequentlyusedtodevelopthe interview
guidebyallowingtheresearcherto‘prompt’theparticipantwithspecificinformation.Following
theweekend,theleadresearchercontactedparticipantsandconductedseveninterviewsbySkype,
whichrangedindurationfrom34to62min(Mminutes=52.28).Allinterviewstookplacebetween
oneandthreeweeksafterthetournamenttookplace.TheSkyperecordingsallowedeachinterview
tobetranscribedverbatimforusewithdataanalysis.

Interview Guide
Asemi-structuredinterviewguidewasdevelopedforthisstudywhichcreatedaconsistentapproach
totheinterviews,whileallowingsomeflexibilitytoexplorespecificissues(Patton,2002).Questions
intheinterviewguideweredevelopedafterreviewingpreviousqualitativeresearchthathasexplored
stressorsandcoping(e.g.,Thelwelletal.,2007;Westonetal.,2009).Followingremindersregarding
confidentialityandsomeintroductoryquestions,themainpartoftheinterviewinvolvedexploring
thestressorsparticipantsface,bothduringthecompetitionweekendandoverallintheircompetitive
involvementinesports.Promptandprobequestionswereusedtoencourageparticipantstoexpand
onexamplesofstressorsraisedtoelicitmorethoroughinformation,usingspecificexamplesfromthe
competitionweekendwhereitwasnecessary.Inthesecondpartoftheinterview,participantswere
askedabouttheircopingstrategiestodealwiththechallengesofplayingcompetitiveesports.This
wasprincipallystimulatedbytheexamplesofstressthatparticipantsidentifiedearlierintheinterview.
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Forexample,“yousaidthatoneelementthataffectedyouwhencompetinginCSGOwas…can
youtellmehowyoumightcopewiththis?”.Elaborationquestions(e.g.,“couldyouexplainfurther
whatyoudidwhenyou[usedcopingstrategy]?”)wereusedtoencouragemoredetailedresponses
toexplaincopingstrategiesused.

data Analysis
Thefirststageoftheanalysisinvolvedthefirstandsecondauthorsimmersingthemselvesinthe
transcriptsandextractingraw-dataquotes,collatingsegmentsoftextwhichillustratedeitherstressors
orcopingstrategies.Inlinewiththeanalysisstrategyusedinpreviousresearch(e.g.,Westonetal.,
2009;Thelwelletal.,2010),thestressorsandcopingstrategieswereeachanalysedseparately.The
stressorswereanalysedusinginductiveprocesses,withthefirstandsecondauthorsindependently
codingtheraw-dataquoteswhichwerethenorganizedintolower-andhigher-orderthemes.Where
discrepanciesbetweentheresearchersemerged,furtherdiscussionstookplaceuntilconsensuswas
reachedoncodingthestressors.Thecopingstrategiesweredeductivelycoded,withthefirstand
secondauthorsindependentlycodingtheraw-dataquotesintooneofthefiveestablisheddimensionsof
copingoutlinedintheintroduction(i.e.,emotion-focussedcoping,problem-focussedcoping,approach
coping,avoidancecoping,andappraisalcoping).Thefinalstageofanalysesofboththestressorsand
copingstrategiesinvolveddiscussionwiththethirdauthorwhoactedasa“criticalfriend”(Smith&
McGannon,2017).Hisrolewastochallengetheplacementofrawdatathemesintothehigherorder
categories,inordertoreachaconsensus.

RESULTS

Theresultsarepresentedintwomainsections.First,dataispresentedillustratingthestressorsfaced
byparticipants.Second,copingstrategiesusedinresponsetothesestressorsarepresented.

Stressors Faced by Esports Participants
51rawdata themeswere identified in the interviewtranscripts,eachrepresentingastressor that
participantsidentified.Thesewereorganizedinto13lowerorderthemesand4higherorderthemes.
Afurtherclassificationwasmadebyorganizingthestressorsintotwogeneraldimensions(internal
andexternalstressors).ThishierarchicalorganisationofdataispresentedinFigure1.Inthefollowing
section,richillustrativequotesarepresentedtoallowthereadertogainagreaterunderstandingof
thestressorsexperienced.

