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ABSTRACT

The professionalisation of esports has led to increased investment in high-performance environ-
ments. However, disparities in resources and infrastructure between major and minor regions
remain a challenge to achieving competitive parity. We explored key success factors in elite esports
environments and developed a preliminary conceptual model to capture the core elements
identified. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with elite players (n = 10), coaches (n=9),
and support staff (n=7) from major and minor regions. Three categories were developed to
represent the key success factors: training environment, interpersonal dynamics, and intrapersonal
development. Players from major regions benefited from structured support, including dedicated
training facilities, psychological services, and in-person cohesion-building strategies. In contrast,
minor region players faced resource limitations, restricted access to support services, and appeared
at high risk of burnout. From these findings, we proposed the Esports High-Performance Model
(EHPM), a multi-layered, context-specific preliminary model illustrating the interplay between
training conditions, social dynamics, and individual development in high-performance esports
settings. This model offers a foundation for future research and can inform policies to support
healthy, sustainable esports environments. The EHPM also provides a promising platform of
evidence upon which to develop policies and practices that address disparities between regions.
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Esports, or the competitive playing of video games
(Pedraza-Ramirez et al,, 2020), has rapidly evolved over
the last five years into a multi-billion dollar industry,
driven by game developers and third-party organisa-
tions who have established an engaging competitive
ecosystem consisting of international tournaments and
domestic leagues (Ahn et al., 2020). With increased view-
ership, participation, and investment, esports is becom-
ing increasingly professionalised, prompting greater
recognition of and interest in the factors that contribute
to success. This transformation is underscored by projec-
tions that the global esports audience will reach approxi-
mately 640.8 million by 2025, including 318.1 million
dedicated fans and 322.7 million occasional viewers
(Newzoo, 2025). Reflecting this surge in engagement,
the 2024 World Championship Final in League of
Legends (LoL), one of the most popular esports games,

reached a peak viewership of 6.9 million (excluding
China), marking a historic milestone for the industry
(Jha, 2025). Similar to high-performance sporting envir-
onments, esports organisationsg are now investing in
purpose-built facilities (i.e., esports performance centres)
and hiring support staff (i.e.,, sports psychologists) to
adopt more structured, systematic, and deliberate
approaches to training and performance in an attempt
to gain competitive advantages (Nordland, 2023).
However, not all regions (a term in esports that refers
to competitive zones created by game developers to
organise tournaments and leagues, rather than to tradi-
tional countries or continents; Games, 2025) have bene-
fited equally from the increased professionalisation,
particularly as much of the investment into teams
comes from private entities rather than state-level fund-
ing. As an example, South Korea, a major esports region,
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has produced some of the most talented players (e.g.,
Lee ‘Faker’ Sang-hyeok) and teams (e.g., SK Telecom T1)
in League of Legends. The team has won five world
championships, along with countless other accolades.
Evidently, high-performance esports environments can
vary significantly between nations, giving some an
advantage when it comes to newly formed, nation-
based competitions, like the Olympic Esports Games
(Olympics.com, 2024; Sharpe et al., 2023).

As a result of the differences in investment between
teams and regions, it is likely that players from more
established regions, colloquially termed major regions,
will have better access to training facilities, coaching,
and support services, which could amplify their advan-
tage and subsequently increase their chances of success
when compared with those in minor esports region
(Pedraza-Ramirez et al. 2024; Poulus et al. 2022)).
Understanding what major regions and established
esports countries are doing to achieve sustained success
on the international stage could provide an evidence
base that informs how other countries attempt to close
the performance divide. However, such evidence is lim-
ited in esports. Nevertheless, in other high-performance
contexts, such as football, researchers have suggested
that emerging nations cannot necessarily duplicate rele-
vant systems to bridge performance gaps (Bennett et al.,
2019). Instead, Bennett et al. (2019) emphasised that
established nations should adapt their systems to be
contextually tailored to suit their unique characteristics
(i.e., talent pool quality, participation rates, resourcing,
and domestic competition strength). It is reasonable to
assume that minor regions and emerging esports
nations may also benefit from a similarly pragmatic
approach when designing their high-performance eco-
systems, particularly because the esports landscape is
still unstable, due to its lack of maturity as a performance
domain.

Given the limited existing evidence on high-
performance environments in esports (Poulus et al,,
2022), a useful starting point would be to explore the
experiences of key personnel within the esports ecosys-
tem from both major and minor regions, including those
who benefit from the high-performance environments
(e.g., players) and those responsible for their design,
development and implementation (i.e., coaches and
support staff). Researchers have adopted similar metho-
dological designs in high-performance sports, capturing
multiple perspectives when developing working models
of athletic talent development (e.g., Henriksen et al,,
2010a, 2010b; Larsen et al., 2013). By exploring the per-
spectives of key personnel from both major and minor
regions, this could enable the identification of similari-
ties and differences between high-performance

environments. In turn, these insights could be used to
directly inform how esports organisation leaders and
sporting institutes invest in resources and infrastructure
to support performance development, particularly in
minor regions. For example, findings may help national-
level esports bodies determine whether to prioritise
recruiting qualified coaching staff, establishing centra-
lised training facilities, or implementing structured
player development pathways, decisions often made
with limited evidence in resource-constrained settings.
Furthermore, enhancing understanding of esports envir-
onments could provide a ‘contextual map’ (Brown et al.,
2005) that can enhance the contextual intelligence of
support personnel and practitioners working in esports
and enable the delivery of context-driven services
(Schinke & Stambulova, 2017).

As seen in other high-performance domains (e.g.,
Bennett et al., 2019), delaying context-specific research
in emerging regions can exacerbate existing perfor-
mance disparities and lead to inefficient use of
resources. Without intervention, the divide between
major and minor regions may become increasingly diffi-
cult to close and may lead to the continued dominance
of a small number of established nations in international
esports. To support efforts to address this challenge, we
explored the perceived factors contributing to success in
high-performance esports environments and how these
may differ across major and minor regions. Specifically,
we asked: what are the perceived factors that contribute
to success in high-performance esports environments
according to elite esports players, coaches, and support
staff in established (major) and emerging (minor)
regions? In addressing this question, we also sought to
develop a preliminary conceptual model depicting our
findings. By generating novel insights into high-
performance esports environments, these findings
could be useful for individuals and groups across the
esports ecosystem, ranging from policymakers to indivi-
dual coaches, players, and support personnel.
Furthermore, this evidence base could support future
research across the broader esports landscape and may
be especially helpful for supporting efforts to improve
high-performance environments in minor regions.

Methods

Philosophical position and approach

Our approach in the current study was underpinned by
a realist ontology and constructivist epistemology. In
adopting this position, we assumed that participants’
perspectives and experiences of high-performance
esport environments were directly influenced by their
behaviours, values, beliefs, identities, experiences and



Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample.
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Demographic characteristic

Description

Role

Experience

Gender

Age

Region

Esport

Level of elite e'athletes’

Elite e’athletes n =10

Coaches of elite e’athletes n=9

Support staff working with elite e’athletes n =7-

Sports psychologist (n = 2)

Performance coach (n=2)

Performance manager (n = 3)
Elite e’athletes M experience = 3.85 years

Coaches of elite e’athletes M experience = 3.83 years

Support staff working with elite e’athletes M experience = 4.71 years
Elite e'athletes male n =10, female n=0

Coaches of elite e’athletes male n=9, female n=0

Support staff working with elite e’athletes male n =4, female n=3
Elite e’athletes M age = 24.00 years

Coaches of elite e’athletes M age = 26.89 years

Support staff working with elite e’athletes M age = 36.00 years
Major regions

Europe n=9

North America n=3

Asian=2

Minor region

Australia n=12
Elite e-athletes

League of Legends n=4

Rainbow Six Siege n =2

Counterstrike n =1

Rocket League n=1

Overwatch n=1

Valorant n=1

Coaches of elite e-athletes

League of Legends n=2

Rainbow Six Siege n =2

Rocket League n=2

Counterstrike n =1

Overwatch n=1

Valorant n=1
All sample pariticants can be considered as elite or working in elite esports.

