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Research question: This study investigates the roles and Received 14 November 2020
responsibilities of eSports stakeholders in ensuring eSports Accepted 5 January 2022
players’ health and wellbeing through the following research
questions: (1) What are the roles and responsibilities of different
stakeholders in helping ensure eSports players’ mental and
physical health?; and (2) What are stakeholders’ perspectives on
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criticisms which may affect players’ health and wellbeing as well health; support systems for
as the quality of their careers? eSports players; duty of care
Research methods: Semi-structured interviews are conducted with in eSports

51 individuals from 18 nationalities including professional, semi-
professional, amateur and retired players, a coach, game
publishers, national eSports associations, a sponsor, a tournament
organiser, and federations. Deductive analysis is applied to the data.
Results and Findings: The responsibility for ensuring eSports
players’ health and wellbeing should be shared by all
stakeholders. Stakeholders are aware of criticisms of eSports and
understand this; such criticisms may be deflected with a growing
appreciation of eSports’ value. The need for young players to
balance training and commitment to eSports with broader
educational requirements is highlighted.

Implications: The paper provides evidence on the need for a holistic
developmental model for eSports players which provides better
understanding of players’ careers and developmental needs. The
study highlights a need for collective engagement and effort by
various stakeholders in developing player-centred support schemes.
Drawing on evidence from key stakeholders, the study proposes a
modified categorisation of the eSports ecosystem model.

Introduction

The eSports industry has grown rapidly over the past decade and is now recognised as a
worldwide phenomenon (Himmelstein et al., 2017). Its popularity has led to a significant
increase in the number of professional teams, with young people increasingly attracted
by the prospect of making their career in the industry (Smith et al., 2019). eSports has
also become an intriguing academic topic in sport management. Studies have focused on
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the growth of the industry, its relationship to traditional sport, and on defining and under-
standing eSports in a sport management context (e.g. Cunningham et al., 2018; Hallmann &
Giel, 2018; Heere, 2018). eSports can be defined as ‘a form of sports where the primary
aspects of the sport are facilitated by electronic systems’ where ‘the input of players and
teams as well as the output of the eSports system are mediated by human-computer inter-
faces’ (Hamari & Sjoblom, 2017, p. 211). In contrast, traditional sport is generally related to
athletic or physical prowess (Summerley, 2020), characterised by ‘a physical activity, requir-
ing skill, that is competitive in nature and has a level of stability and institutional organis-
ations’ (Cunningham et al., 2018, p. 2). Bertschy et al. (2020) investigate how participation in
sport simulation eSports games has influenced the meaning of football brands and suggest a
need for more events linking traditional and eSports in order to highlight the key meaning
of brands to both traditional and eSports fan communities. Qian et al. (2020) investigate
eSports online spectatorship and provide insights on the significance of the eSports consu-
mer market for sport management scholars and practitioners. Thus, eSports has the poten-
tial for investigation in research areas already well-established in traditional sport contexts,
e.g. spectator motivation, sport brands, sport events, and sport fans/communities.

Researchers from other disciplines have investigated eSports players’ wellbeing and
related issues. Banyai et al. (2019) argue that professional players experience significant
stress during training and competition, suggesting further investigation is necessary to
identify possible causes. Himmelstein et al. (2017) identify challenges faced by eSports
players, e.g. limited anxiety-coping strategies, harassment from fans and other competi-
tors, lack of self-development, and poor team dynamics/cohesion. Other researchers have
focused on the negative consequences of eSports, e.g. players’ sedentary lifestyles (Hat-
tenstone, 2017), and the possible relationship between such sedentary behaviour and
poor mental health (de Rezende et al., 2014; Owen et al., 2010). Heere (2018) also
suggests that lack of physical activity is one of the major criticisms of eSports.
However, it is unclear as to how stakeholders within the eSports ecosystem perceive
such criticisms and how they have addressed the mental and physical health issues raised.

Stakeholders have been variously defined (see Ward & Chapman, 2008 for a full list of
alternative definitions). Donaldson and Preston (1995) define stakeholders as those individ-
uals/organisations which experience or anticipate experiencing potential benefits or dis-
benefits as a result of an organization’s actions. In the eSports context, Scholz (2020) pro-
poses a ‘Categorization of the eSports ecosystem’ (Figure 1) detailing the industry’s various
stakeholders. They argue that ‘every stakeholder will need to share some resources and
potentially some sources of profit with other stakeholders to create a sustainable and thriv-
ing business model network’ (Scholz, 2020, p. 6). Since their perspectives are economic and
business focused, they give limited consideration to health or social issues that may affect
players’ careers and lives (Peng et al., 2020). However, Scholz stresses the importance of sta-
keholders sharing resources and good practice in order to ensure players’ mental and phys-
ical heath and combat criticisms of eSports. Scholz’s (2020) work categorizing the eSports
ecosystem is part of the theoretical basis of the study in terms of identifying key stakeholders
within the eSports ecosystem.