Internal Stressors
Thisgeneraldimensionwasdividedintotwohigher-orderthemes,namelyteamissuesandindividual
issues.Teamissuesencompassedsixlower-orderthemesincludingteamcommunication,criticism
fromteammatesandin-gameleaders(IGLs),andnotsharingteamgoals.Individualissuescomprised
oftwolower-orderthemes;lifebalanceandlifestyleimpacts.

Team Issues

Communication Issues
One participant highlighted the importance of communication with team esports environments,
saying,“Ithinkcommunicationishuge,it’soneofthebiggestthings,becauseobviouslyinformation
needstobefedaroundthemapwell”.Variouscommunicationissueswereidentifiedasstressors,
suchasplayersnotlisteningorfollowinginstructions,andattimes,asimplelackofcommunication
duringgameplay.Forexample,oneparticipantspokeaboutplayerswithinthesidenotlisteningto
instructionsandtheproblemsthiscaused;“Sometimestheyjustlikedotheirownthing,itisreally
annoying…you’rethinking‘well,they’rejustnotgonnalisten,sowhat’sthepoint?’”
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Figure 1. Stressors reported by esport competitors 
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Communication/Criticism From In-Game Leader (IGL)
SpecificstressorsresultedfromthewaytheirIGLspoketothem.Forexample,oneparticipant
spokeabouttheaggressiveverbalcriticismtheyhadreceivedfromapreviousIGL.Thisparticipant
reflectedonconstantlybeing toldhowbad theywereby the IGL,andhow theyshould find
someonebettertoreplacetheparticipant.Thisparticipantreflectedthat“hiswayofmotivating
playersistodestroythem.Hesaidtome‘youaresostupid,andsodumb,andsoincapableof
doinganythingthatonceyougointotherealworld,you’llfindittoodifficult.’”Toreinforce
thispoint,anotherparticipantrecalled:

I was very micro-managed by the leader and if you died somewhere before they’d told you to make 
a move then, you’d get screamed at, like literally screamed at down the microphone, calling people 
on the team shit, and say like ‘you’re stupid.’

Lack of Confidence in Teammates
Participantsidentifiedstressorsconcerningcertainaspectsabouttheirteammatesapproachwhen
competing.Theseincludedissueswithworryingoveralackofskilllevelandtheirdecision-making
abilities.Afurtherexamplewasgivenbyoneparticipantconcerningthelackofemotionalcontrol
that some teammates showedhindering teamprogress;“Theemotionalpartof the team iswhat
I’mscaredof...iftheemotionsaretakingover,andlike,they’re‘ohIcan’tdothis,I’mbad’then
everythingwilljustfallapart”.
Outcomes of Losing
Theparticipantsidentifiedstressorsthatoccurredduringcompetitionwhentheirteamwerelosing.
Forexample,oneplayerspokeaboutthechallengesofbeingbehindinagame,saying,“Peopleare
scaredtotakesomeaggressiveplays...mentallyit’sveryhardwhenyou’redown”.Anotherparticipant
spokeaboutbeingbehindandtheotherteamhavingmomentumwithinaspecificmap(i.e.,theyhave
wonafewroundsinarow)andillustratedthenegativeimpactontheteam’splay:

Everything we were doing just wasn’t working, it’s kinda hard to come back… we lost so many rounds 
in a row, rounds we shouldn’t have been losing, just making awful mistakes. We were just tilting… 
no one wanted to take control because no one had the confidence. It was just like a knock on effect.

