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eSports is now big business. It has a larger audience than Formula 1. It has more 
regular viewers online than the Rio Olympics. So how did it get to this place, how do 
people in the industry see its meteoric rise and what do they consider its biggest issues?

Summer is a time for sporting spectacles. In the space of two months we’ve 
seen Portugal   defeat France to win their first European Championship and 
in the last weeks been immersed in the lavish ceremony that is the Rio de 
Janeiro Olympics. These events see hundreds of millions of people tune in to 
watch the crème de la crème of athletics and world sport competing against 
one another to take home gold, silver and bronze for themselves and their  
respective countries.

Nestled in the niches of the internet a new phenomenon has risen however: 
eSports. These electronic competitive online videogames are getting numbers 
that would defy the logic of the general public. Last year, League of Legends, 
the most popular eSport, amassed a total of over 350 million viewers across 
their 2015 world championships. In fact, the final was seen by a grand total of 
36 million people, double the amount of people who tuned in for the 
London 2012 Olympics closing ceremony.

The term eSports stands for electronic sports and comprises of individuals or 
teams of individuals playing videogames in a competitive environment. 
Players are now officially professionals and earn a salary with additional 
income through sponsorship and competition bonuses. 

The eSports stock has grown from relative obscurity into a fully-fledged 
industry that hires thousands of people from players to management to
journalists, and the world has started to take notice. With the prize pools for 
teams and players reaching an all-time high of $20 million, what began as 
nothing more than some cables and a few computers is now big business and 
is continuing to grow at an incredible rate of knots.

The evolution of eSports is by necessity tied up with the evolution of the video-
games industry and in particular the introduction of the internet. While there 
were offline competitions tracing back to 1972, – a Stanford University Space 
Invaders competition where the winner won a year’s subscription to Rolling 
Stone magazine! – once videogames went fully online from 1990 onwards they 
expanded in dramatic ways. People could come together through a simple 
connection and compete with people from all across the world on their 
favourite games.

What is eSports?
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The Nintendo Company certainly understood this from a 
very early point and capitalised on peoples’ natural 
competitive instincts. The Japanese videogames    
company has been making critically acclaimed and 
innovative console videogames since the 1970s like 
Super Mario Bros., The Legend of Zelda and Super Smash 
Bros. and understood that there was a gap in the market 
for competitive gaming. Setting up the Nintendo World 
Championships during the 1990s they spearheaded an 
effort to get more people involved in competitive play. 
Much of the development of this tournament replicated 
traditional sports through structure and a prize system – 
this philosophy endures today with typical broadcasts of 
eSports matches reproducing the major network
broadcasts of ESPN and Fox Sports.

Despite Nintendo’s best efforts though, it would be 
competitive PC games that would pave the way for the 
current established eSports scene. Games like Quake, 
Counter Strike and Warcraft II accommodated both in-
dividual and team-based play and as a result of a simple 
internet connection allowed quick online games and 
helped make the competitive scenes more transparent. 
Leagues emerged, tournaments were created and 
provided the foundations for the future.

Videogames companies and external investors quickly 
started to pick up on the emergence of the scene and the 
progression of the market because of the potential to 
generate lots of money. The PC itself provided much of 
the platform for the evolution of eSports because the 
more the technology industry grew the smoother and 
easier it was to run these games. It is still the system used 
most prominently for various eSports including League 
of Legends, DOTA 2 and Counter Strike.

The turn of the millennium was the mainstream spring-
board for eSports. In the space of a decade, between 2000 
and 2010, the number of large tournaments increased 
from 10 to 250, and several long-standing competitions 
were set up. 

Like traditional sports, these replicated events like the 
FIFA World Cup and gave players the opportunity to 
compete for both money and prestige. The Intel Extreme 
Masters would introduce international rivalry with teams 
and players from around the world, facing up against each 
other for an ever-increasing grand prize pool of hundreds 
of thousands of dollars. 

Teams are represented from South Korea, China, 
United States of America, and major regions like Europe 
and Australasia.