Note: The level of elite e’athletes was computed using criteria proposed by Poulus et al. (2024).

local conditions (e.g.,, Maxwell, 2012). While we com-
pared and contrasted the characteristics of high-
performance esports environments in different regions,
we also acknowledged their uniqueness and the influ-
ence of different conditions and contexts (Miles et al.,
2014). Equally, we acknowledged that our own positions
as researchers shaped the co-construction of meaning
(see Researcher Positioning). We used qualitative inter-
views to generate data, as this method can enable the
development of rich, in-depth insights into social-
psychological phenomena (Smith & Sparkes, 2016).
Ethical approval for the study was provided by the uni-
versity ethics committee at [Southern Cross University
(Approval Number: 2023/031).

Researcher positioning

All five authors had different positions in relation to the
research. The first, third, fourth and fifth authors had
varying degrees of research or applied experience in
high-performance esports environments. Consequently,
we considered that each of these authors had varying
degrees of cultural insiderness (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009) in
esports, both in major esports regions (first author) and
the emerging region under study (first, third, fourth, and

fifth authors). This ‘insider’ status gave these authors
cultural understandings that contributed to our
research. For example, the first author’s experience of
working with esports teams enabled the co-construction
of meaning in the interviews through their dialogue with
participants (e.g., what expressions the author used and
how the author interacted with participants). Likewise,
the first and fifth authors’ knowledge of esports sensi-
tised them to the terminology used in esports during
data analysis. In contrast, the second author had less
knowledge of esports and considered herself a cultural
‘outsider’ (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). Consequently,
the second author acted as a critical friend throughout
the project (Smith & McGannon, 2018), and a key part of
her role was to challenge the other authors (e.g., about
the conceptual model and practical implications) and
pose questions that encouraged them to elaborate on
the meanings of their interpretations and the findings
generated.

Participants

Given the exploratory nature of this study and our inten-
tion to explore a plurality of perspectives, we adopted
a maximum-variation sampling approach (Sparkes &
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Smith, 2013), recruiting a diverse sample across roles
(players, coaches, support staff) and major and minor
esports regions. To be eligible to take part in the study,
participants needed to be elite e’athletes (Bubna et al,,
2023), esport coaches, or support staff working with elite
e’athletes in major regions (Europe, Asia, and North
America) or in a minor region (Oceania; see Poulus,
Sharpe et al., 2024; for defining ‘elite’ in esports). We
shared information about the study through our existing
personal networks and on social media (X, Discord, and
LinkedIn), with eligible and interested participants asked
to contact the research team to express interest in taking
part in the study. Using this strategy, we recruited 26
participants (male n =23, female n=3; see Table 1 for
demographic information). Participants were drawn
from a near-even distribution of roles (10 elite players,
nine coaches, seven support staff) and regions (14 from
major regions, 12 from minor regions).

Sample size estimation and justification

Using criteria for information power (Malterud et al.,
2016), we deemed the sample size to be appropriate as
we: (1) had a broad aim; (2) recruited a dense yet diverse
sample; (3) were not drawing on established theory; (4)
had focused dialogue; and (5) employed cross-case ana-
lysis. Participants did not receive any non-monetary or
monetary incentives to be involved in the project. All
participants were from the highest national league in
their respective region, and among them were some of
the highest-level international esports players, coaches,
and support staff.

Data collection

After participants provided informed consent, online
interviews were scheduled at a mutually convenient
time between each participant and the first author. We
adopted a semi-structured approach to the interviews,
as this enabled the first author to ask focused questions
about the topics of interest and the flexibility to explore
interesting and relevant areas that arose during the dis-
cussions in more depth (Smith & Sparkes, 2016). The
semi-structured interview guide was developed to
explore characteristics of high-performance environ-
ments in elite esports. It was informed by previous qua-
litative studies in talent development and high-
performance sport (e.g., Henriksen et al., 2010a), as well
as esports-specific literature on team dynamics and per-
formance culture (e.g., Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2020;
Poulus et al., 2022). The guide included open-ended
questions and role-specific prompts designed to explore
participants’ perspectives on training structure, perfor-
mance support systems, seasonal variations, team
dynamics, and individual contributions to success within

JOURNAL OF SPORTS SCIENCES (&) 5

high-performance esports environments. The guide was
informally piloted with two esports practitioners to
ensure clarity and relevance. Based on their feedback,
minor revisions were made to question wording and
sequencing to enhance flow and participant under-
standing (see Table 2).

Prior to each interview, the first author discussed their
own background in esports with participants to build
rapport (Patton, 2014). The interview guide included
two sections. The initial section of the interview included
questions that sought to elicit background and demo-
graphic information (esport, highest level of competition,
experience, success and employment status). The ques-
tions in the main section of the interview sought to elicit
information about the high-performance environment
during the in-season and off-season. To enable us to
understand the perspectives of participants with different
roles in relation to high-performance esport environ-
ments, we developed unique questions for each of our
three participant groups. For example, support staff were
asked about their role within the high-performance envir-
onment and how they felt their role contributed to the
success of the team. In addition to these main questions,
the first author also posed additional questions to explore
points discussed in more detail (e.g., ‘Do you think taking
2-3 months off between seasons impacts your perfor-
mance?, International Player 1). In the final section of
the interview, the first author invited participants to add
any further information they thought was relevant to the
study. The interviews were recorded and lasted 32.31
minutes on average (range 19.11-58.54 minutes).
Interview recordings were transcribed verbatim (via
Otter.ai) and checked for accuracy by the first author.
The interviews were short as they were highly focused
and with an elite, hard-to-reach sample.

Data analysis

Our analysis, conducted by the first and fifth authors,
followed guidance for template analysis (King, 2012),
a method designed for the thematic organisation and
analysis of qualitative data. In interpreting the dataset,
we used both inductive (i.e., data-driven) and deductive
(i.e., interpreting data using existing conceptual ideas)
viewpoints at different stages (Jackman et al., 2021). The
same two authors (first and fifth) initially analysed
a subset of two interviews to develop the initial codes
and coding template. To enable comparison across
regions, we created separate templates for participants
in major and minor regions. Both authors read and re-read
the transcripts to enhance familiarity, generating descrip-
tive codes (i.e., explicit content) and interpretative codes
(e.g., inferred meaning; King, 2004). For instance, the
extract ‘a high-performance environment for my players
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is one where we have clear goals’ was coded as ‘goal
setting’ (descriptive code), while the extract, ‘So in
Australia, we have a catch-22. You need a lot of money
to get the right resources. But you can't find the success
and the money from that until you have those resources’,
was coded as ‘challenges of being in a minor region’
(interpretative code). Following initial coding, the first
and fifth authors collaborated to develop initial coding
templates and used these to guide, but not constrain, the
coding of the remaining transcripts. Subsequently, they
organised similar codes into lower-order themes (e.g., the
codes ‘Coping’ and ‘Breathing work’ were combined into
the lower-order theme ‘Psychological skills’), with this
same process repeated to develop more substantive

higher-order themes (e.g., the lower-order themes
‘Psychological skills" and ‘Psychological Characteristics’
were combined into the higher-order theme
‘Performance Optimisation’), and again to create candi-
date themes (e.g. the lower-order themes ‘Conflict
Resolution’ and ‘Communication” were combined into
the higher-order theme ‘Team Cohesion’). During this
process, we compared and contrasted the two coding
templates to identify similarities and differences and to
discuss potential explanations for this based on the data-
set. As the clustering process progressed, we engaged in
critical friends discussions (Smith & McGannon, 2018),
with the second and fourth authors reviewing the coding
templates and offering suggestions that helped develop