In traditional sport contexts, researchers have argued that sport organisations and
governing bodies are responsible for helping athletes to balance their lifestyles and
develop well-rounded identities (Anderson & Morris, 2000). Other researchers have
investigated organisational support (Hong & Coffee, 2018), family matters (Kossek
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Figure 1. Categorization of the eSports ecosystem (Scholz, 2020).

et al., 2011), and educational and non-sports-related issues (Maier et al., 2016). In the
context of increasing emphasis on support from sport organisations and governing
bodies, Lavallee et al. (2001) found that some sport governing bodies and institutions
had developed athlete support programmes. Hong and Coffee (2018) investigated such
programmes in 19 different countries worldwide over more than a decade. Although
their findings show that many national sport governing organisations have established
support programmes to ensure athletes’ career development and their psychological
and (or) physical health, these are mainly available only to higher-level athletes (e.g.
Olympians). In the UK, Grey-Thompson (2017) proposed seven priority areas for
sport governing bodies and organisations to consider in relation to ‘Duty of Care in
Sport’: (1) Education, (2) Transition, (3) Representation of participants’ voices, (4) Equal-
ity, diversity and inclusion, (5) Safeguarding, (6) Mental welfare, and (7) Safety, injury
and medical issues. These areas are not limited to traditional sport. Evidence from tra-
ditional sport suggests a need to investigate ownership of responsibility to ensure
eSports players’ mental and physical health, career management and development.
Although the eSports industry has only begun to develop such support systems,
lessons may be learnt from traditional sports. However, the eSports industry has devel-
oped its own unique ecosystem, including stakeholders, e.g. game publishers, who do not
feature in traditional sport (Scholz, 2020). It is important to identify how such stake-
holders perceive their responsibilities in terms of protecting or enhancing eSports
players’ health and careers.
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The present study aims, therefore, to identify the roles and responsibilities of eSports
stakeholders in ensuring players” health and wellbeing and to explore their perspectives
on criticism of eSports and issues relevant to the professionalism of players. There are
two research questions: (1) What are the perceived roles and responsibilities of
different stakeholders in helping ensure eSports players’ mental and physical health?;
and (2) What are stakeholders’ perspectives on criticisms of eSports which may affect
players’ health and wellbeing as well as the quality of their careers?

Literature review
Esports players’ careers and criticisms of eSports

High-performance athletes experience psychological (and other) challenges during their
sporting careers including depression, loneliness, anxiety, and poor self-esteem (Taylor &
Ogilvie, 2001; Webb et al., 1998). As sporting careers involve intense mental and physical
demands, athletes may suffer from mental health issues and risk-taking behaviours
(Hughes & Leavey, 2012). Rice et al. (2016) suggest that high-performance athletes
experience stressors including injury, deselection, public and media attention and
burnout. Rice et al. (2016) argue that athletes need to protect both their mental and phys-
ical health and that further intervention studies are required. Some researchers highlight
the role of supporting programmes and interventions in ensuring athletes” wellbeing and
in assisting them to experience successful transitions to retirement (Gouttebarge et al,,
2015; Lardon & Fitzgerald, 2013). Wylleman (2019) also posit in their theoretical
model that stakeholders (e.g. sport governing bodies, sponsors) and significant others
(e.g. parents, coaches, teammates, peers, partners) play an important role in athletes’
career development and transitions, enhancing athletes” health and wellbeing throughout
their careers and (even) transitions out of sport.

Researchers have highlighted the short careers of high-performance athletes and the
challenges they may face to ensure successful transitions out of sport (Douglas &
Carless, 2009; Drawer & Fuller, 2002; Lally, 2007; Lavallee et al., 2014). High-performance
athletes have discussed their post-retirement struggles publicly. For instance, Gail Emms,
who won a silver medal at the 2004 Athens Olympic Games, has spoken about her mental
health issues and financial struggles post-retirement (Lofthouse, 2017). There are tragic
cases of high-performance athletes taking their own lives after experiencing a sense of
loss and depression. Craig Fallon was Great Britain’s 2005 Judo world champion and a
twice Olympian at Athens 2004 and Beijing 2008. He suffered from severe depression
and died by suicide after retirement (Coverdale, 2020). Athletes need to plan ahead in
order to mitigate challenges, including mental illness, caused by retirement (Grove et al.,
1998; Martin et al., 2014; Taylor & Doverspike, 2003). In their Conceptual Model of Adap-
tation to Career Transition, Lavallee et al. (2014) suggest that athletes’ transitions require
different resources (e.g. coping strategies, social support, and preretirement planning) and
interventions (e.g. cognitive, emotional, behavioural, and social, organisational) to be suc-
cessful. Similarly, researchers argue that sport organisations/governing bodies should be
responsible for supporting athletes developing transferable life skills and preparing for
life post-sport (Anderson & Morris, 2000; Park et al., 2013; Surujlal, 2016). This is particu-
larly significant in the eSports context given that playing careers are short.
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eSports, such as organised and competitive video-gaming (Jenny et al.,, 2017),
resemble traditional sport in terms of strong spectator base, sponsorship, well-paid
star players, professional teams, and club communities (Taylor, 2012). As is the case
for traditional sports (e.g. football), young people have become interested in professional
eSports careers in response to industry growth (Smith et al., 2019). As eSports become
more popular, more players compete at a high level (Himmelstein et al., 2017). Individ-
uals generally join the eSports community at a young age and some adolescents leave
school early to become professional eSports players (Hattenstone, 2017; Martin, 2019).
A ‘community’ can be defined as a virtual platform by which eSports players and fans
communicate with each other; players join a game community to train and further
their skills while fans watch players’ performance to learn advanced skills (Hamari &
Sjoblom, 2017). This is also not uncommon in traditional sport as adolescent athletes
may prioritise sport over education (Cosh & Tully, 2014).

Andrejkovics (2016) argues that eSports players’ mental preparedness and state of
mind are closely related to improvement in performance. Similarly, Himmelstein et al.
(2017) investigated psychosocial factors in eSports, finding that players face several bar-
riers to performing optimally including pressure of competition, harassment, and poor
communication between teammates. Playing eSports at higher levels requires in-depth
knowledge of a specific game, strategic thinking, strong motivation and focus, and excel-
lent motor control skills (Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2020). Thus, players experience both
physical and psychological stress, and need skills to cope with competitive environments
(e.g. Barlett et al., 2009; Himmelstein et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2019) similar to those of
traditional sport (Hallmann & Giel, 2018).