Intra-Team Criticism
Participantshighlightedthestressorscausedbyteammatescriticizingeachother.Oneparticipant
highlightedthestressorfrommistakesandsubsequentcriticismtheyreceivedfromotherplayers
intheirteam;“IalwayshadanxietywhenIplayed,so,eachmistake,Iwouldn’twannamakeplays
becauseifIfailed,IknewIwasgonnagetshoutedatandragedatandmyspotontheteamwason
aknife’sedge”.Anotherparticipant(anIGL)spokeabouttheadditionaldemandsofmanagingsuch
teamdynamics,referringtothe‘verynegativeway’theplayerofferedthecriticismandhowthe
playerreceivingthecriticismwas‘instantlyonthedefensive’.Interestingly,oneparticipantoffered
hisinsightintowhycertainplayersfinditchallengingtoreceivecriticism;“Somepeoplehavenever
beeninvolvedinteamaspectsbefore...theydon’tunderstandthattheyareworkinginaunit,like
they’reworkingasateam”.Indeed,anotherparticipantreflectedbysaying“Ithinktobeabletotake
criticismisahugeskill”,andthisaspectofplayersnotbeingabletoacceptcriticismappearedtobe
acommonfindinginthedata.
Lack of Shared Team Goals
Participantsexpressedspecificfrustrationswithothersintheirteamnotsharingasimilarattitudeor
approach.Forexample,areoccurringpatterninthedatawasseenregardingapproachestopractice,
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withoneparticipantsayinghisteamoftenlackedaprofessionalapproachtopractice,withtoomuch
jokingaround.Anotherparticipantillustratedhowtheyfelttherestoftheteamdidnotsharehis
desiretopractice:

It’s about getting 5 people who actually want to play as well… we’re not playing practice as a team, 
but people are just not playing individually like, people just haven’t turned Counter-Strike on for 
like 5 days… we should be playing, and staying crisp and, bringing new ideas to the next practices.

Anotherstressorresultedfromaparticipantperceivingateammatetooverlyfocusonhisown
stats.Thisparticipantreflectedhowthisteammatewillrefertohimselfasthe‘starplayer’andhow
thisisdetrimentalassuchplayers“playforthemselvesingametogetbetterstats”.

Afurtherplayerreflectedontheunfairnessofateammatereceivingthemostrecognition,with
otherplayersdoingmoreoftheunseenworkwhichwasnotasobviousonpublishedstats.Interestingly,
oneplayerreflectedonwhyhefeltthisspecificaspectofworkinginteamsmightbeholdingUK
teamsbackinperformingonanevenhigher,internationallevel:

That’s why the Europeans are so much better, people sacrifice more for their teammates… here they 
don’t understand that when they’re sacrificing for their teammate another teammate is sacrificing 
for them.

Individual Issues

Life Balance (Working Towards a Professional Career)
Inthissub-theme,stressorsrepresentedstrikingabalancebetweenpracticingandcompetingata
high-levelinesports,andlifeoutsideofesports.Forexample,participantsoutlinedaspectsconcerning
theactualdecision towork towardsaprofessionalcareerand theassociatedfinancialandsocial
implicationsofthis.Withoneparticipant(astudent)saying:

I go out now and again, only now the lifestyle is more just finishing my deadlines and playing Counter 
Strike… I’m a little bit older now. When I used to play at the beginning, I was just going out all the 
time, probably it affected my gameplay a lot.

Difficulties With Managing Lifestyle
Participantsraisedaspectssuchasthecostandtimecommitmentsoftravellingtolivecompetitions.
Participantsalsospokeaboutthedemandsofhavingapracticeschedulewhichneededtofitinaround
theirprimaryjobanditsassociatedchallenges(e.g.,havingaconsistentamountofsleep):

When you’re working and you come home it’s kinda hard ‘cos, you are getting a kinda bad sleeping 
pattern… you don’t use the time to actually kinda work out or try to do something productive when 
you have the free time. 

External Stressors
This general dimension was divided into two higher-order themes. The first was stressors
surrounding external scrutiny and criticism, which had two lower-order themes (i.e., from
opposition,andonsocialmedia).Thesecondhigher-orderthemecomprisedofstressorscaused
by thecompetitioneventorganisation,whichhad three lower-order themes (i.e., audience,
mediainterviews,andlogistics).
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Scrutiny and Criticism

From Opposition
Participants spoke aboutdealingwithgoading fromoppositionplayersduringgameplay.
Thiswasseentotaketwoforms,firstintermsofthewordsthatoppositionplayersmight
writeinthe‘team-speak’,andsecond,intheverbalutterancesmadebytheopposition.One
participantillustratedthis:

When you’ve lost a round, you can hear the other team shouting through the microphone, ‘cos it’s 
not completely noise cancelling… sometimes, ‘cos I’ve got like a personal rivalry with one of their 
players I could hear him shouting my name.