Since its humble beginnings the eSports industry has 
continued to gather momentum at a monstrous rate. The 
niche bedroom hobby has well and truly evolved into a 
legitimate business model that is gaining more and more 
attention. Money now drives this industry and much like 
all sports, where there’s money, the world’s gaze soon 
follows.

An in-game snapshot of League of Legends, one of eSports’ most renowned videogames

The term eSports stands for electronic sports and 
comprises of individuals or teams of individuals 

playing videogames in a competitive environment. 
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Berlin, Germany. The Mercedes-Benz Arena.

Travelling to the venue of Riot Games’ League of 
Legends European finals in Berlin is eye-opening. It’s one 
of the biggest venues in Germany housing anything from 
music concerts to sports finals, but on October, 2015, it 
held its biggest event: an eSports world final. The teams 
from South Korea and China fought it out with the SK 
Telecom TI team from South Korea coming out 
victorious for the second time in four years. 

While the players celebrated, investors and people behind 
the scenes readied their finances and rubbed their hands 
gleefully. Each of these players earns hundreds of
thousands of dollars with some earning in excess of a 
million and the organisations behind the players earn 
much more than that. It’s a trend that follows in the 
financial steps of sports like football and basketball: the 
better the team; the more money it earns; the better 
sponsors it attracts; the bigger investors it draws. eSports 
is now big money business.

The global eSports market in 2015 generated $315 
million and is very much expected to surpass $1 billion 
in the next three to four years. One reason for this is an 
increase in awareness and participation: eSports’ rise in 
popularity is made even more remarkable by the fact that 
it remained relatively unknown up until 2015.

Newzoo, which conducts a global eSports market report 
each year, says that in 2019 the eSports regular audience 
numbers will  grow to between 300 and 400 million 
people, over 5% of the world’s population. This puts it in 
the region of sports like Formula 1 (400 million), which 
ironically, unlike eSports, is decreasing in viewership.

Money and SponsorshipMoney and Sponsorship

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Riot_Games
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SK_Telecom_T1#League_of_Legends
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SK_Telecom_T1#League_of_Legends


This increase could very well have something to do with 
eSports reaching new target audiences. Demographically, 
eSports has always been a younger man’s interest. 
However, the number of women playing eSports has 
risen from single digit percentages and struck a cultural 
nerve in the past couple of years: there is now a 70% male; 
30% female split. Traditionally, female numbers have not 
been pleasant viewing  but this increase shows that the 
future is brighter than previously imagined and a marked 
difference in female numbers will do wonders for 
eSports’ appearance.

As a result of an ever-changing industry, eSports is in an 
exciting position. The sheer number of people watching 
eSports could monetise the industry all on its own. In 
many ways, this is a sharp change of direction for games 
companies who have traditionally felt the need to focus 
on the gamers themselves as the main way of making 
money. The combination of people playing the game, 
healthy viewership numbers and more females involved 
in eSports means the industry now has the infrastructure 
to compete with traditional business models. 

This is something Robert Warman recognises as a trend 
that is, and will continue to define eSports for the 
foreseeable future. The CEO for Newzoo says in their 
Spring market report that, “with our 2015 report we’ve 
recognised that the financial landscape of the eSports 
industry is changing rapidly, from one of player focus to 
one of viewer focus. This means there are lots and lots of 
different ways in which to monetise the industry. 
Games developers can place much more emphasis on 
production because generally speaking the higher the 
production value the higher the audience participation 
when it comes to watching eSports.”

“In many ways this replicates traditional sports more and more. If you watch an NBA game for example, the quality 
of production stems from high quality cameras, concise text-visual statistics, all the way through to analyst desks and 
interviews. It’s always been a constant in sports with a lot of money that the more you give the audience in terms of 
production, the more they’ll continue to engage with your sport and come back for more.”

With eSports flourishing and going from strength to strength it’s also likely that previously unattainable sponsors 
will come running. Currently eSports is reliant on endemic sponsors, which means companies within the technology 
industry like Intel and Hyper X. They provide the teams with all their gaming needs from keyboards to computers 
to headsets. They aren’t necessarily the brands however that eSports should and wants to be reaching for continued 
financial backing.  
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Ian Smith, Integrity Commissioner for the eSports 
Integrity Commission (ESIC), says that eSports should 
have already had relationships with non-endemic 
sponsors like Coca Cola. 

