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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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