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Abstract 

Competitive video gaming has become one of the fastest-growing sporting disciplines. 

Aspiring esporters face many challenges that can threaten their prospective career timespan, 

and lead to post-career difficulties. The objectives was to explore the career narratives of 

Swedish esports athletes. Three professional Counter-Strike: Global Offensive players were 

interviewed. Two of the participants were no longer active competitors yet still worked full-

time within the esports community. Narrative analysis was applied with the holistic-form 

structural analysis used. The analysis resulted in three types of narratives that are represented 

within the sink or swim typology: risk and gain, descent and gain, and slowly ascending. The 

findings revealed that all participants had, at times, disregarded important aspects of life, such 

as school, social relationships, and physical activity, to further their esporting careers. The 

esporters also indicated that they were, to an extent, cognizant of these inactions and 

sacrifices. The participants periodically used gaming to break away from stressors that took 

place in real-life, and they had all navigated through their careers unsupervised. Although the 

career pathways were unique to the individuals, it was possible to relate them to traditional 

sports career frameworks. Even though the three esporters endured many hardships 

throughout their careers, they were all happy as to how their lives developed and found their 

esporting careers to be meaningful life experiences. 

 Keywords: escapism, narrative analysis, transition, video games  
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Ramos, A. (2021). Narrativ om Karriärvägar för Esportare. (Magisteruppsats: Psykologi 
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Sammanfattning 

Tävlingar inom videospel har blivit en av de snabbast växande sportgrenarna. Blivande 

esportare ställs inför många utmaningar som kan hota deras karriärer, och ge svårigheter efter 

karriären. Syftet var att utforska karriärberättelserna för svenska esportare. Tre professionella 

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive-spelare intervjuades. Två av deltagarna var inte längre 

aktivt tävlande men arbetade fortfarande på heltid inom esport. Narrativ analys tillämpades 

och den holistiska strukturanalysen användes. Analysen resulterade i tre typer av narrativ som 

är representerade i sink or swim narrativet: risk and gain, descent and gain, och slowly 

ascending. Resultaten visade att alla deltagare hade negligerat från viktiga aspekter av det 

individuella livet, till exempel skolan, sociala relationer och fysisk aktivitet, för att främja sin 

esportskarriär. Deltagarna indikerade också att de i viss mån var medvetna om dessa 

handlingar och uppoffringar. Deltagarna använde regelbundet gaming för att bryta sig loss 

från stressfaktorer som ägde rum i verkliga livet, och de hade alla navigerat genom sina 

karriärer utan ledarstöd. Även om karriärvägar är unika för individen, har påfrestningarna av 

att engagera sig i sin karriär beskrivits inom traditionella sportkarriärramar. Även då de tre 

deltagarna fick utstå många svårigheter under sina karriärer, var de alla glada över hur deras 

liv utvecklats och tyckte att deras karriärer inom esporten varit meningsfulla livserfarenheter. 

 Nyckelord: eskapism, narrativ analys, videospel, övergång 
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Narratives of Career Pathways of Esports Athletes 

Electronic sports, or esports, is the fastest-growing sporting discipline (Behnke et al., 2020a). 

According to Pedraza-Ramirez et al. (2020), esports is the “competitive activity of playing 

specific video games that provide professional and/or personal development to the player” (p. 

6). Although career pathway research is well established in sport psychology, most of the 

research has been conducted on traditional sports (Stambulova et al., 2020). In esports, there 

are multiple entry routes into the professional scene with career trajectories being highly 

individual (Meng-Lewis et al., 2020). Aspiring esporters face many challenges that can 

threaten their prospective career timespan, and present post-career difficulties (Smithies et al., 