As is the case with high-performance athletes in traditional sport, professional eSports
careers are short, with both groups being at risk of injury and mental illness. Playing
eSports professionally may cause work-related illnesses including occupational overuse
syndrome caused by repetitive movements, overuse of muscles, and computer vision syn-
drome (Rechichi et al., 2017; Tiric-Campara et al., 2014). Some professional players have
ended their eSports careers prematurely or taken unexpected breaks due to injuries such
as carpal tunnel syndrome, tennis elbow, and back pain (Jolly, 2019). Playing eSports for
a sustained period can cause mental health issues such as sleep and mood disorders and
poor performance (Eickhoff et al., 2015; Wenzel et al., 2009). The demands of training
and competition may also cause stress, mental illness, and poor decision making
(Apichai Wattanapisit et al., 2020). Researchers suggest that eSports team and staff
members may offer social and emotional support to players to ensure their mental
health (DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al., 2019; Freeman & Wohn, 2017). However, evidence
on the support provided by teams or other stakeholders to eSports players remains
scarce.

Researchers in traditional sport have endeavoured to address similar issues faced by
high-performance athletes and have urged appropriate supportive action from sporting
governing bodies/organisations. However, there remains a lack of clarity as to which sta-
keholders should be responsible for monitoring eSports players’ mental and physical
health. Thus, the present study explores stakeholders’ perceived roles and responsibilities
with a view to facilitating the development of support systems for eSports players.

Criticism of eSports has focused on the adverse consequences of excessive gaming,
particularly gaming addiction (Griisser et al., 2007). Adverse consequences include
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psychological issues, sedentary behaviour, and gaming disorder (Lemmens et al., 2009).
Hattenstone (2017) reported that eSports professional players spend up to 15 hours a day
training or competing. This may be considered as excessive sedentary behaviour (Trem-
blay et al., 2017) and be associated with poor physical, psychological, and cognitive health
(de Rezende et al., 2014; Owen et al., 2010). Tuomas and Veli-Matti (2016), however,
investigated eSports players’ (n=115) engagement in physical activity and found that
64.3% (n=74) engage in physical activity for more than the 1 hour per day which the
World Health Organization (WHO) recommends (WHO, 2010). Moreover, 55.6% (n
=64) also suggested that physical activity, as part of structured training programmes,
could positively affect performance.

Theoretical frameworks

As mentioned earlier, Scholz’s (2020) categorisation of the eSports ecosystem provides
the theoretical basis of the study and is used to identify key stakeholders within the
eSports ecosystem. Since the eSports environment is highly diverse, a number of stake-
holders have contributed to the growth of the industry (Scholz, 2020). As described in
Figure 1, players are the core stakeholders. Primary stakeholders include game developers
(game publishers), professional teams, professional players, and tournament organisers.
These groups play a critical role in establishing appropriate infrastructures for eSports
titles (Scholz, 2020); for instance, there are approximately 400 game titles that are
played in a competitive manner (Besombes, 2019). The primary stakeholders identified
in Scholz (2020) were the main subjects of the present study. However, since the second-
ary stakeholders identified in Figure 1 are also part of the eSports ecosystem and contrib-
ute to development of the industry, some of them were also considered as subjects of the
study. Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory encourages organisations to recognise stake-
holders and their needs when developing strategies to enhance their performance. The
key idea of stakeholder theory is that an organisation is dependent on the management
of stakeholder relationships (Freeman & Phillips, 2002). While the eSports ecosystem
cannot be considered as an organisation, it can be understood as a stakeholder
network, ‘a series of actors or stakeholders connected by a set of ties’ (Morrow & Idle,
2008, p. 316). The focus of stakeholder theory has shifted from organisation-centric
(Friedman & Miles, 2002) to how organisations position themselves in a stakeholder
network and how their positions and the nature of the network affect their responses
to demands from the stakeholders (Morrow & Idle, 2008; Rowley, 1997). Hence, the
importance of establishing good networks and relations among stakeholders within
the ecosystem may be considered central to the sustainable growth of the industry and
the success of each associated organisation. Scholz (2020) also pointed out that the
network of stakeholders plays a critical role in establishing a base of amateur and grass-
roots level for further growth of the industry.

Along with Scholz’s (2020) Categorization of the eSports ecosystem, the Holistic Ath-
letic Career (HAC) model (Wylleman et al., 2013) serves as the theoretical basis of the
study. In a traditional sports context, researchers argue the need to understand athletes’
career development holistically (Stambulova et al., 2009). In relation to this, Wylleman
and Lavallee (2004) proposed the developmental model of athlete transitions. This con-
siders the athletic, psychological, psychosocial, and academic/vocational levels of
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athletes’ development. This model was expanded to incorporate an additional ‘“financial’
level by Wylleman et al. (2013) (see Figure 2). The primary purpose of applying this
model is to understand eSports players’ careers holistically and provide insights for devel-
oping a unique theoretical framework for eSports. The ages of novice or developing
eSports players may be similar to those of traditional athletes, but the mastery and dis-
continuation stages may occur earlier for eSports players. eSports performance relies on
players’ ability to respond to complex visual stimuli correctly and at high speed. Thomp-
son et al. (2014) suggest that this ability is likely to decline at about age 24. Thus, eSports
players’ peak performance period is very short (Smithies et al., 2020) - the careers of
about 20% of professional eSports players are only about 2 years (Ward & Harmon,
2019).

The second layer, psychological level, which includes childhood, adolescence, and
(young) adulthood, reflects the key stages relating to athletes” psychological development.
Each stage requires athletes to develop competences allowing them to manage given tasks
and continue developing their psychological skills and competences (Wylleman, 2019).
Wrylleman (2019) argued that such psychological development is crucial for athletes to
prepare for their transitions out of sport since retirement ages may be earlier than
planned as well as sport dependent. For example, a female gymnast may retire while
still an adolescent whereas a retiring female golfer may be a mature adult. This also
applies to eSports players who may retire at different ages depending on their game(s),
performance level, and financial and job security (Smithies et al., 2020).

