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Why should you read this book?


The human behind the screen


One factor that is inherent in every single competitive game that exists on the esports scene is the human factor. No matter what game we look at, there is always someone playing them. This book examines the players. It looks into the gamers, learning about their journey towards mastering their game.


There is no way around it; if you want to become a professional esports athlete, you must learn how to develop yourself – you must master the player, to master the game.


The holy grail of esport: The team


Just as important as mastering yourself, you should participate in a team. Teams are the backbone of every esport. Even the “solo” esports players, like in Hearthstone or StarCraft, uses the powers of teams to develop their skills within the game. Thereby, we enforce the point: professional esports development is all about social participation. It is about the humans behind the screens.


Because the human behind the screen is the key, this book is all about the esports athlete, the team, the organization, and the culture. These are all forms of human interaction – in other words, we are going to look at the human factor in esports.


Beyond the game itself


Gaining a better understanding of the psychological factors within esports will broaden your horizon and give you a new mindset and a toolbox to further enhance your skills. This book will also argue that an amount of the skills that you develop through strategically working with your self-development and team-development is transferable onto other aspects of a professional career – even beyond esport. You will not just become a better gamer by using this book. You will become a better professional in any field you want to conquer.


If you want to become better and you are prepared to work with yourself and your team, this book can offer inspiration on what to practice. Strive to learn and apply!


Who is this book meant for?


This book has been written and developed in cooperation with esports athletes. It is written for esports athletes and coaches at all levels – as long as they are interested in improving their mental competencies.


This book is not for the casual gamer, who only enjoys the game as a recreational hobby. This book addresses anyone willing to try hard at evolving their human skill to match their in-game skills. We believe that the reader will get new knowledge and inspiration via this book. If the reader also uses the models and advice from the book, we believe that the reader will grow as an esports professional.


How can this book help you?


This book contains insights into developmental factors in the esports athlete’s life. In combination with knowledge and suggestions on how to work with developing yourself and the communication of your team, it offers personal stories from aspiring esport athletes. Through these stories, the stages of development in professional esports are explored, making way for concrete suggestions on how to structure and handle your progress.


This book also features a series of models developed and customized for esports athletes and teams. These can be a great aid in the further development of essential competencies of a professional esports athlete.


What is this book about?


This book revolves around a few fundamental parts of professional development in esports, as well as research and stories to nuance the bigger picture. This is by no means an exhaustive list of knowledge, but these are some of what we consider critical elements for developing a professional esports career:




	Understanding the stages of professional development in the esports world


	Team development and communication in esport teams


	Personal development of an esports athlete


	Tools and methods for reflection for both individuals and teams


	Models and tools for structuring and developing an esports career





This book does not contain recipes for development within specific games, but rather a way of working with personal – and team development across different games. It is, in other words, a little insight into a universal approach to the development of human factors within the esports world.


How do I read this book?


This book is structured into four theoretical-chapters (part 1) and three method-chapters (part 2). Each examines different aspects of professional development for esport athletes. Quotes from the interviews with gamers can be found in textboxes adjacent to the main text, To showcase practical examples of the theory where it is relevant. All the cases are introduced with a short description of the player (fx. “coach and player” mean that the interviewee is both a professional player and coach of an esports team).


The author advises the reader to read the book as an inspirational tool for both aspiring athletes, coaches, and esports-advisors of all trades. As will become apparent, the book does not contain a vast number of specific tools, but rather suggestions on how to harness the power of human motivation, frustration, and creativity.


The examples from the interviews are anonymized. The decision to do so have been to keep the reader curious and not putting the theory behind the “names” of the players. All players have achieved success in their games. All streamers have had more than one million viewers on their current streaming interface, and all coaches have participated and won games in significant national and international competitions. None of the players or streamers have asked to be anonymous themselves; it is solely a decision from the authors. If the reader has a specific curiosity into one or more of the examples, you are welcome to contact the author, to establish contact with a player behind the particular case.


We encourage you to learn and apply. You are encouraged to learn from this book by reading it, as well as trying your new knowledge on for size. Fit yourself into the stages of development, be creative with your team’s communication, and dare to use the models to enhance your personal – and professional development.


Then what? – how can you


move on from here


When you have read this book, you will have a deeper understanding of:




	Typical professional development within an esports setting


	Ways for a team to work with individual and collective development


	
Working with the mindset and structuring a strategically planned developmental program for yourself and others


	Reflections on how to ensure continual development and examples from real life esport athletes


	Psychological insights essential for esports professional’s work





That means that this book gives you a better understanding of how to work with psychological factors within an esports setting, but only if you translate what is valuable to you, into real action. The key to development is not just to learn, but also to apply your new knowledge into your own experience.
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PART 1


PROFESSIONAL


DEVELOPMENT IN


ESPORTS





To move forward, we must first understand where we stand. The following chapter will present a way of understanding the evolution of esports athletes. A few points are essential to know before you read on.