“The demographics and commercial numbers of eSports 
are extremely attractive and indications are that eSports 
as a general entity should have had around 30-40% 
non-endemic sponsors, and should have had top-end 
sponsors like Emirates Airlines, Coca Cola, American 
Express, Visa, those sorts of sponsors.”

Ian says that a significant reason for the eSports industry 
not being able to deal with the big-dollar brands is not a 
result of the market and numbers but because eSports felt 
like a Wild West without regulation nor governance. 

“These sponsors not only wanted to promote 
their brands but protect them because of previous 
scandals like the IAAF, cricket, tennis and FIFA. When 
they looked, the general feedback to the eSports 
commercial industry was that we love the numbers but 
dislike the lack of protection and regulation because it 
leaves us very vulnerable as brands.”

Ian, who comes from a background of traditional sports 
law says that the purpose of forming ESIC is to try and 
get all the games companies to come under one umbrella.

His goal is to force the videogames companies to accept 
some form of unification and together push the industry 
forward rather than let it fester and stagnate. 

“The fear expressed by the sponsorship brokers is that 
eSports were a scary proposition because there was no 
centre to it at all. If everyone is on the same level then 
perhaps the sponsors will reconsider their position and 
flock to eSports.”

If ESIC is able to get the companies behind the games 
to listen, then the result could be a massive boon for the 
finances of the eSports industry. The big name brands 
have already proven to mainstream sports, particularly in 
major leagues like the English Premier League (EPL) and 
National Football League (NFL) that they have a huge 
impact on how those sports are perceived. With a little 
initiative, eSports can certainly invite the big brands to 
play alongside them.

“Good Luck; Have Fun”- a famous eSports m
antra

“eSports as a general entity should have had 
top-end sponsors like

 Emirates Airlines and Coca Cola.”



Representation in eSports



The videogames industry has long had an issue with 
representation and acceptance of females. Whether it’s 
the lack of tournaments for women or the online 
misogynistic movement of GamerGate starting in 2014, 
women have consistently been told they either can’t play 
videogames or derided when they can, and when they 
win. 

In traditional sports, there are restrictions on women 
competing with men. Ronda Rousey or Joanna Jedrze-
jczy, female Mixed Martial Artists who weigh 55 kilo-
grams, could never fight Mark Hunt, a 120 kilogram 
MMA fighter because one connecting punch could cause 
serious brain damage. The ramifications of such
physical onslaught comes with distinct outcomes that no-
one would want. 

Yet, in eSports, strength, weight, power and aggressive-
ness mean very little. There is no reason why a female 
eSports athlete couldn’t face any man in the world given 
that the capacity and potential for winning is very much 
on equal footing. So why is the eSports competitive 
landscape still overwhelmingly masculine?

Steph Harvey, who plays Counter Strike: Global 
Offensive professionally for Counter Logic Gaming Red, 
says that the issue currently lies within the industry 
rather than outside of it. 

“Online toxicity for women in eSports is horrible. A lot of 
times people say they joke but even my friends 
sometimes slip up because society puts it into our head 
that you can sexualise women and there are no 
consequences. 

“So I don’t even think it’s gaming’s fault, I think it’s soci-
ety’s fault. Outside of the community I don’t really hear 
anything about being female. It’s more within the com-
munity that people are more shit about it.”

Steph regularly competes in both female and male 
tournaments. Only two weeks ago she was playing 
alongside a roster of mostly men for Team Canada and 
the only woman invited to take part in an international 
show match against Team United States.

Her team CLG Red also recently won the women’s 
Electronic Sports World Cup (ESWC) after soundly 
beating oppostion Games4U in the final. Despite these 
impressive successes that should be held up in high 
regard, Steph says that the reaction was anything but a 
reflection on how well they did. 

“All the comments across the forums were like which dick 
did she have to suck to get into the tournament? And, I 
wonder who she slept with to be there?!”

“Just the other day, I was telling my friend that another
player was really overrated and he just said – and he’s one of 
my close friends – ‘did he turn you down?’ ‘Did you want to 
have sex with him and he said no?’