The third layer, the psychosocial, refers to individuals who form part of athletes’ social
support networks. eSports teams have hired specialist support staff including coaches,

AGE 10 15 20 25 30 35
Athletic Initiation Develt:pmen Mastery Discontinuation
level
Psychologic . Puberty Young
al level Childicod Adolescence adulthood aouitiood

Psychosocial
level

Academic/
Vocational
level

Family Sport governing
Financial Family Sport body
level ) governing Government/NOC
hody Sponsor

Family Employer

Figure 2. Holistic Athletic Career (HAC) model (Wylleman et al., 2013).
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managers, strategists and sport psychologists, to increase players’ competitiveness (Smith
et al., 2019). However, empirical evidence on social support from other stakeholders and
significant others (for example, parents, teammates, family members, and partners)
remains sparse. The academic and vocational levels play crucial roles in guiding athletes
to prepare for life after sport. Evidence shows that athletes who commit to education
while competing tend to be characterised by retirement planning, well-rounded identi-
ties, strong social support, and effective coping strategies (Aquilina, 2013; Torregrossa
et al., 2015). Given that some adolescents finish school prematurely to play eSports pro-
fessionally (Hattenstone, 2017; Martin, 2019), the academic and social levels should assist
eSports players, in particular adolescents, to pursue education while training and com-
peting. The financial level indicates how financial support is provided by stakeholders,
e.g. sponsors and governing bodies. Financial issues can be critical to athletes’ retirement
planning and may cause difficulties post-sport career (Alfermann et al., 2004; Kadlcik &
Flemr, 2008; Kuettel et al., 2017). Such issues should be addressed during eSports players’
careers so that they may be better prepared for possible problems during and post-sport.
Given the nature of eSports, most players experience short and financially unstable
careers, with limited focus on life after eSports due to poor pre-career planning and edu-
cation (Smithies et al., 2020). Thus, the financial layer of the HAC model should also be
incorporated into eSports support systems.

Methods

Exploratory studies may contribute to theory-building within the subject area (Mollick,
2014). This study provides empirical evidence on eSports players’ health and wellbeing
and on stakeholders’ roles supporting players. A qualitative approach was applied to
collect in-depth narratives of stakeholders to enable a better understanding of both
players’ and stakeholders’ perspectives. Fifty-one players and stakeholders (see
Table 1) were interviewed, and the data were analysed both inductively and deductively.

Participants

Participants include professional, semi-professional and amateur players, retired players
(coach and team owner), coach, game publishers, national eSports associations, a
sponsor, a tournament organiser, and federations; these captured most stakeholders

Table 1. Participants.

Type of participants Numbers Code Names
Professional players 21 Professional 1, 2, 3, etc.
Semi-professional players 6 Semi 1, 2, 3, etc.
Amateur players 4 Amateur 1, 2, 3, etc.
Retired players (coach and team owner) 2 Retired 1, 2, 3, etc.
Coach 1 Coach 1

Game publishers 6 (5 Game publishing companies) Publisher 1, 2, 3, etc.
National eSports Associations 3 (2 National eSports Associations) National Association 1, 2
Sponsor 2 (1 Sponsor) Sponsor 1

Tournament organiser 2 (1 tournament organiser) Tournament Organiser 1
Federations (officials) 4 (3 Federations) Federation 1, 2, 3

Total 51
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included in the Categorization of the eSports ecosystem (Scholz, 2020) (see Table 1). All
are male except one female semi-professional player. Nations represented are Australia,
Bulgaria, China, Finland, Georgia, Germany, Italy, Japan, Philippines, Saudi Arabia,
South Korea, Slovakia, Singapore, South Africa, Sweden, Thailand, Tunisia, and the
United States (18 countries). Players are aged between 17 and 36. For ethical reasons,
players were asked, when signing off interview consent forms, to confirm that they
were over 18. Some indicated their exact age and others did not; most indicated that
they were in their 20s. In the case of the one player under 18, his manager agreed to
their participation.

Procedure

To collect in-depth narratives, semi-structured interviews were conducted. Semi-struc-
tured interviews allow researchers to interact with participants directly and to explore
specific situations and events through people with first-hand experience (Pezalla et al.,
2012). In some cases, two or three participants were interviewed simultaneously at
their request. Thus, 40 interviews were conducted with 51 participants. An interview
guide based on the research questions (Brewster et al., 2015), and the extant literature
on the mental and physical health of eSports players and high-performance athletes
and their respective experiences in competitive settings, ensured consistency. Thus, the
interviews addressed themes relevant to the research questions (Kvale, 1996; Mason,
2004). The interview questions were finalised after review by the head of eSport at an
international organisation, an individual who has worked with key industry stakeholders.
Two different interview guides were developed for players and stakeholders respectively.
Themes addressed by both included: (a) role/positions and brief career background (e.g.
could you tell us about your game and career as an eSports player?; what is your organ-
isation and role within it?); (b) the perceived roles/responsibilities and expectations of
key stakeholders in supporting players’ mental and physical health and wellbeing (e.g.
as a stakeholder, what roles do you play in supporting players?); what expectations do
you have of key stakeholders regarding support for your mental and physical health?;
(c) perspectives on criticisms of eSports (e.g. what are your thoughts on the existing cri-
ticism such as physical inactivity, sedentary lifestyle, gaming-addiction, too much screen
time, etc.?); and (d) perceived requirements and recommendations for young people
wishing to become professional players. Assistance from the international organisation
enabled the author to invite the key stakeholders included in Table 1 to participate in
the study and help recruit players.