Criticism in Social Media
Oneparticipantillustratedcommentsonsocialmediaforateammatetobedropped;“theyarepushing
himdown‘costhey’resaying“yeah,youshouldbringinsomeoneelse,youshoulddothis,youshould
dothat”.Oneparticipanthighlightedcriticismoftheirstatsonhowthispersondidnotappreciate
theplayersrole;“IgetsomeshitsometimesonTwitterandfrompeoplesayingthatIhavebadstats
andstuffbecause,buttheydon’tunderstandwhatIdointhisteam”.

Event Issues
Oneparticipanthighlightedthestressorofdealingwithhavingaliveaudiencewatchingandreacting
instantlytotheplay:

Like, you have wiffed, you have no idea if the camera’s on you or anything, but in your head they’ve 
just watched that and your, it just makes you feel so much worse. . . you look up and people just don’t 
look impressed or they’re just like (sucking noise).

Live events are regularly streamed on the internet, and the production can include player
interviews,forexample,straightafteragamehasfinished.Oneplayerhighlightedhowateammate
foundsuchinterviewschallenging;“He’snotthatconfidentdoinginterviews‘cosobviouslyitcan
beabitnervewrackingespeciallywhenEnglishisn’tyou’refirstlanguage”.
Logistics
Participantsidentifiedavarietyofstressorslinkedwiththeorganisationofcompetitiveevents,such
asnotbeingabletowarm-upproperly.Oneparticipantrecalled;“Wejustgottothestageandwe
hadtosetup,andwehadtoplaywithinlike15minutes,sowedidn’tdoanythingtogetthatbitof
practiceinbeforethegamestarted”.Anotherparticipantreinforcedhowthechangeintheschedule
causedastressor:

We got told it was going start at 4 o’clock and then, we were still at the hotel at like 2:30, and we were 
coming back to get there for 3 so we could warm up for an hour. Because the other game finished 
early, we got “ah, you’re starting at 3 now”, so we literally had to go straight into the game without, 
sort of preparing at all.

Live Audience
Anotherparticipanthighlightedstressorscausedbyorganizingflightstoliveevents:
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Flights get booked days before I leave, everything is very last minute, everything’s very rushed, and 
because of that it’s not as professional as, you know with, with more professional examples as like, 
Sky Sports, or HBO, Showtime for example. And the way those are run and the way those are treated.

Oneparticipant furthercommentedon thechallengeofcompeting liveanddealingwitha
newenvironment:

When you’re playing on a new stage which you’ve never played on before, you’ve gotta try new 
computers, peripherals, but you’ve got new monitors and, all this kinda stuff… also mentally coming 
onto the stage.

Coping Strategies
Theanalysesresultedin35rawdatathemesrepresentingtheparticipants’copingstrategies.Thecoping
strategiesweredeductivelyorganizedintothefiveformsofcopingidentifiedinpreviousliterature
whichwereemotion-focussed coping, problem-focussed coping, approach coping, avoidance coping, 
appraisal coping.ThesethemesareillustratedinFigure2.

Emotion-Focused Coping
Thesestrategiesrefertoovertbehaviouralstrategiesthatregulatetheemotionaldistressresulting
fromdemands(Nichollsetal.,2010),butdonotattempttochangetheactualstressor.Arangeof
strategieswereidentifiedtodealwiththeimmediatestressofthesituation.Forexample,oneparticipant
describedsimplytakingabreakbetweenmaps;“Wewentoutforaquicksmokebreak,andjustlike,
justtogetoutside,getsomefreshair”.Participantsalsospokeaboutadjustingtheirfocus,particularly
whentheyareplayinglivecompetitions:

You look to your teammates when you’re speaking to them, and just try and pretend that you’re at 
home… Just zone out, and just focus on the game… and the cameras, if you’re focused enough on 
the game, you can kind of just block them out.

Anumberofcopingstrategies identifiedbyparticipantsappearedtonegatively impact their
well-being.Suchmaladaptivestrategiesincludedsmoking,comforteating,andevenvomiting,which
oneparticipantdescribed;“SoitgottothepointwhereIcouldn’teatanymore.Myparentsgotreally
worriedaboutmebecauseIstoppedeating.ThenbeforeeverysingleofficialmatchIjuststarted
vomiting”.Additionally,participantsdescribedotherstrategies thatcouldhavenegative impacts,
suchasventingwhenaresultwasgoingagainstthem.