“‘Why are you saying that he sucks?’ He said he was just 
kidding but it’s a horrible joke and the fact that he thinks it’s 
okay to say these kinds of jokes to me just prove that society 
is fucked. If my friend can say that imagine strangers on the 
internet!”

“One of the people I play with the most, and is one of the best players I’ve ever 
met, refuses to even speak online because she was harassed by random guys for 

so long.”

Steph Harvey - Counter 
Strike Professional

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Counter-Strike:_Global_Offensive
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Counter-Strike:_Global_Offensive
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Counter_Logic_Gaming


Anthony Abatte is a long-time streamer and online 
advocate for equality who plays competitive fighting 
games like Street Fighter V and Tekken online. 

“I started gaming in arcades in the 80s and have grown to 
see the social side move from couch co-op, to online play, 
to streaming and eSports. I have several female gaming 
friends that don’t use microphones online. They’ve gotten 
harassed and hit on, just for their gender.

“The fighting game community has especially come 
under scrutiny for sexism and I can see how it would 
cause anyone to hesitate to compete.”

The distinction between playing a game online as a 
female or male is entrenched in traditional sports as well 
as videogames. It was only in 1972 that sportswomen in 
the United States were finally given some legislation 
under the Civil Rights Act that allowed them equal 
opportunity to participate in sports.

Despite this, it’s still taken outstanding individual 
female athletes to really break down barriers, whether it’s 
the Williams sisters determining their own contracts on 
their terms in tennis or Janet Guthrie beating the boys to 
qualify and compete in both Indie 500 and Daytona 500.

It’s not rare to see misogynistic and sexist verbal 
harassment run rife through the eSports community. Not 
a day goes by without something popping up on popular 
online forums Reddit or 4Chan that belittles the female 
scene, or blogs on how women are infiltrating the 
industry and how they don’t deserve to share the stage 
with men.

In 2012, a popular and competitive Street Fighter 
player said that the community was built around sexual 
harassment and that if you remove it from the 
community then the community ceases to be. He later 
described how shouting 
‘rape the bitch’ 
was absolutely fine 
because the United 
States is a country 
built around 
freedom 
of speech. 

“The fighting game community has especially come under scrutiny for sexism.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_Fighter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tekken


Anthony says that this is reflected through eSports in the 
way men created their own community that tended to 
distance women. He explains that the history of 
videogames started as a male-only club where women 
were specifically alienated from joining and that as a re-
sult men lived fearful of women encroaching on their ter-
ritory

“The thing about eSports and gaming is that it has roots 
in nerd culture, which was always a microcosm of a 
largely male community. Like comic book shops, arcades 
and online gaming bring primarily men together with a 
common interest, and a lot of that helps to break down 
the walls of diversity, specifically race. 

“The problem remains however, in that the division then 
becomes men who aren’t sure how to interact with 
women who they think are trying to take from them 
something they cling onto.”

Katie Retondo, a transgender streamer who plays online 
to thousands of people every night says that the issue is 
hard-wired into the male community’s psyche and that 
harassment of women and trans people stems from 
insecurity. She explains that insecure male gamers obsess 
far too much on videogames and are acting sexist as a 
mechanism because they lack something in their lives.

“It’s hard to deny that gaming is still mostly a male 
medium. And it’s been that way from the beginning.  They 
feel powerful knowing that it’s “their” thing, and so, when 
women come along, and start to get immersed in gaming, 
they see it as a threat to their land so to speak. They now 
have to share that love, and for whatever reason, they
really hate that.

“Before I came out as transgender, tons of guys would engage in deep 
conversation with me about gaming. But now they go dead silent.”

“I am transgender. I personally think that at that point, it 
no longer even matters. That’s simply a case of prejudice 
as a whole, not just gamer-centric prejudice. Basically, if 
you accept a transgender woman, you then have to ask 
yourself just one more thing: Do I accept a woman as a 
gamer? 