Most interviews were conducted face-to-face while visiting three major international
eSports tournaments over the period October to December 2019 and took place in offices
and conference rooms. Interviews with three Chinese participants were conducted via
video call. The interviews of 40 individuals were carried out in English while 11 individ-
uals were interviewed in Chinese (n = 3), Japanese (n = 5), or Korean (n = 3). Chinese and
Japanese players were interviewed with support from translators. Each interview lasted
for between 6 and 99 minutes and the total duration of all interviews is 480 minutes.
The interviews conducted at the events were much shorter (n = 25) (between 6 and 22
minutes) than those conducted at pre-arranged times (n=15) (between 30 and 99
minutes).
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Data analysis

There were two phases of data analysis. In the first phase, guided by the Categorization of the
eSports ecosystem (Scholz, 2020), deductive content analysis was applied to data related to
identifying stakeholders in order to examine each stakeholder’s roles and responsibility.
Their roles and responsibility were then examined based on the HAC model to identify
which development level they related to. The deductive approach uses a framework of
themes to guide the coding process (Bradley et al., 2007; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Burnard
et al., 2008). Content analysis is a systematic and objective way to describe phenomena
(Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Elo & Kyngas, 2008; Sandelowski, 1994), allowing researchers
to make replicable and valid interpretations from data to their context and to enhance knowl-
edge in the subject areas (Krippendorff, 1980). The key stakeholders most mentioned by par-
ticipants feature in the Categorization of the eSports ecosystem while the perceived roles and
responsibilities of stakeholders and players respectively were identified based on the HAC
Model (see online Appendix 1). In the second phase, the remaining data related to interview
guide (c) perspectives on criticisms of eSports and (d) perceived requirements and rec-
ommendations for young people wishing to become professional players were analysed by
inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019). All interviews were audio recorded
and transcribed verbatim, thus allowing for better understanding of each account and par-
ticipant responses (Thomas & Hodges, 2010). Each transcript was read multiple times to
ensure familiarity with the participants’ narratives (Ryan, 2015). Initial codes were identified
and then collated into potential themes. The emerging themes were reviewed and finalised
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) and were also reviewed by two different experienced qualitative
researchers acting as ‘critical friends’ (Smith & Caddick, 2012). The codes and themes are
presented in online Appendix 2. To ensure the trustworthiness of the data analysis, several
measures were applied at each stage of the thematic analysis as follows: Prolonged engage-
ment with data, Documented theoretical and reflective thoughts, Documented reflections
on potential codes/themes, Storage of raw data in well-organized archives, Use of a coding
framework, Audit trail of code generation, Theory triangulation, Diagrammatic represen-
tation of theme connections, Themes and subthemes vetted by other researchers, Documen-
tation of theme naming (see Nowell et al, 2017 for alternative means of establishing
Trustworthiness).

Results

The results are presented in relation to the research questions and the two phases of data
analysis discussed in the previous section: Perceived Roles and Responsibilities of Stake-
holders to Ensure eSports Players’ Mental and Physical Health (RQI, Data Analysis
Phase 1); Perceived Criticism (RQ2, Data Analysis Phase 2); and Perceived requirements
and recommendations for young people (Data Analysis Phase 2).

Perceived roles and responsibilities of stakeholders to ensure eSports players’
mental and physical health

Professional teams
Most participants highlighted the importance of support from teams, recognising their
role in employing eSports players and managing their careers. Publisher 3 stated: ‘it’s
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entirely up to the teams but we are only in the process of building the system and giving
the teams the ability to empower players, so in this phase we don’t have the complete
system in place yet’. Although their role in supporting mental and physical health was
emphasised, many players stated that support from their teams was lacking while
some commented that they had heard of other teams providing good support: ‘T think
some teams definitely have sports psychologists. Some teams do have this, but this is
not standard yet’ (Professional 6). In some cases, support from teams was superficial.
Retired 2 stated, ‘the team once got us a gym card and that’s all’. Professional 6 also men-
tioned, ‘in this team right now we don’t have like a sports psychologist or anything. In the
past I have had that but for little periods of time’. Professional 24 argued for clear stan-
dards for teams to ensure that all players receive sufficient support.

On the other hand, a few professional players and other stakeholders, including
Sponsor 1, and Federation 2, believed that there was sufficient support from their
teams to ensure players’ mental and physical health. ‘Our manager and the whole
team help us to solve our problems’ (Professional 12). Professional 15 also noted that
his team received professional support from a mental health therapist and a physiothera-
pist. The representative from Federation 2 commented that professional sport teams (e.g.
the NFL and NBA), have invested in eSports teams and provided support services to
players comparable to those enjoyed by traditional professional athletes. Publisher 1
gave an insight into how teams will support players in the future.

A lot of the top teams at this point know that that is one of the things they should
invest in. A lot of them will invest in therapists, they will invest in team chefs, they
need to make sure that there are also physical trainers.

Professional 2 commented that they would also appreciate support from nutritionists.
The representative from Federation 2 remarked that some top-level professional teams
did provide such support to their players to ensure proper nutritional intake.

Three professional players were interviewed in their ‘Gaming House’. While they
claimed that their team did not provide any specific support for their mental and physical
health, they did receive support in the form of accommodation, food, PCs, and relevant
equipment, which they found to be beneficial for training and competition. Both players
and stakeholders share similar perspectives and experiences as presented in
online Appendix 1, but it was emphasised that players expected long-term and sustain-
able support from professional teams.