Problem-Focused Coping
These refer to short-term or immediate strategies to manage and/or alter the stressor at hand.
Participants illustratedcommunication strategies, forexample, speaking toa teammatewhowas
lackingconfidenceafter losingagame,orpositivecommunicationfromteammatesandtheIGL
whentheteamarelosing:

[The IGL] says it quite a lot that at the end of the day the games not over until that round hits 16 so 
it doesn’t matter if they’re 10 nil up or 5 nil up if we just keep on grinding away in the round then, 
then you can get back into it.

Anotherplayerillustratedtalkingaboutthingsopenlyandhonestly,butafterthegamefinished:
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If we won or lost, we’d always go outside, get everyone away from the computer, sit in a circle and 
talk about what’s going wrong, all look each other in the face… and talk about if there’s something 
that might go onto the next map.

Avoidance Coping
Theseincludebothbehavioural(e.g.,removingselffromthesituation)andpsychological
(e.g.,cognitivedistancing)effortstodisengagefromastressfulsituation(Krohne,1993).
Participants described numerous ways they dealt with stressful situations by avoiding
them, such as avoiding doing interviews which made them uncomfortable, not shaking
handswithopponentswhohadwoundthemup,andultimately,leavingateamthatthey
didnot enjoyedworkingwith.Participants spoke inmoredepthaboutdealingwith the
stressorofcriticisminsocialmedia,forexample,thisparticipantspokeaboutstayingout
ofissuesthataredebatedinsocialmedia;“Itrytostayoutofthedramaabitbut,when

Figure 2. Coping strategies illustrated by competitive esport players 
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people loseespeciallypeoplecangetveryfrustratedandtweetandtheycansometimes
typeinthein-gamechataswell”.

Participantsalsospokeaboutusingavoidancestrategiestodealwithin-gamesituationswhich
appearedtobemaladaptiveastheymightdirectlyhaveanegativeimpactonperformance.Forexample,
whenplayersrecalledstrugglinginagamesituation,acopingstrategyappearedtobeplayingina
morepassivemannertoavoidmakingmistakes:

If you start playing scared you don’t wanna give up your frag, you don’t wanna die, you don’t want 
to make a mistake. . . just playing really passively and not really going for anything and not playing 
how you would usually play.

Anotheravoidancestrategywasrefrainingfromdiscussingdifficultmatters (e.g.,criticizing
a teammate, offering suggestions on how to do things better), particularly during a game. Such
problem-focussedstrategiesarealsoaformofavoidance,withoneparticipantreflectingonsteering
clearofwithin-gamediscussions;‘youcan’tdothat,becausetheneveryonewouldjuststartarguing
anditwouldjustputeveryoneoffcompletely,youjustcan’tdothat.”Anotherparticipantreinforced
thisbyexplaininghowargumentshadledtohisteamavoidinghavingsuchdiscussionsinthegame:

You need to sort of fix the problem while it’s happening. So I think you can’t really push it until after 
the game because you need to win the game at the end of the day, and if you can talk about it… But 
a lot of time in the team it turns into an argument so it’s hard to bring it up during the game. 

Approach Coping
Thesereferred to longer-term,orchestratedstrategies that involvedconfronting thesourceof
stressanddeliberatelyattemptingtoreduceit(strategiesincludetakingdirectaction,increasing
effort,andplanning;Roth&Cohen,1986).Suchstrategiesincludedorganizingandtakingparts
in‘bootcamps’,toliveandtraintogetherforaperiodoftime.Thisallowedtheplayersto“just
betogetherasateam”andbuildasenseofteamness;“whenwe’reinthehousetogetherwehave
toallbethere,andwe’reallplayingandwe’regoingouttogetherforfoodand,we’rechilling
together”.Oneoftheparticipantswhowasalsoanin-gameleaderspokeaboutdelegatingroles
toreducestress,orgivingplayersspecificrolestoboostconfidence.Afurtherexamplereferred
towhenperformanceisgoingbadly,withaparticipantspeakingaboutmakinguseofonline
demosandvideosasatrainingaid:

I watch it and see if someone dies, what does this other player do on the other side of the map? Like 
how does he react to that information? Like, what does he do? Does he go aggressive? Does the 
whole team go aggressive? Does he rotate to a different side? 