Training Environment

Performance Activities

Game play

Game Analysis

Intrapersonal Development

Performance optimisation

Psychological Skills

Psychological
Characteristics

Mental health protection

Negative mental

health expirerences

Physical training

Psychological
services

Protective
behaviours

Training and
Housing Facilities

Support and Resourcing

Figure 1. The esports high-performance model.
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10 D. R. POULUS ET AL.

the analysis further. For example, the second author
posed critical questions (e.g., how do these themes differ
or relate to one another?) and encouraged these authors
to consider connections within the analysis. This process
led to further modifications and development of the final
coding template and the creation of a figure to illustrate
the analysis visually.

Rigour

We chose specific strategies suggested for rigour in
qualitative research (Smith & McGannon, 2018; Tracy,
2010) to enhance quality. With esports growing in popu-
larity and becoming an area of increased research inter-
est (Sharpe et al., 2024; Leis et al., 2024), we considered
the research to be a worthy topic based on its relevance,
timeliness, and significance. We sought to achieve rich
rigour by recruiting participants in different roles from
different global regions and through our data collection
and data analysis processes (e.g., engaging with
the second author as a critical friend). By developing
a preliminary conceptual model of high-performance
environments in esports, we sought to make
a significant conceptual and practical contribution to the
field of esport research and talent development environ-
ments (Naeem et al., 2023). We also sought to produce
findings that were credible by including in-depth quotes
and being transparent about our methods and how our
findings were generated.

Findings

In the following sections, we present findings con-
cerning the factors contributing to high performance
in major and minor regions. We present the major
region data first, before portraying the minor region
data, highlighting any differences. In Tables 3 and 4,
we present the themes, higher-order themes, lower-
order themes, codes, and representative quotes for
the major and minor regions, respectively (see
Appendix A for the definition of each theme, higher-
order theme, lower-order theme, and code). Finally,
we present a visual representation characterising
esports high-performance environments in Figure 1.

High-performance environment factors

Through our analysis, we organised our findings in terms
of three overarching themes: training environment, inter-
personal dynamics, and intrapersonal factors.

Major regions

Training environment

The training environment theme portrayed characteris-
tics of and activities within the environment that main-
tain or improve esports performance. Participants
reported a series of performance activities related directly
to training in their esport or analysing their esports play.
Of the activities related directly to their esports game-
play, team training was referred to as the most impor-
tant performance activity. This was captured in the
following exert from Major Region Player 1 when asked
‘what is most important to high performance?”.

Good-quality team practices are always the most impor-
tant. If you have a team where you feel like you're
getting good quality practice ... | can look back and
think that was great practice, and | have done really
well. Number one is team scrims." (Major Region
Player 1)

Another key activity reported was game analysis. Such
game analysis included team briefs and debriefs, player
reflections, video reviews, and goal setting. Team briefs
and debriefs were reported as being an important part
of a training day that helped players set goals and review
their performances. The nature of these activities was
described by one coach when asked what their training
environment looks like:

Thirty minutes to an hour of review, or we just have
a meeting at the start of the day, and in that, we might
review something, or we might just talk about what
we're going to do, what our ideas are, and just have
like a discussion. (Major Region Coach 4)

Support and resourcing were needed to improve or main-
tain high performance in esports. The infrastructure in
major regions allowed e'athletes to access a variety of
support services. For example, access to psychological
services (both for performance and mental health)
included consultations and educational workshops. The
importance of psychological support, both from the
point of view of performance and mental health, was
highlighted by a coach when emphasising the impor-
tance of support staff:

| definitely think the mental stuff is by far the most
important, and | always think that will be the key ... .
and in esports, since you don't have as much control
over the game... you need to really be mentally strong
when things aren’t going your way. (Major Region
Coach 3)

Another aspect of support and resourcing was access to
physical training facilities and physical training



JOURNAL OF SPORTS SCIENCES 11

(panunuo))

§D ,’poob se 1,usi [9A3] 3210eid BY) pue WILIDS 0} SWEed) JaMd} S,319Y],

Gd , €T Jo abe ay1 31| unas soud 1sow
puy "1 Sl 9be wnwiuiw wnwiuiw 3y} 3ey} ‘mouy nok ‘anbea 1220y ul Ajje1dadsa ‘pal] Loys si 1da1ed suodss uy,,
$D ,/Puidweniooq jo Ainxn| aney 3,uop sweal 3)0 J0 10| Y,

9]

,’|I9M SB }IOM [ENPIAIpUL JO 10| B PI9PUI PUE SUOISSIS paseq wea) op [, A3yl ‘||im ASY3 pue ‘swiea) swios 1oy Aep L1aAs
3UIYY | INQ “§99M B 3DUO 1sed| 1e wed} ay) paldeiuod (isibojoydAsd suods) 9 A3y} ‘sweay ueadoing 1sow Ul yuiyy |,

6D ,/JUSWOW 3y} 1e uIdU0d Buipuny e A|je1aM] S, INg "UBD SM JIAIMOY YIOM Ml d)ew 0} A1} am

pue jea16 a.e 3503 JeY] 3SIUBOIRI D\ *SI2INOSI ASOY] 0} SS3IIR dARY A3Y ] "10320p 13y} ‘oIsAyd 119y} se pajdesuod
SI oYM uoawos aaey op Asy] -1s1bojoydAsd paldelyuod |enyoe ue aney op sHIO JBYI0 1By} MOUY IM SEIBYM,

1D ,’PUB[EIZ MBN USAS SSWIIBWOS pue elesisny

ssoude ||e pasaieds aie siake|d oS auljuo auop isnf aie 313 ‘a311deid By} Jo 10| e ‘Buluiel] 3yl JO 10| B 0 "MOou
1ybu uosiad ul yiom J0u op swes] ** “A||eas 1,udle SWes) ‘JUSWUOIIAUS $10ods JuaLINd 3yl USAID 1eyl 1de) 3yl si 3,

2D .4nis [edisAyd 1eyy op 1,ued nok usym uonewye yeyl dAI6 03 310A InoA asn Ajjeas Ajuo ued noA pue ‘yasinok
Aq 91,n0A ‘W01 INOA Ul 34,N0A ‘USPPNS B JO ||e S, ISNEID “JUDIYIP UG B S,JUSWUOIIAUD B ‘BUIjUO 11 USYM,,

1D ,s1bojoydAsd

suods e YlIM UOISSSS UMO J19y) 00q 1snf osje ued siakeid sy1 pue ‘wesl ayl yum auo ‘bunssw Appam

e 9ARY 9M ‘[paldepal] 1e ‘ajdwexa 104 0§ 3npayds buiures Ap@am ayy oul ‘“AbojoydAsd suiods Jo ABojoydAsd
suodsa ‘buiydeod sduewopad a1 sbuiyl s1esodiodul OSs[e ||,9M USY] ‘SARY WES) 3Y) S324N0SaJ 3yl uo bulpuadaq,
€D ,’PR1BAIIOW S[93} UOAIDAD pue s|eob 1eajd aAey am a1aym auo si siakejd Aw 104 JuswuoiAud dduewlopad-ybiy v,