“The transgender deal is a whole other ball game that 
has to do with much more. And sadly, yes, nearly every 
stream I get at least one comment about how “I’m not a 
man,” or “I’m a freak.” It hurts, but at least those are 
insults. I can brush those aside, because to me, the need 
to insult is a source of insecurity, and that is pitiful”

“Before I came out as transgender, tons of guys would 
engage in deep conversation with me about gaming. But 
now they go dead silent the minute I make observations, 
or try to start a thought-provoking discussion. It hurts a 
lot. Now that I identify as female, much less people take 
my love for gaming seriously.”

Katie doesn’t blame the gaming community 
exclusively for their harassment of transgender men and 
women but says that it’s a wider societal issue that reflects 
a large pocket of the US, where being transgender is 
incredibly difficult. She also says that the hatred from 
certain groups and individuals is so strong that learning 
to block off and ignore hateful comments online is the 
key to a harmonious presence online.

Katie Retondo on one of her nightly streams on Twitch TV



This sense of self-entitlement is something that Steph 
Harvey regularly encounters whether it’s at a competition 
or online through social media or forums. Using the in-
ternet freely and without being scared is something that 
we should be able to take for granted but when you’re a 
professional gamer it’s hard to not get involved in 
hostilities when you’re being targeted by online trolls. 

Some of this stems from a loud minority movement 
called #GamerGate, which was started as a hashtag on 
Twitter and led to harassment campaigns against promi-
nent spokeswomen in the videogames industry like Zoe 
Quinn and Brianna Wu, both of whom were threatened 
with death threats for their outspokenness. This comes 
from an underlying male philosophy within the commu-
nity of feelingthreatened by women who they believe are 
invading their personal space.

“There are still people that follow me to hate me and write 
misogynistic comments and I’m known as a quote-on-
quote feminist and the community and a lot of people 
don’t like that. I don’t know why, it just means 
that I want female and male equality. They think that I’m 
the negative, pessimistic version of a feminist 
which to me doesn’t really exist, says 
Steph.

“The whole female gamer thing is 
more of an issue within the 
community than outside of the 
community. Outside I don’t really 
hear anything about being female.”

“It’s more within the community that 
people are more shit about it.”

Steph has been part of professional eSports for more than 
a decade and her experiences have allowed her to 
distinguish between what she needs to engage with 
online and what she doesn’t. However, for fresher faces in 
the scene it is often difficult to stay away from reacting to 
comments online.

Josh Keller is the team manager for Team Property, an 
all-female Counter Strike: Global Offensive set-up that 
has several younger squad members. He says that
having a manager or member of staff in place to talk to 
the players is one of the most important aspects of run-
ning a team.

“If the players have negative interactions on social
media then I would talk to the player.

“For example, if someone was hounding a player then 
I’d tell them to not pay any attention because they don’t 
have any idea what’s going on and that they shouldn’t care 
about that person because they’re not part of the team.

“You can see it with some players when social media is 
going crazy because they obviously can’t handle it, but 
I think generally you just need someone to talk about 
what’s going on. Just help them focus on getting better 
without paying too much attention to people 
online and provide as much help for them 
to get over it.”



Like Steph, Josh predicts that the more people get 
involved with the scene and the more the eSports 
community gets bigger, the more women in the scene will 
find it difficult to distance themselves from online hatred. 

He compares these reactions to someone doing badly in 
traditional sports where it’s incredibly easy to make news 
when doing badly compared to doing well. In many ways 
it replicates the role of the goalkeeper where no matter 
how many great saves you make, the one 
mistake puts you directly in the limelight 
and at the mercy of the internet.

“As more people watch the female scene the more 
‘haters’ you’ll get. I think the worse someone does 
the more people tend to hate on that person where
as if you play well you need to play insanely well 
for anyone to point it out. Online communities say 
more when someone does badly compared to well 
which reflects society and how we act a lot of 
the time.

Anthony Abatte is optimistic however that
regardless of the immense difficulties 
women face in the industry that the 
community can still aspire to a harmonious 
on-and-offline environment. 

He explains that despite the potential for more female
focused vitriol in the eSports industry that one person’s 
influence is more important. Unless women and 
minorities are actively encouraging others to aspire to 
be a mature-thinking professional gamer then the scene 
weakens.