Appraisal-Focused Coping
Thiscopinginvolvesthe(cognitive)re-evaluationofasituationtoreduceitsimportanceandrefersto
strategiessuchassituationre-structuring(e.g.,re-evaluation;Cox&Ferguson,1991).Forexample,
oneparticipantre-framedinformationprovidedbystatistical information;“it’sateamgame,and
lookingatstatsdoesn’treallyreflectonthecontextandhowthegamewent.Youcanhavesomeone
whowas,whowashelpingtheteamoutinotherways”.Anotherparticipantre-evaluatedreasonsfor
severeonlinecriticism,saying,“they’rejusttheguyswhowantbeinyourposition”andhowwriters
aremotivatedtocriticisetogainrecognitionthemselves.Anotherparticipantreflectedonhowthey
evaluatecriticisminamorepositiveway,drivinghimtoimprovefurther:
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I’m taking it better now, I’m just taking it from an objective stance, to just improve rather than take it 
as a kind of emotional thing, when it’s not really like that… and just tried to fix it, personally, because 
everyone wants to improve and everyone wants to be better in the team so it’s what you need to do.

dISCUSSIoN

Thisresearchaddstoagrowingbodyofliteraturethathasexaminedstressandcopinginacompetitive
environment,throughenhancinganunderstandingofthestressorsfacedandcopingstrategiesadopted
byhigh-levelesportsplayers.Inthecurrentstudy,avarietyofinternalandexternalstressorswere
identified. Internal stressors produced the largest number of lower order themes, with the most
pertinent themebeing team issues (e.g., in-gamecommunication, criticism, lackof confidence).
Forexample,communicationwascitedbyseveralplayersasanimportantandimpactfulelement
withinesports,withthedataillustratingstressorsresultingfromalackofcommunication(including
intra-teamcommunicationnotbeinglistenedto)oraggressiveandcriticalcommunicationsfrom
boththeIGLandteammates.Lackofeffectivecommunicationandtheresultinglackofteamwork
impactsnegativelyonperformanceinesports(Himmelsteinetal.,2017),andwhilsttheIGLwas
statedtobetherootofmanyofthenegativecommunicationissuesithaspreviouslybeensuggested
thatahierarchalrelationshipwithinsportcanbeastressorforbothparties(Frey,2007).Therefore,
areciprocalpatternislikely,wherebytheaggressivebehaviouroftheIGLcausesthereductionin
theplayersdesiretofollowinstructionsseenwithinthedata,whichinturn,causestheIGLtoreact
moreaggressively.

Intra-teamcriticismwasalsoidentifiedbyparticipantsasamajorstressor,causinganxietyfor
someplayerseitherbecausetheythinktheywillreceivefurthercriticismorpotentiallybedropped
fromtheteam.Whileintra-teamcriticismisoftenfoundinsport(Paradis,Carron,&Martin,2014),
thereasonitbecomesastressorwithinesportsseemstobeaproductofboththeineffectivewayin
whichcriticismisgiven,andalackofabilitywithinsomeplayerstotakemorehelpfullyframed
criticismintheconstructivewayitisintended.Thisappearstoleadtocriticismbeingperceivedas
personal,emotional,orconfrontational(Sullivan&Feltz,2003).Thisisamplifiedbyawillingness
ofplayerstoovertlycritiqueothermembersoftheirteamduringplay.Suchcriticismseemstobe
somewhatacceptedasanormwithinthesport,suggestingalsothatplayerslackanabilitytoaccept
criticismfromteammates,howeverconstructive.