2020). According to the World Health Organization (WHO; 2018), internet gaming disorder 

may arise within individuals, resulting in increased game time that could lead to negative 

consequences in many aspects of the individual life: personal, family, social, occupational, 

and other relevant areas of functioning. To date, very limited formal exploration exists within 

esport careers (Smithies et al., 2020). One method to examine individuals’ subjective 

experiences is through narrative research. Narrative inquiry allows for a researcher to 

investigate the complex interaction between culture, identity, and how people infer meaning 

from their surrounding environment (Busanich et al., 2014; McGannon & Smith, 2015; Smith 

& Sparkes, 2009). As meaning makers, humans use stories to communicate their experiences, 

but the stories are ‘never simply a personal production, [but] derive from the fabric of society 

and culture’ (Smith & Sparkes, 2009, p. 280). Narrative research could thus provide for an 

opportunity to better understand the contextualized worlds of professional esport athletes. 

What is Esports? 

 Esports is a recent development in the field of sports (Behnke et al., 2020b). In order to be 

considered a sport, an activity must meet following criteria: 1) include play (voluntary, 

intrinsically motivated activity), 2) be organized (governed by rules), 3) include competition, 
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4) be comprised of skills (not chance), 5) include physical skills (skillful and strategic use of 

one’s body), 6) have a broad audience, and 7) have achieved institutional stability where 

social institutions have rules which regulate it and stabilize as an important social practice 

(Guttmann, 2004; Jenny et al., 2016; Suits, 2018). Esports meets all the criteria (Jenny et al., 

2016; Jonasson & Thiborg, 2010). Competitive video gaming involves psychological 

processes that are characteristic of other sports disciplines, such as quick and accurate 

decision-making, focused attention, emotion regulation, and extensive game knowledge 

(Hilvoorde & Pot, 2016; Himmelstein et al., 2017; Ravaja et al., 2006).  

 Due to the widespread popularity of competitive video gaming, the Olympic Council of 

Asia has decided to include esports as a medal event in the official program of 2022 Asian 

Games in China, which generally follows the Olympic Games' sports event (Bányai et al., 

2019). People practicing esports are called esporters, gamers or pro-gamers, in the case of 

professionals (Taylor, 2012). Among semi-professional esporters, it is common to combine 

work, or study, alongside an esport career (Jenny et al., 2016; Seo, 2016). Meaning, that one 

may play at a professional level, yet still not be able to make a full-time living from it. 

Esporters’ salaries come from different sources: tournament prizes, becoming contracted 

player of an esport team/association or sport federation (e.g., FC Barcelona, FC Schalke, PSG 

F.C.), and/or becoming a part-time streamer (Bányai et al., 2019). 

 Counter-Strike: Global Offensive, or CS:GO in short, is the leading game in the esports 

team-play category, and it is also a popular leisure activity that engages up to 1,100,000 daily 

active gamers worldwide (Steam & Game stats, 2021). CS:GO is a sequel to the popular 

Counter-Strike, or CS, which was released 1999. Within these games two teams, which each 

consist of five members, compete against each other in simulated military combat. CS:GO has 

a competitive scene where the professional teams compete to win the tournaments. There are 

two types of tournaments in CS:GO, Minor and Major tournaments (Rizani & Iida, 2018). 
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One of the first Majors was held in 2000 and its prize pool of $10,000 was spread among the 

16 competing teams that managed to qualify for the tournament (“2000 CPL Europe 

Cologne,” 2021). The upcoming Major tournament, PGL Major Stockholm 2021, has a prize 

pool of $2,000,000 (“PGL Major Stockholm 2021,” 2021). 

Motivations, Escapism, and other Challenges 

 There is a difference between playing video games recreationally and being an esporter. 

Video games such as Super Mario Bros., The Sims, or Grand Theft Auto can be played 

casually, and in some cases, there are organized tournaments, but these types of games do not 

have ranking systems, and competitions regulated by official leagues (Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 

2020). Furthermore, esporters and recreational gamers may differ in their gaming 

motivational pattern (Ma et al., 2012). According to esporters’ self-reports, esport can be: 1) 

serious leisure (an intermediate activity between leisure and work; Seo, 2016), 2) enjoyable, 

3) driven by intrinsic, personal, and social motivations, and 4) comprise competitive and 

hedonic need gratifications (Lee & Schoenstedt, 2011; Martončik, 2015). 