“I’d seen so many top tier players that were of Asian 
descent, in arcades and online. The top guy in Texas at 
the time was a Hispanic guy. Then, I found out that the 
number 2 ranking guy in my state was another black guy 
that played with my favourite character.

“Both of these things opened me up to the idea that it 
didn’t matter who you were, you could put in time and 
just get good at something you love.”

Steph Harvey thinks female tournaments are vital in 
influencing young girls to want to participate in 
games, and to feel as if they have figureheads who 
show that they can make it in the eSports scene. 

“I think it’s important to a certain level to have these 
female tournaments. I also think that a team like 
CLG Red helps and inspires other women to com-
pete, whether it’s in a female team or not, or it’s a 
female who says they don’t want to be part of a fe-
male team and I’ll prove CLG Red wrong. Either 
response is important to get more females involved 
in the scene.

“I definitely think about my influence all the time. 
Sometimes I think about the bigger 
picture where I’m not only doing this for me but 
for the female community in general. But then I 
have the thoughts of should I continue within a 
female team and win against men or should I just 
join a men’s team? 

“These questions I ask myself daily. But then after 
that you need to look at the personal picture. I’ve invested 
years and years with these girls and no matter the outcome 
and no matter the community, they’re my friends and 

people I’ve worked with for years and hours and 
days.”

“eSports and gamers need to start to see each other as 
humans first rather than isolate sex and race.”

Anthony Abatte - Competitive Fighting Game Player



Healthy Living: How are players dealing with the 
intense stresses of eSports?



The eSports industry is one fraught with obstacles and 
shares many traits with traditional sports. The need to 
succeed encompasses many of the hot topics that circle 
news stations around the world. High on that list is how 
professional players deal with the stresses, strains and 
pressures of playing for hours at a time to retain the skill 
level necessary for high-level competition. It’s no surprise 
then that mental health conditions and wrist injuries 
continue to turn up on a constant basis.

In the past, a lack of funding for teams around the world 
meant isolated conditions where players would furiously 
work in dark rooms trying to climb various online 
standings and prepare for occasional poorly organised 
tournaments. The increase in money being poured into 
the industry has fortunately led to a drastic upheaval: 
teams have evolved into fully fledged organisations with 
players living in large houses and working with dieticians 
and sports psychologists.

However, as Steph Harvey explains it’s great for players 
working under accredited teams and with financial 
backing, but there are still negatives to consider. Players 
can get replaced at the drop of a hat and talented up-and-
comers still have to deal with a stressful existence hoping 
for a lucky break.

“At the top, eSports orgs have done a good job of 
promoting healthy lifestyles but underneath, at an 
amateur level, not at all. eSports is trying to get more 
professionalised at the top level. On my team we’re 
obliged to go to the gym three times a week and it’s the 
same for the boys’ team. They’re also shifting the practice 
schedule to the afternoon for the pro teams so they can 
have normal sleeping schedules.”

Even within a team environment maintaining a 
sensible and healthy attitude to practising and playing 
games is difficult. Josh Keller explains that tunnelling 
in on yourself and not communicating with others 
when you’re feeling bad is one of the worst things you 
can do and can even hinder your improvement.

“I think in eSports, players focus so much that you 
don’t notice what you’re doing to yourself. When you’re 
preparing on your own or in a team and you burn out, 
you can get mad so easily and you often don’t allow for 
new input from a manager or teammate. 

“Even if someone says that you’re doing that wrong 
and they’re right you’re going to get mad because 
you’re just mentally burnt out. 

“So, to learn and focus on the things you need to be 
focussing on you really need to be open to accepting 
different perspectives and be fine with yourself 
mentally. If you’re not it’s really hard to improve.”

There has been a spate of professionals retiring early 
because of depression or anxiety related issues. 

Diego Ruiz was suspended from Team Liquid in 2015 
for undisclosed reasons which resulted in the 24-year-
old writing a series of tweets that spoke of his ordeals 
with his inner demons. 

He explained how teams need to start approaching 
and discussing personal matters with their players as 
early as possible to prevent long-term burn-out. 