SO /M jo Med bBiq e s31ey) ‘sl 3 J9A3JRYM ‘UOIIRWIOJUI SWOS puly dGABW ‘e}ep SWOS U[RLIIISE ‘I@ }00| ued
9M 1eY) BuIyIAIans s,1] “smalAdl JOA 4no op 3\ “suonsanb Ainbus 13s 9\ 'seap! wiolsulelq am aq 1ybiw 1| ‘sweb
3y} buIydnol usA3 10N ‘siakeld se sas|dIaxe awos op 3197 ‘weiboid 3yl yum dn dasy s337 "dn swod seym pue
‘uo HuIsNd0} am 31e 1eYM INOCE 3q ||IM SBueaW 33y sbuisaw wes) saey am 31| 00| U ‘AjjedidAl ‘sdndeud sy,

(9]
.Aym pueisispun 3,uop Aoy pue Hujwiopad Jou s eyl buiyiswos agAew ‘bulaay 91,4343 18] $S311S Y1 SSaIdX® 01
10 103431 01 s1a4e|d 4oy Auunnioddo ue aAI6 01 S| SUOISSIS SSOU] JO SNDOJ Y1 JISASMOH “A||EUOISEIDO 11q S[3N| B SBulyl
utejdxa 01 Yoeod e Jo aduasaid a3y aiinbai saop 11 0s ‘spodss Inoge yonw Jeyl mouy Jou saop 1sibojoydAsd spiods
3y ‘sswnawos "suodss ojul AISA S| Y MON "I9ydea) e 3 Os|e 01 Pasn YLM iom am Jeyl 1sibojoydAsd suiods sy os,,
D ,/9210eid Uno Jsye anoidwi am ued moy ssndsip Isnf am pue wea) e se Jaylabol awod ap
'S9J0U 119y} J9n0 ob 9|doad ‘sajou Aw 1910 06 ||| 0S *BuIydLOd AW SSNISIP 01 SPIEMIIYE INOY SUO 31LIO|[R |[,9M,,
€D ,5Kep oL 01 1yb1d ‘skep gL oY1 99 p,Al ‘ASUowW pajWIjuN SARY 1eY) SWea) 3y} Jo4
"punoJe aq pjnom auo [edidAl e 91| ‘Ieyl yim [esp 01 dAeY 1,uop ASY1 9snedaq ‘sh ueyl J21I0YS 11q 3[131] B S 11 Aj[ensn
‘dwed 100q e sey wed} ueadoing e usym ‘dinpayds das|s ayy 01 Isnfpe 03 awiy saA[RsIN0 Bulalb si 31 jo yed Biq v,

Ld ,sdnydlew |A] aondeid |jim | sSwBSWOS Ing ‘siyy bulop 1e 1s3q Y3 Jou w,| ‘sswawos ‘Aejd 01 Ay

w,| sdnydiew Jo Aejd 03 A|y1 w,| sdweyd Buisidesd pue ananb ojos Huikeld 1snf Ajjewou wi,| ‘uiesl 0]os | UBYM 0S,,

¥d ,Aep e 1ses] 1e soweb aay Aejd ||,am a13ym swiLds Jo sAep unoj aAey 03 Jeym os,,
7D ,Juonesunwwod
1.y} pjing 1snf 03 djay ued A|9A1133|0d Jayio ydes yum saweb Huikeid pue 1no buibuey isnf usas Aes pjnom |,
1D /219 ‘M3IA31 By} op ‘aweb e ysiuy o) Jnoy ue 3xe} ||Im U ‘Ajjensn uay) pue ‘Jnoy ue o1 dn nok 1s0d ||Im
Ajjediseq aweb suQ "burwnsuod sawi A1aA st 1eyl aweb e s anbea ] asnersq ‘spIuod aq 0} pasjuesend Jsowe si
2J3Y1 ‘uoseas ay3 10 Jeak buiydeod 3y J3A0 0§ “JuSWIbRURW SISLD 3Y) S| ‘Pasnd0y Jake|d J3A0 PasNI0) S9Y2ROD JION,

(Aujenp buiutes] mo7)
SSURAINIAWO)) JO YdeT Y

s19a1e) UoyS
sdwenjoog oN

uoddng |ed160joydhsd ON

eis woddng oN

JUBWUOIIAUS Buluiesy
dWOH woi{ buikeld  ayl ulyum sabuajieyd
JUSWUOIIAU]

Bujues jeubiq sap)|1pe4 bujuies)

bupinosay
uoleyNSU0)  SIDIAIBS |ed1bojoydAsd pue uoddng

Bumag eon

MIIASY O3PIA

uondayay 1ake|d

sbunasy wea) sisfjeue awen

sdwenjoog
Butures] [enpiaipuj
SIIMAIDY
Bujures] wea| Kejdawen DURWIOHI JudwuoIIAUT Bulules)

uoRedIUNWWO)

sojweudp
UOIIN|OS3J 11U uoISayo) wea| |euosiadialu)

910nb e1ep Mmes sjdwex]

3po) SWaY] 19pl0-19MOT dWay] 1apio J3yBIH EXTEYT

*SUOIB3Y JOUIN Ul SJUSWUOIIAUT SdueWIOMad-YBIH Jo 3|qe] [enidaduo) “f ajqel



12 (&) D.R.POULUSETAL.

Gd ,PUlW J31Yy1eay pue Jalyleay e st Apoq Js1yieay e ay1| ‘mouy noA 1eyl Apnis e usaq s,319Y) USY] pue ‘s,1eyl Ing,
7S'PPRIM AjJueISUOD 1sn( 919M 9M puy "0) PIJUBM M SB [[9M Se Op 1,UpIp am
JUSWEUINO] 354y 3Y) Yybnoayl usag p,am Sem 3 |3uUn “IN0 saA[3sIN0 buiuing Ajjen1de a1am am Jeyl dn xid ,upip | oS,
7d sanouling 1,uop 3jdoad 1eyl Juenodwi S31 Uyl | ‘s, 1l 9sNe3q ‘Yo sAep 31| aAeY sAem|e am 3Ins jew
M {33\ SNJ04 B S J| 'UOIIdIIX3 OU S} PUB ‘YeIA "|00D ‘POOD) "JO SKep OM] pue syaam Aep-aAy aney skemie ap\,
€431 Buiop daay 03 paau nok 1sn( s 11 “19keld peq e a1,noA asnedaq JoN ;1ybu ‘asealdap
KIMOJS [[IM [9A3] ||1}S InoK ‘Buinoidwi 1,no ynis Mau ay3 bujules| Jou ai,noA “dn Bujydied a1,4ay) ‘dois noA se uoos
se ‘91| 1 buipunb a1,43y) ‘pliom ayy ul si1aejd dol ayy (e Japunib e s31 e s 3| ) bulpuub daay 01 aney Ajjenide noy,
¥ ,-9|q1ssod se paxe|a. se 3 daay 03 A11 3snr ‘Aejd am moy Aejd 1snf s,19] pue 3.4 ssais se 1eyl dasy 01 A13 skemye |,
1S ,owebaid 1o sweb-ul ‘SOLRUIIS Yl0q Ul }I0MYIeI] JO SpUB| UIRMID YIMm sidedwl dleipaww]
Swos udaq dAey 213y Jeyy puy | “Aejdsweb Joj uonesedaid se Jo aweb-uj Jay1ld JIom yieaiq Jo uoneupsp,
Ld ,’buiy bi1q e s,1eyy os ‘peay umo InoA ui Jou 31,noA ‘A1bue bumieb jou a1,nof ‘[1esppun] bumab
10U 31,04 ‘spods3 Aejd 01 Ayijeyusw Huouls e aAey 0} pasu NOA 3Y1| [99) | ASNEISG "dUIINOJ INOA Ul UoIelIPaW
Humab ‘wAb ayy 01 buiob 1sn( Ajjeson| 0S "Ynis UIIDS-JO Y1 0§ "3pISs [eIuaW ay) Aes Ajqeqoid pjnom | suiods3 oy,