  Gaming motivations have also been found to predict gaming disorder (Kahn et al., 2015; 

Lee et al., 2012; Yee, 2006b), especially high levels of escapism (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; 

Kuss, 2012; Kwon et al., 2009; Yee, 2006b; Zanetta et al., 2011), which could involve gamers 

playing video games excessively to avoid real-life problems and difficulties (Demetrovics et 

al., 2011). Gaming disorders have also been associated with fantasy and immersion into video 

game worlds, where gamers take on other identities and personas (Ballabio et al., 2017; Kneer 

& Rieger, 2015). Another challenge is the increase in sedentary screen time, which has risen 

greatly amongst gamers (Kohorst et al., 2018). Today, hundreds of millions of players are 

engaged daily in virtual and competitive esport, with esporters reported to play as much as 

eight to ten hours a day (DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al., 2019). In many cases, gamers practice 

in a less than ideal environment with improper posture, lighting, and time awareness 
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(DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al., 2019). Esporters are also at risk for health concerns and 

chronic overuse injuries, and it is common for professional esporters to suffer career-ending 

injuries with the most common injuries being wrist and hand injuries (DiFrancisco-Donoghue 

et al., 2019). Finally, in the study of DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al (2019), 15% of the 

participants reported three hours or more of sitting and playing without standing to take a 

break, and 40% of the players reported that they do not participate in any kind of physical 

activity. 

Career Pathway Research in Esports 

 Over the years, the development of professional esports has positioned teams and players 

within a performance context, facilitating the initial understanding of psychological factors 

underlying esports expertise (Campbell et al., 2018; Himmelstein et al., 2017; Pedraza-

Ramirez, 2019). There is increasing scientific research on video games (Anderson et al., 

2010; Reeves et al., 2009; Witkowski, 2012; Yee, 2006a), but not specifically on esports, 

where so far, the research is rather qualitative and exploratory (Hallmann & Giel, 2018). The 

current route to excellence in esports is still unclear (Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2020). Several 

career pathways will share common features such as the junior to senior transition or career 

termination (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2014). However, Meng-Lewis et al. (2020) stated that 

it remains unknown how individuals initiate their involvement in esports activities, their 

journey towards becoming professionals, as well as the challenges and opportunities that the 

players face during their career development. To address this, Meng-Lewis et al. (2020) 

conducted a qualitative study with a sample of 35 esports athletes from 16 professional 

esports clubs in China, and their findings indicated that traditional career theories may be 

inadequate to capture the complex and dynamic nature of the newly emerged careers within 

esports. Their findings further suggested that there is no direct entry point for esports athletes 

looking to develop a professional career, and that the career path does not appear to follow 
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any prescribed stages of progression, and not all esports athletes have followed a similar 

career path (Meng-Lewis et al., 2020). Pedraza-Ramirez et al. (2020) stated that one of the 

roles of sports psychology in esports should be to facilitate the identification of players’ 

career paths. 

Career Pathway Research in Traditional Sports 

 The holistic athletic career model (The HAC-model; Wylleman, 2019) explains an 

athlete’s development as multidimensional and incorporates the athletic career as a whole, 

(including the post-athletic career). The model illustrates the stages that athletes face over six 

levels of development (Wylleman, 2019). The levels consist of the athletic level, the 

psychological level, the psychosocial level, the academic and the vocational level, and finally, 

the financial and legal level. The athletic level of the model represents four stages. The first 

stage is the initiation stage, which is when the young athletes are introduced to their sports. 