Developing a gaming career


is a social journey


From the start of a gaming career, an important factor for achieving greatness is to have a community backing you up. As it will become evident through this book, we have a great deal to work on in the creation of a robust and healthy esports culture. Through the examination of the professional development of esport athletes, we will learn how to build this culture and why it is so important.


To nurture and develop esports talents, and help guide and find new talent, we need to understand and harness the potential of great organizations, robust teams, and individual growth.


This chapter features interviews with gamers about four stages of gaming, presented through a theoretical framework founded in research. To enhance the usability of the model in a practical context, we will also examine a comparison of the esports model to a model of “normal” sports-development.


The interviews have given grounds for much thought and many interesting quotes. These will look like this throughout the chapter:




Coach and player: ”Dealing with motivated players are the biggest motivation for me as a coach. It doesn’t just make my experience better as a coach; it also drives me to become better as a coach.”


LoL Streamer: “Before I had my online community, I was playing by myself. Now I attend multiple lans every year. I have someone to spar with, and I gain new knowledge every time I log on my stream, by engaging with my “stream-team.”





It will become clear how research in “normal” sports-development will also apply and strengthen the work in esports development.


Before you dive into the four stages of development in esports, you should understand the following:




	The model is describing gamers trying to become professionals in their esport. The information is not meant for casual gamers. It aims at the ambitious esports athletes.


	Everyone is an individual. There is no reason to believe that what you are about to read is true for everyone that will ever have a gaming career. The book is as a tool for understanding the struggling esports athlete and help them develop. It is not a diagnostical tool, to put athletes into a category and stigmatize them! Use it to increase awareness and avoid using it to judge people prematurely.


	We are referring to the athletes as both “players,” “athletes,” and “him/her.”
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Chapter 1


Stages of development in


professional esports





To better understand how young esports athletes move from novice to expert, we are going to examine the following stage-theory model. A stage-theory model is a model that describes how a person moves through different stages/phases in their development. Each state is different from the other in some way.


This model divides the players into four stages, as well as a “rebound stage,” which differs from the four others. The stages are categorized by the motivations (and frustrations) of the players. It also describes what is essential for the players at each stage to have success in their development. It is built on the concept of activity theory, and especially the research by Ang et al. (2010).


Activity theory describes how we can look at something beyond just one person or one factor. It is a look at esports development as a whole, across teams, individuals, organizations, etc. Therefore, it is crucial to understand that the following model is a generalized model. We can use it as inspiration and as a guiding system to help us find out what we should focus on right now. But it is not a diagnostic tool that will give precise results!


The model is developed and specialized around the development of professional gaming careers by Kim & Thomas (2015).


We will start simply by looking at the model, its stages, and a short description of these. You are always invited to read the primary literature to get a deeper understanding (presented in the references).
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Note that the slumping stage also can lead to the player leaving


the esports world all together.





Chapter 1.1


Enjoyment


[image: ]


Enjoyment is the first stage of development in esports careers. This stage is the one that is known to all of us, since most everyone is a gamer today, or at least knows of games. This stage is where the player is interested in the game for recreational purposes, or because they have a social network within, or surrounding the game. In this stage, the motivation for playing is all about having fun. Therefore, this stage is not where any professional esports athletes are. Many streamers around the world can be said to be at this stage, though.


In this stage, the player has not yet set themselves a goal of moving towards a professional career in gaming. It is the game itself, and its motivating mechanisms that keep the player coming back. The player is still playing the game casually.


Therefore, the game is still motivating for the gamer. The gamer can put countless hours into the game. They can tilt, feel success, and build social relationships within the game. But they are not yet trying to make a career in esport.


The critical part of the enjoyment stage is trying out different games, getting to know which styles of gaming you prefer the most – like FPS games, MOBAs, MMOs, or SIM-racers. The stage is vital for an emerging esports career because an esports athlete must specialize in the game they want to become professional. Even though some athletes change their main esport during their career, most professional athletes stick to their category of gaming – FPS’ers play FPS games (CS:GO, Overwatch, PUBG, etc.), while most MOBA players stick to MOBA’s (LoL, Dota 2 or HON).


Enjoyment is the basis of most games. That is also true for the games played as esports. The enjoyment stage helps explain why esports is so motivating – they are built on games that are created for enjoyment but has the depth and level of mastery related to high levels of achievement. Reaching these levels of mastery is what the next stage of the model is going to investigate.


It is important to understand that it is a requirement that the players advancing to the next level of the stage model, is involved in one way or another, in a social setting, in or around the game. Therefore, the players moving from enjoyment to struggling are per definition part of some social context that affects their gaming.


It is essential to understand that all players moving from enjoyment to struggling are involved socially in a game, because it explains why we do not see professional esports athletes in RPG games, such as “The Witcher 3” or “Red Dead Redemption 2”. There is no social setting for these games to become competitive.


The difference between normal games and esports is that they are competitive. And this requires a social environment. Therefore, it is important for the player who wants to move from “enjoyment” to “struggling,” to engage in some form of a social network around the game.