GD ,’s9291d 01 s|[ej pue sajeubeys weay ay) pue ‘buiwweiboid 1YL

ul [lem e 11y A3y ‘d11oeud J1ay) Ul [jem e 11y 343 SI swiea) JaY3o Jo 10| e Aq Jeay | 1ey) uiaduod biq syl s, ey ‘sjjem

Buniy 1,usi ad110e1d UnoA pue Kem pawiojul siyl 106 sAemje 3A,N0A ‘1xaU 0} BulAOW 31,9M dI9YM A[10EXD MOUY
SM “|[am 1om op sbuiyl Ji ‘10 U m31A3. 01 bulob a1,9M Moy pue 1xau uo buisndoy aq 01 Bulob a1,9Mm 1eYyM Mouy S,

Auady (ediskyg
spedw| buiag-|lom
jnouing

Buipunp / sundidsig
buido)

}op buiyieaig

uonenpap

Huniag |eon

SINOIARYDG DA11D104d

sabuajjey) yyesaH
soduauadx3  |ewusyy bunebiren
sonsuaeIRYD
|ea16ojoydAsd

uopesiwndo

SIS [ed1bojoydAsd DURWIONI] Jeuosiadesnu

(panunuod) ¢ 3|qel



programming regimes. Finally, participants from major
regions reported being able to train together and live
together or close to the training facility during the pre-
season and throughout the competitive season, with
one explaining how ‘we have our own apartments, and
then an office nearby that we go for scrims’ (Major
Region Player 1). This close proximity not only afforded
players opportunities to train together but also to form
strong relationships.

Interpersonal dynamics

The theme, interpersonal dynamics, represented the ways
in which individuals within the esport environment inter-
acted with one another to enable high performance.
Participants recognised the importance of team cohesion,
with performance more likely to be optimised in environ-
ments that were characterised by an ability to communi-
cate effectively and to engage in conflict resolution
activities when in-game conflicts arose. For instance,
Major Region Support Staff 4 outlined the connections
between the interpersonal dynamics in the performance
environment and individual functioning when explaining
that ‘if a player feels supported within their team, by their
teammates, less toxicity, better communication, better per-
formance... there’s maybe a feeling of psychological safety
created within that team. You're seeing higher levels of
well-being’. As highlighted here, the interpersonal
dynamics within esports environments was perceived as
important for the well-being of players. Social connections
also played a role, which encompassed how the close-knit
performance environment allowed players to develop
strong affective bonds and friendships with other players.
These close ties between players were thought to foster
a sense of togetherness within the environment. As one
support staff member noted when discussing the role of
social ties, ‘It stuck with me for a long time that we continue
to underappreciate or undervalue the importance of social
relationships in terms of performance’ (Major Region
Support Staff 3). This illustrative example further highlights
the integral role of close affective bonds for performance
within esports environments.

Intrapersonal factors

The theme, intrapersonal factors, represented the internal
processes and experiences reported by individuals in rela-
tion to their high-performance esport environment.
Participants reported a series of psychological skills and
characteristics related to performance optimisation. Players
and coaches perceived that a series of psychological skills
were important for success in elite esports, including goal
setting, breathing work, coping strategies, and meditation.
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For example, one player spoke of their belief in the benefits
of meditation in their performance preparation: ‘I think
meditation is important ... 10 minutes a day of meditation
is, it's really good for me. And then on match days, | will
meditate a little bit more to collect my thoughts before the
game’ (Major Region Player 2). In addition to psychological
skills, participants also referenced psychological character-
istics that they believed helped them excel in their perfor-
mances. Personal characteristics like mental toughness and
resilience were mentioned, as well as mindsets like growth
mindset and discipline. One coach outlined the role of
resilience in his player’s success and the meaning of this
term to him: ‘Resilience is a good word, perseverance, just
having the ability to reset at any time’ (Coach 3). Beyond
performance, a series of negative mental health experi-
ences and protective behaviours or strategies seem to be
used to buffer against mental ill health, grouped in the
navigating mental health challenges higher-order theme.
When asked about their experiences in elite esports, parti-
cipants reported a series of codes relating to navigating
mental health challenges, including both clinical conditions
and mental ill-health. In relation to the demanding and
pressurised nature of elite esports training and competi-
tion, participants reported burnout, mental ill-health,
adverse well-being impacts, stress, and mental fatigue.
A support staff member outlined how burnout is some-
thing they focus on when supporting players:

We work a lot around teaching them why it is important
for them to regenerate to have healthy habits to avoid
burnout because most of them, at the end of the year,
will be either burned out or almost burned out it is just
because the pressure of the competition and just how
competition is, and then the issue is that it is because
we're a little bit behind on preventing it or giving them
tools to prevent it or minimise it. (Major Region Support
staff 2)

Players also reported engaging in protective behaviours
to minimise or mitigate poor mental health. For instance,
connecting with others and physical activity were
viewed as factors that could protect their mental health.
One coach noted how their players relax:

The game and their lives are so intertwined, you know?
They'll be like, sitting down, eating food, like play one
game, talk to their friends, like, watch Netflix, and then
play another game with their friends. And it's like, to
them, it’s like, it's work, but it's also like this social thing.
(Major Region Coach 4)

As portrayed by this coach, esports are often central to
players’ competitive lives but are also used by players as
an opportunity to form strong social bonds, which
helped to prevent mental health concerns.
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Minor regions

At the theme and higher-order theme levels, minor and
major region data were very similar, with more salient
differences evident at the lower-order theme and code
levels. A visual representation of the similarities and
differences in minor and major region high-
performance environments is presented in Appendix B.

Training environment

Although the training environments in minor and major
regions had broad similarities, there were some nuances.
In terms of performance activities, a novel aspect of
minor regions was the value of bootcamps (i.e., intense
periods of preseason or pre-competition training). In
contrast to major regions, where team training was
commonly the most important component of success,
minor region participants mentioned needing to bal-
ance team training, solo training, and studying game-
play. The importance of balancing the components of
the training environment was highlighted by Minor
Region Player 1:

So, scrims are there for team synergy and to play the
game as a team. But if you do too many scrims, it's
too mentally taxing, so you cannot play enough solo
queue or study other players without being mentally
checked out. So playing more is not useful, so if
you're just scrimming, it's harder to get better indivi-
dually, you can improve some individually, but it's
not the same benefits you will see if you watch
people’s gameplay. So you're basically inhibiting
your individual growth for the team growth. And so
it's that balance then, is it? In that if we do too much
scrimming and not enough individual development,
and too much poor-quality scrims, it's going to lead
to burnout and overplaying and shitty quality prac-
tice. (Minor Region Player 1)

Whereas major region players reported spending the
whole preseason (~2 weeks) and competitive season
training and competing in-person, due to the time and
resource constraints faced in minor regions, bootcamps
seemed to be particularly vital, as these were the only
opportunities for these players to come together in
person to prepare for competition. As Minor Region
Coach 5 said:

We have two weeks there where we meet up in person.
We live under the same roof. We bootcamp in the same
facility ... that only happens maybe three or four times
a year, if that, when we do move to the international
competition.