Game publishers

The publishers who participated in the research are all leading game developers. All
pointed out that good practice in supporting eSports players should be shared with
key stakeholders to help develop support structures through which players could
manage their mental and physical health. Game Publisher 1 had proactively established
a team to identify players’ challenges and provide information on coping with such issues
and managing eSports careers. This only applies to one national region at the time of
interview although there are plans to establish such schemes in other geographical
areas. The role of games publishers was highlighted in interviews with Association 1
and Tournament Organiser 1 - both claimed that publishers could help develop
support structures similar to Federation Internationale de Football Association (FIFA)
or global sport federations. Game Publisher 1 has developed a league-based international
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competition featuring one of the most popular games in the world. With regard to the
role of publishers such as Publisher 1, Tournament Organiser 1 commented:

The game publisher is the federation. It is a global federation. Because if you compare it to
traditional sports like football, the game publisher has been to every single football field in
the world.

Development of educational support was emphasised by game publishers. In particu-
lar, Publisher 2 considered life after eSports important and planned to establish an edu-
cational support system through collaboration with educational institutions including
universities. Publisher 4 developed a scheme to establish an eSports academy which
would both foster talented players and provide support for life after eSports, e.g. by devel-
oping transferrable skills. Publisher 5 held similar views to Publishers 2 and 4 and high-
lighted issues with eSports players ‘dropping-out’ of education. eSports players needed to
complete a programme of higher education if they wished to work in eSports manage-
ment post-retirement. As shown in Table 1, players did not mention game publishers
in relation to mental and physical health although some mentioned the need for a collec-
tive effort. This suggests that it is the responsibility of all stakeholders, including game
publishers, to address players’ health and wellbeing.

Sponsors

Professional players (Professionals 1, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 21), all of whom enjoyed sponsor-
ships, claimed that these were crucial to successful eSports careers and their overall well-
being. Sponsor support included travel expenses for competing abroad, professional
services such as counselling, mental coaching and physiotherapy, and equipment for
training and competing. Professional 1 commented that their sponsor provided holistic
professional support services, which were provided to high-performance athletes in tra-
ditional sport, and that they appreciated their value: ‘meeting doctors and physical thera-
pists, they know that I sit down too much. After checking my body ... they were able to
tell me so many things, and that was very eye-opening for me’.

Professional 21 highlighted the importance of sponsors for aspiring players who
needed financial support. They also claimed that sponsors and players could mutually
support one another, with players providing support to sponsors by promoting their pro-
ducts and services to game communities and fans. This view was shared by Sponsor 1,
‘they also give us feedback on product so that we continue to evolve and grow over
time and therefore our sponsorship and our involvement in these sports has been
since day one’. Sponsor 1 claimed that sponsorship is about understanding players
and providing support that helped players better understand their careers and the indus-
try. They commented,

An eSports athlete is probably at their peak [for] probably less than 10 years. Some of them
will grow to be a coach, some of them will grow to be team owners. [...] we hope that all of
them will grow over time.

Tournament organisers
Tournament Organiser 1 discussed stakeholders’ responsibility for eSports players’
health and wellbeing: ‘It actually goes back to that literally every stakeholder from
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school, to sports, to press has a responsibility, including us as a tournament organiser’.
The role of tournament organisers in the eSports ecosystem is to connect stakeholders
with one another. They also highlighted the need for player-centred schemes and
systems to ensure player health and wellbeing. As indicated in Table 1, players did not
mention tournament organisers in connection with mental and physical health.

Parents

Parents are not included as key stakeholders within Scholz’s Categorization of the eSports
ecosystem (Scholz, 2020). However, their support was regarded by many players across
all levels as very important in their eSports careers. Professional 1 discussed how parental
support helped them achieve their eSports goals: ‘luckily, my father was supportive, not
many parents back then liked their children to play video games. [...] he trusted them to
be a good example and a good role model for me and I think he was right’. Amateur 1, a
high school student, commented,

my parents have always been supportive because they know me, they allow me to do what I
want as long as they know that I understand what the repercussions can be if I - if it gets out
of hand ... So, they’ve been supportive.

Professional 21 also added, ‘my parents are actually really open minded they just let
me do whatever I want. [...] I think if you have problematic parents maybe it’s the
biggest obstacle compared to anything else’. Tournament Organiser 1 claimed that
parents should play a role in moderating young players’ screen and playing time to
protect their mental and physical health and wellbeing.

Conversely, other players claimed that they had to work hard to make their parents
appreciate their eSports careers Professional 15 shared their experience; ‘they were not
okay with it at the beginning, but after they saw me competing that’s where they saw
the potential of eSports. So, that’s when they started to support me’. Semi 5 also commen-
ted, ‘Well, at first my mum wasn’t very happy about it, but now she’s very supportive’.
Thus, parents’ limited understanding and support could be challenging for early-
career players in particular.

Communities

Many players emphasised the importance of support from their communities. Players
stressed the positive aspects of belonging to communities where they could build
social networks and develop good relationships with people sharing similar interests.
Federation 3 commented,

It’s more like it’s a social event, like making social networks and making friends. It’s a com-
munity. So, it’s not like standing alone in a basement or anything like that. It’s more like
socialising with friends and of course other teams.

Players also stated that communities allowed them to develop their gaming skills and
performance to higher levels. Professional 21 remarked, ‘I think the gaming community
is the most beautiful thing for me. They don’t judge you by your looks and that’s some-
thing that I think is very true in the social world’. Professional 1 was very proud of their
community, ‘everybody is very optimistic about the future of our game, and I think that’s
why we stand out among other games, other communities. We have a better mentality
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about our game, our community’. Amateur 3 claimed that they regularly participated in
events organised by their community and that this has enhanced their performance. Pro-
fessional 7 suggested that communities act as channels to promote players’ mental and
physical health. It is worth noting that players who held positive views of their commu-
nities all played ‘fighting’ games including ‘Street Fighter’ and “Tekken 7. This may be
because ‘fighting’ games are one of the most established games within the industry
and stronger communities have been built around them. In contrast, Professional 24
stated that they felt their community held unrealistically high expectations of them
which sometimes negatively affected their performance. While players identified com-
munities as important stakeholders in terms of enhancing their mental and physical
health, other stakeholders did not.