Externalstressorsincludedgoadingfromtheopposingteam(viaeithercommentswrittenon
screenwithingameoroverheardtrashtalk)andsimilarbehavioursfromfansonsocialmedia.Whilst
they takedifferent forms,bothsources tend to focuson theskill levelof theplayers, something
alsoperceivedbytheplayerstobeasourceofcriticismfromaudienceswhenplayingliveevents.
StressorscausedbysuchpublicscrutinysupportthefindingsfromThelwellandcolleagues(2007)
whofoundscrutinyfromthepublicandmediatobestressorsinasampleofelitecricketers.Other
externalstressorsincludedthelogisticsofworkingtoaschedulethatisdictatedbytheorganizing
bodyandisatthemercyoftechnology,leadingtodisruptioninelementssuchaswarm-uptime.This
supportsthefindingsofCoshandTully(2015)whofounddealingwithschedulingproblemstobe
akeystressorforelitestudentathletes.

Inconsideringcopingstrategies,ourfindingsillustratethatparticipantsusedavarietyofcoping
strategiestodealwithstressors.Inlinewithpreviousliterature,emotion-focusedandproblem-focused
copingstrategieswerefrequentlyemployed(Lazarus&Folkman,1984).Specifically,adjustingfocus
wasahighlyadoptedstrategyparticipantsusedtoregulateemotioninthecompetitionenvironment.
Forinstance,participantsusedstrategies(e.g.,listeningtomusic,countingto10,)to“zoneout”and
“blockout”irrelevantstimuli(e.g.,cameras).Researchhassupportedthesefindingsinthatathletes
useemotion-focusedstrategies (e.g.,Westonetal.,2009) tomaintain focusonsalient stimuli in
an effort tomaximiseperformance.However, the findingshighlighthow these emotion-focused
strategieswereemployedbeforeandafterperformancesasopposedtowhilstperforming.Participants
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alsocitedusinganumberofproblem-focusedandavoidance-focusedcopingstrategiestodealwith
stressorsassociatedwithcommunication.Akeyfindingfromthisstudyistheapparentuseofpositive
self-talkbybothplayersandIGLstodealwithlosses.Intermsofemployingavoidancestrategies
intheformofdiscussingstrategiesandapproachesafter thegame, thismaybebeneficial in the
short-term, toavoidnegativeemotionsthatmightresultfromperceivingsuchcommunicationas
criticism.However,itislikelythatavoidingin-gamecommunicationisnotaneffectivelong-term
strategyassuchcommunicationisvitaltopromoteproblem-solvingduringthegameandultimately
improveperformance.Forinstance,aseason-longexaminationofstressandcopingstrategiesofelite
adolescentswimmersidentifiedthatavoidancecopinghadnegativeimpactsonbothperformanceand
overallwell-being(McDonoughetal.,2013).Indeed,manyparticipantsdiscussedissueswithin-game
communication,specificallyconcerningaggressivelypresentedfeedbackand/orissueswithteammates
beingabletoreceivecriticism.Giventheevidencesupportingthepositiveoutcomesassociatedwith
effectivecommunicationinesports(e.g.,well-being,effort,andperformance;Himmelsteinetal.,
2017),itcouldbearguedthatkeystakeholdersinesportswouldbenefitfromcommunicationtraining.

The findings from this studyprovidepreliminaryevidence that the identifiedstressorspose
significantchallengestotheesportsathletesinthisstudy.Theevidenceindicatesthatdespitethe
playersinthisstudyusingarangeofcopingstrategies,thereisanoveruseofavoidancestrategies
duringcompetitiveplay,andalackofeffectiveproblem-andemotion-focussedstrategiesusedduring
gameplay.Giventhatresearch(e.g.,Hatzigeorgiadis&Galanis,2017)hasprovidedsupportforthe
efficacyofpsychologicalskillstraininginmaintainingfocusduringsportsperformance,itisintuitiveto
arguethatesportsathletescouldbenefitfrompsychologicalskillstraining,toarmthemwithstrategies
(e.g.,positiveself-talk,breathingtechniques,imagerytoimprovefocus)touseduringcompetitions
to regulateemotions.Appliedpractitionersareencouraged toassesscurrentpsychological skills
usageofesportsathletesandaligntrainingtothespecificdemandsofthecompetitiveenvironment.
Inaddition,thefindingshighlightin-gamecommunicationisastressorforplayers,anditappearsthat
developingcommunicationbetweenteam-memberswouldbenefitperformance.Itcouldbeargued
thattheathletesinthisstudywouldbenefitfromreceivingcommunicationtrainingtoallowthemto
betterdealwithcriticalfeedbackfromteammates.Appliedpractitionersareencouragedtoworkwith
esportsteamstobuildtrustandrespectinapsychologicallysafeenvironment,allowingconstructive
feedbackandopinionstobegivenwithoutthefearofconsequences(Nembhard&Edmondson,2012).