There were also differences in support and resourcing.
While some players in minor regions had access to psy-
chological services (for mental health or performance),

they were only available in the form of ad-hoc individual
consultations. lllustrating the impact of lower financial
resources in minor regions, one coach described psycho-
logical support as ‘not something that every team gets.
That is a luxury to have’ (Minor Region Coach 4).
Alongside little engagement in physical training, partici-
pants in minor regions reported challenges in obtaining
the support reported by participants in major regions.
One coach surmised the impact of a lack of resources:
‘You're at a disadvantage geographically because you
can’t compete against the best teams, but you also have
way fewer resources than the very best in Australia at the
moment’ (Coach 3). Whereas major region players were
financially supported to live in the vicinity of their train-
ing facility, participants in minor regions emphasised the
need for players, coaches and support staff to work in
digital training environments. Finally, minor region par-
ticipants highlighted gaps between their region and
major regions in the level of competition. For instance,
Coach 3 (who coaches Counterstrike 2) pointed out that
the lack of opportunities to compete against high-
quality players in other parts of the world could lead to
a further widening of the gap in performance standards,
stating that ‘The best players in the world all compete in
Europe and they compete against each other. And
because they're playing against the best, they get even
better, and Australia’s left in a little bubble when it
comes to esports’. In addition, further challenges raised
by minor region participants related to difficulties with
achieving and maintaining high performance included
playing from home (i.e., rather than at a training facility),
the absence of support staff, lack of psychological sup-
port, short careers (i.e., due to low pay and burnout), and
a lack of competitiveness (i.e., low training quality).

Interpersonal dynamics

Differences in interpersonal dynamics theme were nar-
rower in scope compared to the major regions. Similar to
participants from the major region, team cohesion, char-
acterised by both conflict resolution and communica-
tion, was recognised as important. This was highlighted
by one coach, who, when asked what they do to con-
tribute to the success of their players, said, ‘Just inter-
personal relationships, managing conflict ... once every
two weeks where we all just sit down and kind of talk,
you know, ... it's like you're in a long-term relationship
or something’ (Minor Region Coach 3). As conveyed in
this extract, the opportunities for players in minor
regions to spend time with one another were more
restricted than in major regions, which appeared to
subsequently make the formation of strong interperso-
nal bonds slower and more challenging.



Intrapersonal factors

The intrapersonal factors associated with high perfor-
mance in minor regions were broadly similar to those
of the major regions at higher thematic levels, but we
interpreted some more nuanced differences.
Performance optimisation in minor regions mirrored
major regions with respect to the psychological skills
reported by participants. Conversely, minor region par-
ticipants only identified one psychological characteristic,
discipline or ‘grinding’,* a colloquial esports term refer-
ring to long, sustained hours of playing their game, to
improve their skill. As one player commented:

You actually have to keep grinding it. It's a grinder. All
the top players in the world, they're grinding, as soon as
you stop, they're catching up. (If) you're not learning the
new stuff (or) improving, your skill level will slowly
decrease. (Minor Region Player 3)

Minor region participants also reported negative mental
health experiences and protective behaviours. Players,
coaches, and support staff in minor regions highlighted
the importance of monitoring and preventing burnout.
One player mentioned, ‘If it's a “focus week” [i.e., a week
of more intense training ~ 8-10 hours per day], we make
sure we always have days off, because it's, | think it's
important that people don’t burn out’ (Minor Region
Player 2). The importance of being mindful of the poten-
tial for burnout was also supported by a coach when
asked what the most important contribution to the
players’ success said, ‘it's ensuring that you've got your
finger on the pulse on burnout and motivation and the
overall player efficacy, that's really important’. (Minor
Region Coach 5). Finally, physical activity was perceived
as a protective factor for mental health, * ... you know,
like a healthier body is a healthier and healthier mind’
(Minor Region Player 5). Both minor and major region
participants recognised that physical activity (not
focused on improving performance), for example, taking
a walk, was a good strategy for protecting their mental
health. For a summary comparison of high-performance
factors across major and minor regions, see Appendix B.

A preliminary model of high-performance
environments in elite esports

Building on the combined results of major and minor
region data, we developed a preliminary model of high-
performance environments in elite esports (Figure 1).
The Esports High-Performance Model (EHPM), guided
primarily by major region participant data, graphically
represents the combined factors that might be asso-
ciated with high performance across esports
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environments. The EHPM comprises three layers: (1)
Training Environment, (2) Interpersonal Dynamics, and
(3) Intrapersonal Development. While we acknowledge
that these layers are likely related, the model does not
depict specific causal or dynamic interactions between
them. Instead, it offers a preliminary conceptual model
that visually represents our interpretations of the data in
the current study. Importantly, the EHPM is intended as
a preliminary conceptual model that can be used to
support future research and theoretical development.

The outermost level of the EHPM, the training envir-
onment layer, represents performance activities that the
players, coaches, and support staff do or facilitate to
achieve success in esports, as well as the support and
resources available to the team. Having access to fre-
quent, high-quality team training against other elite
players is a core component of improving gameplay.
Secondary to team training when improving game-
specific performance is creating time for quality indivi-
dual training. Supporting both team and individual train-
ing are various game analysis activities. Players, coaches,
and support staff should engage in team briefs and
debriefs to set training goals and reflect on area training
outcomes and areas for improvement. Reviewing indivi-
dual and team video footage and other elite players'’
video footage was also reported as important. To max-
imise performance, strengthen interpersonal dynamics,
and promote intrapersonal development, players, coa-
ches, and support staff should be given the resources to
compete and train at in-person facilities (this may
include providing proximal housing). Furthermore,
resourcing should be allocated to physical training and
psychological services to improve performance and pro-
tect against mental health.

The interpersonal dynamics layer represents the
active ingredients within the personal and professional
relationships between players, coaches, and support
staff. Specifically, this captured how the team’s cohesion,
ability to resolve conflicts, communication in profes-
sional contexts, sense of mutual respect, psychological
safety, and, in some cases, social connectedness or
friendship, could influence success within high perfor-
mance esports environments. Team cohesion appeared
to support players and coaches in working more effec-
tively under high-pressure competitive conditions by
reducing the impact of stressors, losses, and conflict.
Outside of competition, participants perceived that
developing strong social connections between players,
coaches, and support staff may help to buffer against
interpersonal breakdowns and protect against chronic
stress associated with esports training. As noted in the
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findings, interpersonal dynamics appeared to be
strengthened when training and competition occurred
in person. Moreover, these dynamics may be associated
with players’ psychological skill development and
experiences of mental ill-health within high-
performance environments.

The innermost layer, intrapersonal development, of the
EHPM reflects players’ internal psychological processes,
experiences, and behaviours. This includes performance
optimisation through the development of psychological
skills and characteristics, such as coping strategies, resi-
lience, and mental focus, often supported by sports psy-
chologists or other performance staff. Participants also
emphasised the importance of maintaining psychological
wellbeing alongside performance demands. For example,
strategies like engaging in physical activity (e.g., walking)
or maintaining social connections were viewed as protec-
tive against chronic stress and burnout. While not perfor-
mance-focused per se, these behaviours were seen as
contributing to a sustainable, high-performance lifestyle
and helped individuals to build and retain a more multi-
dimensional identity. Coaches and support staff were
perceived as playing an important role in enabling space
for such behaviours within the training environment.