Federations and national eSports associations

The perspectives of national associations and federations on supporting players’ mental and
physical health were identified. National Associations 1 and 2 appreciated that they had
responsibilities to assist players to improve their mental and physical health and had
made efforts to address this. National Association 1 hosted workshops to help players
manage their eSports careers, health and wellbeing. All three participating federations
emphasised the need for structured support systems, developed collectively by key stake-
holders and supported by governments. However, they also appreciated that the industry
was still immature and had only begun to consider players’ health and wellbeing. Some
players mentioned social and financial support from federations. Although such support
did not directly focus on health, they indicated that it was important for them in mitigating
career stress. As presented in online Appendix 1, some players who competed at one of the
international eSports tournaments where officers from federations also participated, dis-
cussed support from these federations, in particular financial and social support (e.g. check-
ing in, arranging accommodations and food) for overseas competitions in particular

Perceived criticism

Limited understanding to be improved

Research participants were aware of criticisms of eSports and understood the reasons for
these: for example, long hours spent training may be perceived as contributing to the
development of sedentary lifestyles and physical inactivity. However, they perceived
the criticisms as stigmatising and stereotypical and to be predicated on limited under-
standing of eSports. Referring to excessive gaming and training, Tournament Organiser
1 claimed: ‘T think it’s a generally wrong perception. Not that there are not cases like this,
but in the grand scale of things, it’s a micro percentage we’re talking about’. They
believed, therefore, that appreciation and understanding of the value of eSports could
change negative public perceptions. For instance, the public could be encouraged to par-
ticipate in tournaments and events in order to better understand the industry. Amateur 1
pointed out that:

I think they just need to sit and watch and look at how these individuals actually perform at
these tournaments. And just as much as a businessman would do what he does best -
perform and do his best to get the most out of his work - the exact same is what these
people are doing.
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Federation 2 held similar views, ‘I think one of the easiest ways to change perception is
to go to an event, honestly, and to see it for yourself’. Publisher 2 highlighted the impor-
tance of communicating with the public and making them understand eSports is not just
‘playing games for fun’ but can be a serious profession, providing sustainable livings for
players.

Positive aspects of eSports to be promoted

While some participants had observed changes associated with criticism and stigma and
had rationalised such criticism as a positive factor in enabling the industry progress,
others argued that there was a need to promote positive aspects (e.g. social networks,
hard work, professional potential) to improve perceptions of eSports. Many players high-
lighted the positive effect of eSports on their careers and lives. Professional 1 remarked:

In many ways, I am actually very grateful, and I owe a lot to the game. So I always think
about that and that helps me always be motivated to play and always have a good mentality
and be very positive.

Publisher 4 discussed the impact of games on players’ professional potential, ‘it’s very
tough to be a Barcelona or Manchester or Celtic player, but if you play good in games,
you can be also a Barcelona player’. He mentioned this because some professional
football clubs across the world also have their own eSports teams that represent their
clubs.

Perceived requirements and recommendations for young people

Not limited to being a professional player

Many participants emphasised that young people should be realistic — being a pro-
fessional player meant more than just ‘playing a game’ and required commitment and
hard work. Professional 16 remarked, ‘it’s hard to become a pro’. National Association
1 and Sponsor 1 insisted that young people required to have a clear understanding of
the eSports industry and of their skills set, in order to be able to contribute beyond
playing. In particular, National Association 1 suggested that young players should con-
sider realistically whether they had the required skills for a professional career. Sponsorl
shared this view, ‘not everybody is going to be Messi or Ronaldo in football, but they are
going to contribute in much better ways’. Sponsor 1 also believed that young players
should understand and analyse the eSports industry in order to have a long-term
career within it.

Importance of keeping balanced lifestyle

As many young players are students, the importance of balancing eSports participation
with education, especially at the secondary school and university levels, was emphasised.
Although some players (Professionals 9, 18, and 19) highlighted the challenges of balan-
cing eSports careers with academic work, they appreciated the importance of completing
their degrees. Publisher 2 pointed out that young players should invest as much time in
education as in playing. Professional 21 shared their experience of dropping out of edu-
cation to pursue a professional career. Although they did not regret their decision, they
recommended that young players should complete degrees to better cope with their lives
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after eSports. Amateur 1 also believed that young players should understand how eSports
careers will impact their future.

Discussion

Participants perceive that the responsibility of ensuring eSports players” health and well-
being should be shared among stakeholders and significant others such as parents, com-
munities and federations/national associations. Several pointed out the importance of
professional teams’ responsibilities and roles in supporting eSports players. Similarly,
Smith et al. (2019) found that teams were recruiting staff such as sports psychologists
to help players cope with the psychological demands of professional eSports careers.
Although some professional players emphasised their teams’ support, and different sta-
keholders, including players, cited good practice among top tier teams, other participants
argued that support from teams was lacking and that there was a need to establish clear
guidelines on its provision. This supports previous research finding which suggested that
eSports teams can provide both social and emotional support to enhance players’ mental
health (DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al., 2019; Freeman & Wohn, 2017).

Scholz (2020) recognises professional teams, game developers (publishers), pro-
fessional players, and tournament organisers as primary stakeholders within the
eSports ecosystem and argued that game publishers and tournament organisers contrib-
uted to eSports players’ health and wellbeing. Publishers are proactive in their concern
for eSports players’ education and their lives post-eSports. Since some adolescents
drop out of school to become professional eSports players (Hattenstone, 2017; Martin,
2019), publishers’ efforts to establish educational support schemes should be highlighted.
In traditional sport contexts, thoughtful planning by athletes is required to manage
retirement issues, including those associated with mental health (Grove et al., 1998;
Martin et al.,, 2014; Taylor & Doverspike, 2003). Thus, researchers (Carless & Douglas,
2012; Ryan, 2015) have highlighted the importance of active athletes having a ‘dual’
career, ‘a career with major foci on (both) sport and studies or work’” (Stambulova & Wyl-
leman, 2015, p.1). Smithies et al. (2020) suggest that adolescent eSports players self-con-
strain their ability to pursue post-eSports careers because they sacrifice educational
opportunities to pursue professional careers (Hollist, 2015). Thus educational/dual
career support, along with health and wellbeing support, is critical for eSports players,
especially adolescents. The importance of balanced lives was highlighted by research
participants.