Onelimitationofthisstudywasthatonlymaleparticipantsweresampled.Thiswasduetoall
thecompetitors in thefour teamsbeingmale,and thus, therewasnooption to interviewfemale
participants. Indeed, theenvironmentat thecompetitionwasmale-dominated,withonlya small
numberofwomenemployed(oneasan interviewer,oneon thehospitality team,andone in the
productionteam).Itislikelythatthereareadditionalstressorsthatfemalegamersface.Forexample,
Ruvalvcaba,Shultze,Kim,Berzenski,andOtten(2018)examinedcommentsthatspectatorsdirected
towardfemaleandmalegamers,andfoundthatincomparison,femalesexperiencedagreaterdegree
ofsexualharassment.Inaddition,theinnatelevelsoftheparticipants’stablecopingstyleswerenot
considered,asplayersmaybeaffectedbystressorstodifferentlevelsdependingonsuchtraits.A
finalconsiderationconcerningthesampleisthattwoIGLswereinterviewed.Researchhasexamined
stressorsofcricketcaptains(Smith,Arnold,&Thelwell,2017)andfoundthatsuchplayerswhotake
onaplayingandleadershiprole(asanIGLdoes)experienceadditionalstressorsduetothisdualrole.

Thepreliminaryevidencepresentedinthisstudycouldleadtoanumberoffruitfulresearch
avenues.First,inlightoftheappliedsuggestionsconcerningtheneedtoimprovecommunication,
future research is warranted to examine the impact of communication and psychological skills
trainingonperformanceandwell-beingofesportsathletes.Second,toaddressthelackofresearch
examiningfemaleparticipants,futureresearchmightfocusonthechallengesthatwomenfaceinthe
esportenvironment.Third,futureresearchmightinvestigateinmoredepthhowpersonalitymight
affect the ability to cope. Indeed, Kaiseler, Polman, and Nicholls (2011) have highlighted other
personalitydimensions(e.g.,neuroticismandextraversion)whichmayimpactoncoping,andsuch
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findingscouldmorefullyinformappliedpractitionersastowhichplayersmightrequireenhanced
psychologicalsupporttocopewithstressors.Finally,inlightoftheadditionalstressorsthatIGLs
face,futureresearchmightfocusmoreonunderstandingsuchspecificstressorsinanefforttosupport
IGLsinperformingtheirroleoptimally.

Insummary,thepresentstudyprovidesauniqueexaminationofthestressorsfacedbycompetitive
esportsplayersandassociatedcopingstrategies.Itisproposedthatthecurrentstudyhasnaturalistic
generalizability, which refers to the findings resonating with the reader’s personal experiences
(Smith, 2018). The extent to which the study has naturalistic generalizability therefore depends
ontheexperiencesofthosereadingtheresearch.Whilethefindingsaredirectlygeneralizableto
CSGOplayers,findingscanbegeneralizabletoabroaderrangeofesportsplayerswhoarelikelyto
recognisesimilaritiesanddifferenceswiththefindingsintermsofbeingfamiliarwithsuchcompetitive
environments. Smith (2018) also suggests that researchers should provide readers with suitable
evidence(throughtherichnessofdatapresented)toallowreaderstoreflectuponthesetoallowthe
audiencetomakeconnectionstotheirownlivesandexperiences.Byprovidingin-depthquotesto
illustratestressorsandcopingstrategiesintheresults,thefindingsshouldresonatewithabroader
rangeofesportsathletesbeyondCSGOplayers.Itisalsohopedthatthefindingswillinformapplied
practitionersconcerningstressorsfacedbyesportsplayers,andprovidessuggestionsforpractitioners
workingwithplayershelpingthemtodevelopeffectivecopingstrategies.
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