Discussion

The current study explored qualitatively the factors per-
ceived to contribute to the success of high-performance
environments in esports, capturing the perspectives of
players, coaches, and support staff in major and minor
regions. Overall, we interpreted that the primary features
of esports high-performance environments could be orga-
nised within three themes: (1) training environment, (2)
interpersonal dynamics, and (3) intrapersonal factors.
Generally, the structure of high-performance environments
was similar between major and minor regions; however, in
minor regions, these structures appeared to differ in prac-
tice due to a perceived lack of support and resources.
Furthermore, performance preparation appeared more dif-
ficult because of weaker domestic competition, possibly
impacting minor region players’ skillfulness. Based on
empirical evidence generated in the current study, we
developed a preliminary model representing key factors
contributing to success in high-performance esports envir-
onments. The preliminary model is intended as a platform
to guide and build future research investigating factors
that contribute to high performance in esports, while also
offering a contextual map that can inform policy and
practice. In the following sections, we unpack our findings
at each level within the preliminary model.

Training environment

Our findings provide novel insights into contextual fac-
tors within the training environments of elite esports
that contribute to success. Previous research has identi-
fied team training (scrims) and game analysis as key
determinants of success (Poulus et al, 2022).
Consistent with these findings, the current study high-
lights that major region players typically engage in struc-
tured training schedules involving a combination of
team scrims, individual practice, and extensive game
analysis. While this structured approach was common
in major regions, players in minor regions described
more variable training environments, such that they
encountered more obstacles when attempting to opti-
mise their training and development. For instance, our
findings highlighted that contextual factors, such as
team organisation, scheduling challenges across time
zones, and differing access to performance staff, limited
the ability of players in minor regions to engage in these
training practices more consistently. Thus, our findings
build on previous research by highlighting how struc-
tural (e.g., inconsistent or absent daily routines and long-
distance remote team setups that reduce face-to-face
interactions; Pedraza-Ramirez et al.,, 2024), cultural (e.g.,
varying levels of professionalism and accountability
across regions, including differences in team norms
around punctuality, work ethic, and communication
styles; Poulus et al.,, 2022; Watson et al., 2022), and
resource-based (e.g., disparities in access to specialised
performance staff like sport psychologists and analysts;
Abbott et al., 2023; Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2024) differ-
ences can create disparities in the training environments
for elite esports players.

A notable difference between major and minor
regions was the availability of support resources.
Participants from major regions had access to dedicated
training facilities, psychological services (i.e., one-on-one
sessions and team workshops), and structured physical
training programs, whereas minor region players often
trained remotely, gained little guidance for physical
training, and had limited opportunities for psychological
support. Without further investment in these supports, it
is possible that the gap between regions could continue
to grow and that the performance and wellbeing of
players may be negatively impacted. For instance,
McNulty et al. (2023) identified a potential relationship
between structured physical training and improved cog-
nitive function and injury prevention in esports athletes.
In addition, access to psychological services has been
linked to improved stress management, resilience, and
overall well-being in traditional sports (Wang et al.,



2025). Given concerns surrounding mental health within
esports (Kegelaers et al., 2024; Poulus & Sharpe, 2025)
and evidence concerning the unique stressors/chal-
lenges encountered by esports players in minor regions,
making psychological support available could be an
important step to not only helping players, teams and
support personnel to navigate the challenges that they
face, but also fundamental to cultivating esports envir-
onments that protect and nourish wellbeing.

Interpersonal dynamics

Interpersonal dynamics, particularly team cohesion
and social connections, were perceived to be central
to high-performance environments. Findings from the
current study resonate with existing research in both
traditional sports (e.g., McEwan, 2020; L6épez-Gajardo
et al., 2023) and esports (e.g., Poulus et al., 2022;
Swettenham & Whitehead, 2022) by reinforcing the
importance of strong interpersonal dynamics for team
success. While this theme was evident across both
major and minor regions, our findings offer novel
insight into how these dynamics were cultivated.
Major region participants highlighted the importance
of structured team-building activities, conflict-
resolution strategies, and deliberate communication
practices. In contrast, teams in minor regions relied
more on organic, informal interactions, which were
often shaped by logistical constraints and remote
working conditions. This suggests that, while the
underlying group and interpersonal dynamics that
contribute to successful performance may be shared,
the opportunities to develop these attributes in high-
performance esports environments are highly con-
text-dependent, with more constraints in minor-
region environments. Despite these challenges, our
findings offer insights that can enhance the contex-
tual intelligence (Brown et al., 2005) within high-
performance esports environments and that could
inform the delivery of tailored, context-driven inter-
ventions (Schinke & Stambulova, 2017) to enhance
group and interpersonal dynamics in minor regions
teams. For example, engaging in structured online
team-building sessions, regular informal check-ins,
virtual social activities, and clearly defined communi-
cation norms or conflict resolution protocols could
help to overcome some of the barriers stemming
from the more remote nature of minor region envir-
onments. While such approaches may not fully repli-
cate in-person bonding, they offer practical ways to
strengthen cohesion and psychological safety in
remote training environments.
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Intrapersonal development

The intrapersonal factors influencing high-
performance esports environments included psycho-
logical optimisation skills and navigating mental
health challenges. Psychological skills such as goal-
setting, meditation/breathing work, and stress-coping
skills were emphasised across both major and minor
regions, aligning with prior findings on the value of
esports mental skills training (Poulus & Polman, 2022;
Poulus et al., 2023; Trotter et al.,, 2021). However,
a key difference was the degree of psychological
support available. In major regions, sports psycholo-
gists actively guided players through structured inter-
ventions, whereas minor region players relied on self-
developed coping mechanisms.

The findings also highlighted the perceived role of
psychological characteristics in high-performance
esports environments. Whereas major region players
tended to attribute success to developing resilience,
mental toughness, and a growth mindset, factors that
have been widely associated with success in elite esports
(Behnke et al., 2024; Poulus et al., 2024a, 2024b), minor
region participants primarily emphasised the impor-
tance of discipline and ‘grinding’ (Bikas et al., 2023),
reflecting a more individualised, self-reliant approach
to skill development. These findings suggest that similar
to psychological skills intervention in traditional sports
(see Lange-Smith et al., 2024) for review), training and
developing psychological characteristics are crucial
across all esports environments. However, due to
resource constraints, some psychological interventions
may provide additional performance benefits that are
less accessible to minor region players.

Navigating mental health challenges was another cri-
tical component of intrapersonal development.
Consistent with prior research (Birch et al., 2024), parti-
cipants reported experiences of burnout, stress, and
mental fatigue, particularly during intensive training per-
iods. Major region teams implemented structured stra-
tegies to mitigate these effects, such as scheduled
breaks (DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al., 2021), sports psy-
chology interventions (Poulus et al., 2023; Sharpe et al,,
2024; Sharpe et al., 2025), physical training (Nicholson,
et al., 2024a; Nicholson, et al., 2024b), and facilitated
social activities (Trotter et al., 2021). In contrast, minor
region players had fewer formal support structures,
potentially increasing their risk of burnout. The role of
protective behaviours, such as physical training and
social support (Trotter et al., 2020, 2021), were inter-
preted as important factors in managing mental health.
Kari and Karhulahti (2016) reported that physical training
plays a protective role against mental fatigue, a finding
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echoed in the current study, where both major and
minor region participants acknowledged its benefits.