Players: consider what your goals for gaming are. If you are considering a professional career in gaming, consider what you can do to move into the struggling phase. But keep the motivation and enjoyment of the games with you. All the interviewees expressed that enjoying the game was necessary for their development.


Organizations: You should have a clear purpose for your work with enjoyment-gamers defined. How do you best help gamers that are not looking to become pro’s, to enjoy the game together?





Enjoyment gaming is excellent, and if you have no intentions of move beyond this stage, the rest of the book is not for you. You are of course welcome to read it but be aware that it focuses on the aspiring esports professional.


Conclusively, we will add a list of factors you should be aware of when moving from the enjoyment stage to the struggling stage.




WHAT TO FOCUS ON WHEN MOVING


FROM THE ENJOYMENT STAGE TO


THE STRUGGLING STAGE




	You will have to get used to playing on different setups, as you start playing on other computers/setups than your own. You should also be aware what your in-game setup is, so you can transfer it onto any computer you are playing.


	You will start engaging with new teammates (offline, especially). Therefore, you should begin being very aware of how you act and how you can present yourself in a good way. Be yourself, be positive, be open, and be kind.


	You will start getting a lot more precise critique from your peers and your trainers. You should work on accepting this feedback and learning how to grow from it.


	People will begin to see your games, via stream, live-viewing, or Youtube. You might be used to this already, but for many, this comes as quite a change.


	Fans and trolls will start to appear. You have to be aware of your reactions when faced with these new people in your life. Make sure to ask your trainer for help to handle these relations.


	You have to learn new strategies that you might have never practiced before. Be sure to keep that open mindset to keep dealing with this new knowledge in the right way.


	
You will move from “just playing” into actually training the individual skill that you need to get better in-game. You will also move from not being affected by your (bad) behavior to getting punished harshly for it. So, behave!


	You will have to start learning how to build better relationships with your teammates, your coaches, your manager, your organization, and yourself!


	You will need to learn how to manage your training, keep your discipline high, and take control of your time, schedule, food, etc.


	You will have to keep a sharp focus on how you can keep your life outside of gaming relevant and inspiring as well. No esports-athlete has ever lasted, without the support of family, friend, and peers. We recommend that you attend school, or have a part-time job while trying to go pro in esports. Without it, we see many gamers lose interest after only a few years of struggling.











Chapter 1.2


Struggling
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Struggling is the second stage, following the previous enjoyment stage. In this stage, the player has made a deliberate choice to become a professional gamer. Instead of playing casually, without a defined practice schedule, the player starts planning her training. This process means that the player, at some level, divides the skills, it takes to master the game, into trainable bits.


A natural consequence of this is that the player will meet limitations. Important factors at this stage are the player’s ability to understand and structure her training, divide the game into manageable bits, planning of a training paradigm, solid knowledge, and much more. This factor means that players in this stage often need help to structure their advancement. Therefore, it is (once again) important to be involved socially, when moving into the struggling stage.




As many players are young, they may not yet have a natural planning ability. Helping them plan their play and practice in a way that gives them motivation and frustration in the right balance is key to development. It is also a tough balance. Communication is the best way to balance the scales.





This help might come from like-minded peers, within structures such as guilds, clans, or teams. It might also come from masters of the craft, such as coaches and professional players. Often the relationship between coach and player is built within an organization, hosting multiple teams, coaches, and players. Shortly, it will be more common to see organizations having talent-unit, with a focus on developing talent from an earlier age, than what is currently the norm.


Lastly, there is a wide variety of web-based “training facilitators.” No matter which path the player chooses to walk, the keywords for the struggling stage are planned training and support from teachers.


We will stick around the struggling faze for a bit, as it holds a lot of essential factors to acknowledge in the development of a professional esports career.


The difficulty of the struggling phase


At this stage, there are many possible pitfalls for the player. One of the most apparent problems is how the struggling stage can remove some of the simpler joys of the game. Most struggling players are investing considerable energy and effort into their training at this stage. This investment means that they will often experience new heights of their skill level, but also consider losses and mistakes as harder to manage. Because the players are now investing themselves more into their game, they can often experience losses as a more personal problem, at this stage. They might even feel they are not good enough as human beings because they can not achieve what they want in their game.


This uncertainty is yet another reason for the players in the struggling stage to seek help and guidance from more experienced players, coaches, teams, or organizations. It is also a good reason for the advisors to offer more social support at this level than they did at the enjoyment stage.


If the player joins a team within an organization – in one of their lower tier teams – they will have to cope with the new organization, with its rules, boundaries, and limitations. This difficulty has consequences for the player in more domain than one.


In the personal domain, the player will have to consider how the values of the team and the value of the players go together with their values. Do they match?


In the relational domain, the creation and maintaining of relations to other players, coaches, leaders, managers, and other people involved, is important. The player must consider and navigate their way within these new relations. The quality of esports organizations differs when it comes to relation-building and management of themes like insecurities, conflict, or emotional states of the players.
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