Support from other stakeholders and significant others was also identified. National
eSports associations acknowledged that they shared responsibility with other stake-
holders to support eSports players’ health and wellbeing and had developed appropriate
initiatives such as athlete workshops to deliver on this. Traditional sport researchers
argue that sport organisations/governing bodies are responsible for supporting athletes
(Anderson & Morris, 2000; Park et al., 2013; Surujlal, 2016). Similarly, the corresponding
role of national eSports associations and federations should be developed in the same
way, with many research participants emphasising that federation support was crucial
to them competing internationally and establishing professional eSports careers. Some
players emphasised the importance of sponsor support with financial support often
being crucial to professional careers and participation in international competition.
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This supports the argument that sponsors are a primary revenue source for the industry
(Scholz, 2019). Different stakeholders stressed the need for governments to establish
support systems for eSport players. The UK government has developed welfare guide-
lines for the traditional sport industry. Duty of Care in Sport (Grey-Thompson, 2017)
emphasises seven areas: Education, Transition, Representation of participants’ voices,
Equality, diversity and inclusion, Safeguarding, Mental welfare, and Safety, injury and
medical issues. Governments, and other key stakeholders, should develop guidelines pro-
moting an ethos of collective duty of care in eSports.

Support from parents and game communities is also significant (Scholz, 2020) and it is
suggested that this be incorporated in the eSports ecosystem. Some players stated that
parental support was crucial to their ambitions. However, others had found it difficult
to make their parents understand and support them. Evidence shows that parental
support impacts not only adolescents’ healthy development (Hart et al., 2003), but also
their educational and vocational success (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013; Wang &
Eccles, 2012). Thus, parents should also be included in the eSports ecosystem. Support
from game communities should also be considered as an important part of the eSports
ecosystem. Playing eSports helps develop positive social relations and networks as a
result of joining game communities (Trepte et al., 2012). Some players, however, argue
that communities can have negative impacts such as encouraging abuse of poorly per-
forming professional players, thereby affecting their mental wellbeing Players empha-
sised the roles/responsibilities of parents and communities while other stakeholders
did not. On the other hand, the roles/responsibilities of game publishers and tournament
organisers were highlighted only by non-playing stakeholders. The distinctive perspec-
tives of different stakeholder groups should be further explored in the context of
seeking to enhance players’ mental and physical health.

In general, stakeholders are aware of criticisms of eSports but believe that they might be
overcome as eSports becomes more appreciated and better understood. It was felt that it
was crucial for the public to appreciate that eSports can be a serious profession able to
support individuals financially. eSports careers should be understood as similar to
general business and professional occupations — both may require strategic thinking, the
establishment of action plans, training, and implementing, and meeting targets set.
eSports may be particularly relevant to understanding societal technological change.
Research participants stressed that young people should consider that professional
eSports careers, unlike ‘playing games for fun’, demanded hard work and commitment.
Despite eSports’ appeal as a profession, aspiring players face various barriers and challenges
that may affect their eSports and post-eSports careers negatively (Smithies et al., 2020).

Conclusions

This study aims to identify the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders in
safeguarding eSports players’ mental and physical health and to explore stakeholders’
perspectives on criticisms of eSports and advice for young people wishing to pursue
professional careers. Following the HAC model, players’ needs, and existing/expected
support have been identified, covering all HAC levels: educational schemes developed
by publishers (academic level), financial support from sponsors (financial level), train-
ing demands (athletic level), need for psychological/mental health support
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(psychological level), and social support from families and game communities (psycho-
social level). eSports players exhibit similarities to traditional high-performance ath-
letes while also displaying some unique characteristics. For example, educational
support schemes, established by game publishers, do not exist in traditional sport
but are pivotal in eSports. Hence the need to develop a holistic developmental model
for eSports players that better represents their career and developmental needs, and
which may be applied to player-centred research. The model may also assist managers
and professional teams in developing strategies and plans for sustainable growth and
player development. There is a need for a collective approach, involving different sta-
keholders, to the development of player-centred support schemes. Additionally, the
stakeholders identified by the present study — parents, game communities, and federa-
tions/national eSports associations — should be considered as integral to the eSports
ecosystem given their critical role in establishing support systems for eSports
players” health and wellbeing.

The research is subject to limitations. Professional teams’ perspectives on the issues
were not identified. Since their responsibilities were stressed by other stakeholders
including professional players, future research might focus on investigating their per-
spectives and their practice in supporting eSports players’ health and wellbeing.
Although the tournament organiser and sponsor in this study are two of the most sig-
nificant industry stakeholders, future research might include a greater number of such
stakeholders in order to gain a broader understanding of them as primary stakeholders.
While players at different levels participated, their perspectives were not analysed by
professional level. Given that the challenges experienced and the available resources
to cope with such challenges can be influenced by performance level, future research
might examine similarities and differences between players at different levels in
terms of how they ensure their health and wellbeing and manage their eSports
careers. Similarly, future research should consider geographic influences (cultural,
economic, social, political). Lastly, only one female participant (a semi-professional
player) participated in this study. While eSports players are predominantly male,
future research might examine female players’ experience and perspectives and the
different needs of female and male players.
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