Key differences between major and minor regions

Several key differences were identified between high-
performance environments in major and minor esports
regions, with these differences appearing to be closely
related to players’ ability to train and compete at the
highest level. First, minor region players had fewer
opportunities for in-person social bonding, which lim-
ited their ability to build strong team cohesion. Minor
region players primarily trained remotely, unlike major
region teams that benefited from in-person training and
structured team-building activities. This lack of in-person
interaction may negatively impact communication and
teamwork, both of which are critical for maintaining
high performance in esports. Second, resource con-
straints posed a significant challenge for minor region
teams. Many teams in these regions lacked access to
dedicated physical training programs, psychological
support services, and in-person training facilities.
Without these structured high-performance resources,
players in minor regions may struggle to develop and
refine their skills at the same level as those in major
regions. This disparity in resources further exacerbates
the performance gap between the regions. Third, the
emphasis on psychological characteristics differed
between major and minor region players. While players
in major regions identified psychological attributes vital
for success, minor region players primarily focused on
discipline and grinding. This suggests that players in
minor regions may rely more on self-directed efforts to
improve their performance, rather than benefiting from
structured psychological interventions that could sup-
port their long-term development. Finally, the lack of
formal mental health interventions placed minor region
players at greater risk of burnout and stress-related
issues. Major region teams had access to sports psychol-
ogists and structured mental health programs designed
to mitigate the effects of high-pressure competition. In
contrast, minor region players had fewer resources to
manage stress, making them more susceptible to mental
fatigue and potential early career burnout. Addressing
these disparities in mental health support is crucial for
fostering sustainable high-performance environments in
esports across all regions.

A preliminary esports high-performance model

The Esports High-Performance Model (EHPM) was devel-
oped to conceptualise the key factors influencing high-
performance environments in esports. The model consists

of three interconnected layers: training environment, inter-
personal dynamics, and intrapersonal development. The
training environment encompasses performance activities
such as team training, individual practice, game analysis,
and access to essential resources, including physical train-
ing programs and psychological support. Interpersonal
dynamics refer to team cohesion, communication, and
social connectedness, which are critical in maintaining an
effective high-performance ecosystem. Finally, intraperso-
nal development includes psychological skills (e.g., goal-
setting, stress management) and protective factors for
mental health, such as resilience and burnout prevention.
The EHPM provides a structured model that can guide
future research and inform practical applications for
esports organisations. By addressing the resource dispari-
ties and psychological challenges identified in minor
regions, the model aims to support sustainable, high-
performance environments in esports worldwide.

Strengths, limitations and future directions

This study presents several strengths that contribute to
the growing understanding of high-performance environ-
ments in esports. First, the study provides a novel con-
ceptualisation of esports performance environments
through the EHPM, integrating insights from both major
and minor regions. This approach allows for a more com-
prehensive understanding of the factors contributing to
elite esports performance and provides a foundation for
future research and practical applications. Second, diverse
perspectives, including players, coaches, and support staff
from multiple esports disciplines, enhance the findings’
generalisability and applicability. Furthermore, consider-
ing the challenges associated with recruiting elite partici-
pants (Baker et al., 2022; Mitchell et al., 2024), a sample of
26 represents one of the largest elite esports samples to
date. The study’s qualitative approach also enabled an
exploration of experiences and perceptions, offering rich
and nuanced insights into the challenges and opportu-
nities within esports high-performance settings.

Despite these strengths, several limitations should be
acknowledged and addressed through future research.
First, there is an absence of participants from the
Republic of Korea and the People’s Republic of China,
two of the most dominant esports regions globally. The
absence of these perspectives means that the current find-
ings may not account for factors contributing to success
unique to these regions. Thus, further research is warranted
to explore the experiences of relevant groups in these
regions. Second, despite our best efforts to recruit female
participants, the vast majority of participants were male
(86.96%). While this imbalance somewhat reflects the
underrepresentation of women and girls in esports



(DiNicola et al., 2024), further research with females is
needed to understand gendered dimensions of participa-
tion in esports. Third, the current study involved relatively
brief, single-shot interviews, which were unavoidable due
to the time pressures faced by elite participants. In future,
researchers should employ longitudinal methods to assess
how high-performance environments evolve over time.
Finally, while the EHPM offers a preliminary conceptual
model, further empirical research is needed to evaluate its
effectiveness in guiding esports training and development
strategies.

Conclusion

This is the first study to provide an in-depth exploration of
high-performance environments in esports, highlighting
key differences between major and minor regions. The
EHPM development offers a conceptual framework that
captures the interconnected factors influencing perfor-
mance, including training environment, interpersonal
dynamics, and intrapersonal development. The findings
emphasise the need for tailored strategies to enhance
performance sustainability in minor regions by addressing
disparities in resources, support structures, and mental
health provisions. Future research should focus on refin-
ing and empirically testing the EHPM to further under-
stand its applicability across different esports disciplines
and competitive structures. Ultimately, this study contri-
butes to the evolving understanding of esports perfor-
mance science and provides a foundation for improving
training environments in competitive gaming globally.

Notes

1. ‘Scrims’ is short for ‘scrimmages’ and refers to structured,
practice matches between competitive teams. In
esports, scrims are typically scheduled in advance,
often follow tournament rules, and are used to test
strategies, build team coordination, and evaluate perfor-
mance in a controlled, competitive environment.

2. 'Grinding’ refers to the sustained, repetitive effort
players invest in playing a game for long hours with
the goal of improving skill, gaining experience, or main-
taining competitive readiness. In esports, it often implies
individual practice through ranked matches or in-game
tasks outside of team scrims.
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Appendix A. Level 1, 2, 3, and 4 definitions

Level Label

Definition

Level 1 Training Environment
Level 2 Performance Activities
Support and Resourcing
Level 3  Gameplay
Game analysis
Physical training
Psychological services
Training Facilities
Level 1 Intrapersonal dynamics
Level 2 Performance optimisation
Navigating mental health challenges

Level 3 Psychological Skills
Psychological Characteristics
Negative mental health experiences

Protective Behaviours for mental
health

Level 1 Interpersonal development
Level 2 Team Cohesion
Team Building
Level 3 Conflict resolution
Communication
Friendship
Togetherness

Themes that are related to the training environment

Codes that relate to playing and improving performance in their esport

Codes that capture the support and resourcing offered to the players within the performance environment
Codes that relate to esports-specific, in-game training efforts

Codes that relate to esports-specific, out-of-game training efforts

Codes that relate to physical training opportunities in the high-performance esports environment

Codes that relate to psychological services available within the high-performance esports environment
Codes that capture the training facilities and housing offered to the players in the elite esports environment
Themes that capture the psychology of the elite esports environment

Codes that relate to the mentality and psychological skills used to optimise performance

Codes that relate to the mental health experiences and protective behaviours used in elite esports
environments.

Codes that refer to psychological skills used to increase or maintain high performance
Codes that refer to the characteristics needed to perform in an elite esports environment
Codes that capture negative mental health experiences of elite esports participants
Codes that refer to behaviours that protect against negative mental health

Themes that capture interpersonal development in elite esports environments

Codes that capture efforts to improve in-game teamwork

Codes that capture efforts to improve the team environment outside of the game

Codes that relate to efforts to better manage in-game conflicts

Codes that relate to in-game communication

Codes that relate to building relationships between the players

Codes that relate to the opportunities to build connections due to an in-person environment
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