This is followed by the development stage, which represents the stage of the young athlete’s 

career when they are recognized as talents and their training, as well as their competition, 

grows more intensive. The mastery stage is the third stage of the athletic level, and it 

represents the stage when the athletes begin to compete at the highest of levels. Lastly, is the 

discontinuation stage and it represents the time of the athletes’ career when they transition out 

from competitive sport (Wylleman, 2019). The second layer of the HAC-model is the 

psychological level, which reflects the primary stages and transitions from childhood to 

adolescence to young adulthood. The development through these stages is related to Erikson’s 

(1963) model, which states that each stage of development is characterized by certain sets of 

five developmental tasks that needs to be dealt with to further grow. The third layer of the 

HAC-model is labeled the psychosocial level, and it focuses on the individuals who are 

perceived by the athletes as being important during different stages. These individuals include 

coaches, parents, family, partners, and teammates, and could also include other individuals 
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from a surrounding network, such as teachers. The models’ fourth layer is the academic and 

vocational level, which shows the different educational, academic or job stages, parallel to the 

athletic career. The HAC-models fifth layer is the financial level, which reflects the athletes’ 

financial support through and after the athletic career. The sixth and final layer represents the 

individual’s legal level, which puts focus on the athletes’ legal rights and duties, from a young 

age to adulthood (Wylleman, 2019). 

 Within traditional sports, if an athlete is confronted with a challenge, or a demand, then 

they may be able to cope and overcome this challenge through the mobilization of their 

internal (e.g., the athlete's knowledge) or their external (e.g., their social support) resources 

(Stambulova, 2003). The athletic career transition model views career transitions as a process 

and it suggest that these demands may create conflicts within an athlete between what they 

must do, and what they can do (Stambulova, 2003). The model predicts two primary 

transition outcomes: an effective and successful transition or an ineffective crisis transition. A 

successful transition, according to Stambulova, is the result of an effective coping that fits 

well between the demands of the transition along with the athlete’s coping resources and 

strategies. However, a crisis-transition is the outcome of ineffective coping, which can be 

caused by a lack of resources, excessive barriers or by using ineffective coping strategies 

(Stambulova, 2003). Nevertheless, Stambulova et al. (2020) states that stage-like models 

make an impression that athletes’ careers are linear, but research does not confirm this 

assumption, and thus, one should keep in mind that careers are more diverse and less linear 

than models may suggest. 

Narrative Research 

 A narrative can be defined as, “A complex genre that routinely contains a point and 

character along with a plot connected events that unfold sequentially over time and in space to 

provide an overarching explanation or consequence” (Smith & Sparkes, 2009). Narrative 
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research can take many shapes and forms and within sport and exercise, there is a growing 

empirical body of research that has utilized narrative analysis (e.g., Busanich et al., 2014; 

Carless & Douglas, 2009; Griffin & Phoenix, 2014, 2016). Narrative analysis is often 

underpinned by a psychosocial approach that emphasizes human beings as meaning-makers 

who, to interpret, direct, and communicate life, configure, and constitute their experience and 

sense of who they are, using narratives that their social and cultural world have passed down 

(Smith, 2016). Narrative analysis can also be explained as an approach that seeks to describe 

and interpret how people perceive reality and make sense of their experiences, as well as how 

they perform in it (Griffin & Phoenix, 2016). Different types of narratives (e.g., performance, 

relational, effort, discovery) have been identified in previous research (Douglas & Carless, 

2015). Carless and Douglas (2009) described the performance narrative as “a story of single-

minded dedication to sport performance to the exclusion of other areas of life and self” (p. 

215). In performance narrative, an athlete may reflect and share their stories connected to 

their athletic career. Carless and Douglas (2013) suggest that performance stories often lead 

towards a singular outcome and that people have control, and agency, over their lives.  

 The nature of sink or swim type narrative can be visualized either mentally or structured 

tangibly on a graph, it is usually depicted as drastic falls and meteoric rises throughout the 

lifespan (Lieblich et al., 1998). Within the sink or swim narrative, the typologies risk and 

gain, descent and gain, and slowly ascending, are represented by participants facing 

significant challenges early on in life, only to find meaning and success later (Lieblich et al., 

1998). 