“I’ve dealt with depression and anxiety issues growing up 
since my early teenage years, having a hard time building 
relationships with people and getting along with others 
in healthy ways.” 

“Having just turned 24 I’ve thought out my options; I’ve 
decided to retire from professional gaming and in turn 
pursue other passions in my life; to also get myself out of 
the comfort zone I’ve become accustomed to.

Steph says that the youth of players can be a positive as 
disorders like depression and anxiety can be easier 
corrected with someone who hasn’t suffered for decades. 

Mental health disorders are non-discriminatory and can 
be dangerous for any individual regardless of sex, race or 
social standing but the younger the person is, perhaps the 
easier it is to ‘unlearn’ certain tendencies quicker. 

Lee Young Ho winning StarCraft II’s grand prize
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“Thankfully most of the people trying to make it to a pro level are really young so they 
can recover from their bad habits. I don’t think everyone can recover though and I don’t 
think everyone is able to have a balanced life on their own without support,” says Steph 
Harvey.

“Personally, I was able to do everything throughout my eSports career like finish my 
Masters and Bachelor’s degree and get a nice job. So it’s hard for me to put myself in 
someone else’s shoes but I still worked really hard – so the point is that you can do it on 
your own but I don’t think everyone will.”

For players who don’t necessarily have the security of being in a large organisation, 
things can be particularly scary. In the past year though there has been cause for
optimism for all aspiring United States eSports talent because universities have started 
to accept proposals for scholarships, similar to students who excel on the American 
Football field. Now there are opportunities for students to combine their education 
with a long-term plan to succeed both academically and professionally, a trend Steph is 
optimistic about as it means better support.

“Nowadays a lot of universities in the States are doing eSports leagues that are getting 
supported by the developers and I think that’s probably the right way to go at the 
moment. So, the developers put money in these leagues and the players are treated like 
American football or hockey players and then these guys need to be able to complete 
their degrees to be able to compete. 

“The priority is for the student at these universities to go to school first and foremost 
of course. If they can have really high intelligent profile superstars going to their uni 
it’s helping them the same way that a pro football player who goes to their school 
would, so I’m optimistic in that sense.”

There are several universities in the US that have committed to scholarship 
programmes for talented players. The mix of playing at university and being enrolled 
on an academic course means that these young adults are constantly being monitored. 
They’re taught to be proactive about taking control of their mental health and given 
physical health benefits like physiotherapy to prevent long-term injuries. This helps 
the industry going forward with healthier professionals who have been taught to deal 
with life’s ills in the most positive ways.

Despite a sunnier disposition for the future there is still a current crop of players who 
exist without the luxuries of avenues of support. Josh Keller says it can be difficult even 
as part of a team to not succumb to mental and physical fatigue. He explains that there 
needs to be a balance of support from the organisation and an understanding of how 
to react to low moments as an individual.

“I think there should be a balance between players and the organisation in terms of 
making sure everyone is healthy. I mean it could be annoying if you ask questions all 
the time but maybe you should have an update every week, or every two weeks. An 
organisation can mess up sometimes or problems occur so I think there should be a 
friendly connection between players and the organisation.

“As the team manager I’m keeping myself updated and watching practices. We have a 
balance where I go into details with the players but if they think I’m going too much 
into it then they can tell me - but they’re still happy that I’m caring about them.”



Josh says that while protecting players who might be suffering with mental health problems is vital, there are also a host of physical injuries to consider. Wrist and 
hand problems are the scourge of any professional eSports star with many needing surgery or straps to prevent further deterioration. Some of the most 
experienced and well-known players have suffered from chronic wrist and hand injuries. 

Lee Young Ho, one of StarCraft II’s most recognised and celebrated players was almost forced to retire and had to sign into a sports 
injury rehabilitation centre due to persistent strain on the muscles around his arm and wrist. Hai Lam, one of North 
America’s biggest League of Legends names was forced to retire due to repetitive and ongoing injuries.

“What is also really important and something a lot of people don’t even think about is making sure you 
don’t get a wrist injury. You can see that for some League of Legends player, for example Hai Lam 
(Cloud 9) and Aleš Kněžínek (H2K-Gaming), and you need to make sure you don’t get 
wrist or hand injuries like carpal tunnel because it can stop you going 
professional. How are you meant to go pro if your wrist is so damaged that 
you can’t even move the muscle anymore?,” says Josh.