Summary and Purpose 

 Although career pathway research is well established in sport psychology, most of the 

research has been conducted on traditional sports. To date, very limited formal exploration 

exists within esport careers, and the current route to excellence is still unclear. Moreso, 
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internet gaming disorder may arise that could lead to negative consequences in many aspects 

of an individual’s life. Thus, the objectives were to explore the career narratives of esports 

athletes. Considering the potential of narrative inquiry to obtain deep meaning into people’s 

lives, narrative exploration offers a unique opportunity to understand the career pathways and 

narrative typologies of professional athletes (Smith & McGannon, 2017). 

Methodology 

Design 

A narrative approach was used. Papathomas (2016) described narrative approach as being 

characterized by ontological relativism and epistemological social constructionism. Taking 

these standpoints, the author was interested in studying “personal truth”, and not “objective 

truth”. The narrative approach helped the author enter the esport athletes’ internal world as 

well as to follow how they retrospectively constructed and reconstructed their transition 

processes. In other words, the narrative approach allowed for the author to get insights into 

the participants’ subjective transitions. In narrative research, the participants are the 

storytellers, and their stories are the sources of data that provide understanding of the 

processes and reveal personal meanings (Smith, 2016).  

Participants 

 The following two inclusion criteria were used: 1) Participants must be above the age of 

18, 2) be able to confirm that they have had extensive gaming experience (to be able to 

classify themselves as more than a recreational player). A purposive sample was used to reach 

the targeted players. Purposive sampling is used for the selection of individuals that are 

believed to have extensive knowledge and/or experience about the phenomenon of interest 

(Patton, 2014). Participants were gathered from CS:GO related Facebook and Discord (an 

online communication software) groups. Three Swedish male candidates showed interest and 

upon confirming that they met the study’s requirements, follow-up contact was made through 
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mail and then phone. The participants named Max, Danny, and Nick (all pseudonyms) were 

experienced CS:GO players. At the time of the study, Danny was currently active and played 

for one of Sweden’s top ranked teams, while Max and Nick had previously played 

professionally, yet they were still working full-time within the gaming scene and played the 

game more leisurely. Max worked as a coach for an internationally top ranked team, and Nick 

worked within a gaming federation, which focuses on, among other things, to offer social 

support for gamers that require consulting. Max and Danny were both in their mid-twenties, 

and Nick was in his mid-thirties. Something to consider is that although Nick competed in the 

highest of levels, this was done ten years prior to both Max and Danny. This is relevant, as the 

professional scene did not offer as many opportunities to play full-time as it does for 

professional players today. 

Ethics 

 The consent of the Ethical board of Halmstad University was obtained and the ethical 

principles developed by FEPSAC (2011) was followed throughout the process. This meant 

that general information regarding the purpose of the study was provided to the participants 

prior to the interview, via an information letter (see Appendix 1). According to Andersen and 

Ivarsson (2015), interviews are exploitative by nature and the well-being of the participants 

can be compromised by interviews through re-traumatization of emotional recall. While the 

aim of this project was not to investigate traumatic events, there could be no assurance of 

exactly what type of memories could be triggered by the interviews. Andersen and Ivarsson 

(2015) suggests that by being mindful, caring, accepting, and non-judgmental as a researcher, 

that this may help for the participant to feel comforted and understood, to compensate for the 

exploitative nature of the interview. Both the potential consequences and the means to 

compensate for them was thus considered during the study’s process. 
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 To ensure confidentiality, no information which might lead to the discovery of the 

participants was included. Participation was voluntary and the participants could terminate the 

process whenever they wanted, and without having to provide a reason. Information 

concerning confidentiality and that their participation was optional, was included in the 

information letter. Before interviewing, the participants were asked to give their written 

informed consent. 

Procedure and Data Collection 

 Prior to the interviews, a pilot-interview had been conducted to examine the feasibility of 

the method; the approach was then revised accordingly. Thereafter, the author sent an 

information letter to the participants by mail and asked if they were interested in partaking in 

the study. The mail contained the objectives, method, and related ethical considerations, as 

well as the information that the participants themselves were able to choose the time for the 

interviews. The participants signed the informed consent forms before the interviews were 

booked. 

 At the beginning of each interview, verbal consent was given. In narrative research, the 

researcher will ask unrehearsed questions and will prompt, react, and interact authentically 

within an interview setting (Papathomas, 2016). The author did, however, create an interview 

guide which included important question to explore (see Appendix 2). The author began by 

asking the participants’ background with questions that investigated their gaming career as 

well as their current life, “Tell me about yourself as a person.”. Then, the participants were 

asked to draw a timeline, “Can you put on the timeline the age that you discovered gaming?”. 

The questions helped establish who the participants were as people and players, as well as to 

form rapport between the interviewer and the interviewees. Following this, more specific 

questions that examined the players’ career were asked, “How did you begin, and how did 

you feel during this time?” and, “What was the first breakthrough that you faced? What did it 
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lead to?”. Questions regarding what their lives were like during these periods were also asked, 

“Were you able to keep up with your social, or romantic relationships, during these times?”. 

And “Were you able to be physically active?”. The questions would then shift to the 

participants’ feelings of adjustment and what it meant for them to be transitioning into a more 

serious gaming career, “Can you see some periods, turning points, of your career? Can you 

tell me more about these moments?” and, “What support did you have, and did you face any 

resistance, during these transitions?”. Finally, the participants were asked if they have had any 

role models during the events of their timeline, as well as what they were hoping to achieve 

with their gaming career, moving forward. Questions regarding whether the interview persons 

believed that they had the resources to attain their goals, and if they had any advice to share to 

with the people who hope to become professional gamers themselves, were also asked. 

 The author adopted the position of active and empathic listener, encouraging each 

participant to tell the story of their experiences in their own words, and offering prompts to 

clarify meaning to gain depth. Although some might consider face-to-face interviews as the 

“gold standard” of qualitative research (Deakin & Wakefield, 2013), the interviews were 

conducted online due to the nature of Covid-19, as to assure that the interview persons would 

not be exposed to any unnecessary risks. The data were gathered via the online 

communication software, Zoom. Both video and audio were recorded, and the interviews 

were professionally transcribed verbatim before being sent back to the participants. Within 

qualitative research, an extensively used method of rigor is member checking, or what is 

sometimes also termed ‘participant validation’ (Smith & McGannon, 2017). In member 

checks, validation is often done by returning the interview transcripts, or themes and 

interpretations, to the participant and then asking them to provide input and whether the 

research is valid (Smith & McGannon, 2017). Upon having received the transcripts, the 

author also encouraged the participants to take some time and feel if the data might have 
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sparked some new information that could be added. The participants all felt that the data was 

representative of the conversation, and no new reflections nor inputs, or changes, were made. 

 The first interview, with Max, lasted 90 minutes. The second interview, with Nick, lasted 

80 minutes, and the final interview, with Danny, lasted 71 minutes. 

Data Analysis 

 Smith and Sparkes (2009) stated that there is no correct way to do narrative analysis, and 

no strict guidelines to follow. For the present narrative inquiry, holistic-form structural 

analysis was conducted. Lieblich et al. (1998) originally described this form of analysis, 

which focuses on the organization and plot of each narrative with the goal of identifying the 

distinct structures that hold it together. This type of analysis is important since narrative types 

are used by people to structure their personal stories and make sense of their experiences 

(Smith, 2016). The aim was to explore the career of esporters through a narrative approach, 

which has been used in previous career research (e.g., Book Jr et al., 2020; Carless & 

Douglas, 2009; Franck & Stambulova, 2018a; Franck & Stambulova, 2018b). Regarding 

reliability, Papathomas (2016) states that the researcher’s bias is acknowledged and even 

embraced in narrative method and analysis. Furthermore, bias is both acknowledged and seen 

as an integral part to the co-constructed knowledge of any inquiry (Papathomas, 2016). The 

author has extensive knowledge regarding the CS and the CS:GO community, as he himself 

had been an active player for over ten years, as well as competed in a high-level, nationally. 