Dr Levi Harrison specialises in wrist and hand injuries and regularly 
treats sportsmen and women in competitive sports. He warns that 
people need to take the injuries of eSports players seriously because they 
are real and do very much exist.

“I see MMA fighters and gamers more than anyone. The UFC guys I take 
care of, their hand injuries are unbelievable. There it’s more because of 
impact. For the gamer, it’s more repetitive motion, but they both cause 
significant problems.

“Repetitive motion injuries come in many forms. There’s carpal tunnel 
syndrome, which compresses the median nerve in the wrist, causing 
pain and numbness. Then there is tennis elbow, which causes the outer 
part of your elbow to feel sore and tender. Last but not least is trigger 
finger, which causes one of your fingers to get stuck in a bent position.”[1] 

[1]Interview with Vice



Physical and mental health is always important for any industry, but it’s telling just how 
far some will go to make sure they can practice and compete at the highest level in 
eSports. Ian Smith, head of ESIC, says that doping is an issue that organisations and 
games developers need to wake up to and acknowledge exists.

“People think of doping as EPO or a blood doping exercise where you increase your 
endurance or your strength or fast-twitch ability but there’s an entire class of substances 
which are effectively concentration aids. What they do is simulate and focus your brain, 
allowing you to concentrate harder for longer. There are a number of drugs – commonly 
known as ADHD drugs – like Ritalin and Adderall where there’s definitely a benefit to 
be gained.”

Any competitive environment encourages taking extreme measures because success 
often warrants the risks in the eyes of young, impressionable men and women. But the 
combination of taking concentration aids and not considering your health is a formula 
for disaster and has shown throughout the history of traditional sports. It’s startling 
how soon it’s started to seep into eSports culture with players openly admitting to 
taking drugs like Adderall and Ritalin.

Only last year one of the world’s biggest Counter Strike stars Kory Friesen said in an 
interview after the eSports World Championships in Poland that everyone in the CSGO 
scene was taking Adderall. It’s a scary admission for someone so prominent in the scene 
and indicative of a doping culture. 

Perhaps even worse to hear was tournament director Michel Blicharz’s suggestion that 
his organisation eSports League (ESL) wasn’t particularly worried about doping within 
eSports and their own tournaments because people weren’t taking drugs for 
performance reasons.

Performance or not, getting to grips with anything that could have long-term 
implications for some of the world’s most pressurised youngsters should be of high 
importance and something that Ian and his newly formed integrity commission will 
look to stamp out of all games. eSports needs to be able to look its players in the eye 
and tell them they are in the best position to succeed, but in the healthiest way possible.

“There are a number of drugs – commonly 
known as ADHD drugs – like Ritalin and 
Adderall where there’s definitely a benefit 

to be gained.”

Josh Keller - Team Manager for Team Property



In the space of less than 20 years, eSports has become a 
phenomenon like no other. Its exponential and monumental rise 
has come at a rate that even the most experienced economists and 
statisticians could not have predicted. With its blossoming 
financial sector and magnetism for big-money sponsorships, 
eSports will in the next couple of years enter a period of transition 
and continue to become more and more mainstream, existing 
alongside sports on high budget broadcasts.

eSports, however, still has an obligation to its players. Much like 
traditional sports it is an industry built on the blood, sweat and 
tears of the people purchasing and then practising games for 
hours and hours. Reputation can often make or break a business 
and the games developers must pay heed to how players are 
being represented and what they can do to improve the condi-
tions surrounding competitive play. The eSports industry needs 
to be active in dealing with discrimination against female and 
transgender players and also provide the highest quality health 
care.

The future is incredibly bright. If games developers within the 
eSports industry are willing to put their egos to one side and 
invest their money into dealing with lingering issues of 
representation and health, then there’s no reason why eSports 
can’t make that next huge leap into the larger public 
consciousness and challenge traditional sports for control of the 
airwaves.

“eSports, however, still has an obligation to 
its players.”