Therefore, the author had pre-established perceptions and experience regarding the demands 

that a professional esports career may entail. The aim was to gather and analyze the unique 

events experienced by the participants interviewed. During the interview, the participants 

were guided to create a timeline that would be used to illustrate transitional phases of their 

career. These periods were then arranged along the athletic level represented within the 

holistic athletic career model (initiation, development, mastery, and discontinuation; 
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Wylleman, 2019). The participants’ career profiles would then be used to illustrate the 

narratives. 

 The analysis followed Smith’s (2016) offered guidelines. The following steps were taken 

for the holistic-form structural analysis: 1) Transcription of the data, meaning that the author 

wrote down the information verbatim, word for word, 2) identify the narrative type(s), here, 

the author studied the data to find clues on how the stories were shaped; the aim was to 

identify a clear narrative structure that was repeated by the interview person (Smith, 2016), 3) 

build a typology, meaning that each narrative type gained a detailed description which 

contained the information that brought the stories together (Smith, 2016). After this, the 

author identified the types of stories that the interview persons told, the stories were then each 

named in in a way that captured the essence of each narrative (Smith, 2016). Upon having 

reflected upon available narratives, three narratives that are represented within the sink or 

swim typology; risk and gain, descent and gain, and slowly ascending (Lieblich et al., 1998) 

was revealed, 4) interpretation, here, the author asked himself, who benefits from this 

narrative? And how can this narrative influence how people see the present and the future 

(Smith, 2016), 5) represent the findings, meaning that the stories were re-constructed and 

presented in a realist tale, using appropriate quotes and lifespan timeline to capture the 

narrative of the participants lives. 

 The narratives, as well as a summary of the interview person’s narrative, were discussed 

with both a supervisor and a peer group. Moreso, a critical friend was assigned that shared 

valuable insight and comments, which was beneficial as the narratives gained a clearer 

purpose. The feedback led to previous work becoming more focused and condensed, as the 

author had initially included too many parts that were deemed important for the stories. 

Furthermore, the feedback and comments received through the peer group meetings also 

helped refine the theme and title for the narratives. 
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Research Findings 

Max, Nick, and Danny all shared how their lives had been branded with constant trials, 

forcing them to sink or swim on multiple occasions and for extended periods of time, before 

finally arriving to success and meaning, later in life. Albeit the perceived level of threat may 

vary between the three stories, they share similarities in the structure and overall shape, which  

are represented within the sink or swim narrative; risk and gain, descent and gain, and slowly 

ascending (Lieblich et al., 1998). Moreover, within these stories, an element of performance 

was always present. Carless and Douglas (2013) suggest that performance stories often lead 

towards a singular outcome and that people have control, and agency, over their lives. Which 

was especially true within the cases of Max and Danny. 

Max: Risk and Gain, Gaming is Giving yet Devouring 

 Max’s career timeline is shown in Figure 1. The top layer of the profile related to the 

athletic stages, whereas the second layer relates to what age Max was when a significant event 

occurred. Max was five when he began to play, and he was 26 during the time of the 

interview. 

Figure 1. 

Max's career profile, illustrating his age during significant stages 

  

 Even before Max became a professional CS:GO player, he knew that gaming was his 

calling. “I always did other things, and held other occupations, outside of gaming. But I never 
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felt the same joy there.” When the opportunity to fully commit to esport presented itself, Max 

jumped on it and has since not looked back. Max is now in his mid-twenties, but his journey 

began when he was five, as he observed his brothers playing video games. Max’s first 

breakthrough as a gamer came when he was able to communicate with others in a language 

that was not truly his own. 

I cannot remember exactly what I said, but I was so happy! I was able to piece together 

phrases that I’d heard, and the people listening just began to laugh. They must have 

realized that I was so young and that I could fully understand their language. But they 

stuck around, and they helped me! 

When Max was six years old, none of his friends were allowed to play video games. Max 

instead found new friends, online. “I had no idea where they were from, but the more I 

played, the more I learned, and I was having so much fun! I was really happy!” When Max hit 

his early teenage years, he was finally able to play with his friends from real-life. 

Not to sound arrogant or so but I noticed that I was at a level that they were not at. It did 

not matter what game we played either. I felt that if I wanted to continue to develop, that I 

needed to break away from my friends. Which was tough, and it took a little longer than 

what it probably should have done. 

Outside of the game, Max had always remained physically active. However, when he was 15 

years old, his football team disbanded. This prompted him to find others means to compete. 

Max discovered CS and quickly found himself playing with others who shared his ambition. 

Soon enough, the team began to play in an intermediate European league. Max’s team would 

meet up every night to play official matches, or to practice. Max quickly realized that within 

the game, there was always something which could be improved. 

 When Max was 17, he had gained a reputation for being a strong, reliable, local player. 

Outside of the game, Max was no longer actively playing football or exercising, other than 
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occasionally taking the family dog for walks. When it came to school, Max was not 

interested. His focus had shifted entirely towards playing the game and he dreamed of being 

able to compete at the big, real-life tournaments:  

One day, a former professional player told me that they were starting a new team and that 

they wanted me to play with them. And for the first time, in real-life, I could feel a 

sensation that I had increased a level. I had started playing with better people, and I had 

also started to face much better opposition. And from there, I think I was around 18 then, I 

noticed that a whole new world opened up. 

Max had now finished high school, but he was, however, unable to receive his diploma, as he 

had failed half of his courses. This was not something which concerned Max, as he had 

already found work. 

I did construction. I would wake up, five or six in the morning, ate breakfast and rushed off 

to work right away. After eight or nine hours at work, I would spend another hour to get 

home. As soon as I was home, I ate, showered and then I began my practice with the team.  

The team Max played for was performing well, semi-professionally. The game was still fun, 

and he was still growing as a player, so he did not mind going from one work and then 

essentially jumping into the next.  

Day in and day out, I did this. My daytime-job was really taxing on my body, it was 

hard… But I did not mind. If something happened in my personal life, something difficult, 

then I knew that I could always just take a step back, sit at the computer and meet friends 

that I had known for several years. Often, I had never met these people in real-life, but it 

did not matter… I suppose that gaming was something like an escape, and a rescue. 

After two and a half years of working within construction, whilst still trying to make a 

professional career within gaming, Max’s motivation began to waver. 
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I realized that it was too time consuming to play. I already had a full-time job, 40 hours a 

week... It took a lot sometimes. Sometimes, during rougher periods, when the team did not 

do well, I could feel and think, “Why am I doing this?” 

Unfortunately, Max’s hectic schedule would bleed onto other areas of his social life. 

It was no longer easy to hang out with my friends. I had to say no to meeting others, 

because I knew that I needed to go to the other job… which was gaming. Not many knew 

that I played as much as I did. “I am too tired today,” was something I would often tell 

them. This caused me to drift away from my friends, my real-life friends that is. 

And as if he did not already have enough on his plate, Max would also find love. 

Then I met a girl. It became serious and now I had to balance a relationship as well. Which 

I realized was very difficult. Extremely difficult. Somehow, I succeeded, but this meant 

that my weekends were 100 percent dedicated to my partner... which meant that my friends 

drifted away even farther. It became very difficult to balance time. But I wanted to turn my 

hobby into work. So, it was a sacrifice that I had to make, and I did. 

Trying to balance work and gaming, along with being a present boyfriend, grew increasingly 

complicated. Max went through a tough period, and he felt that although he was making good 

money in construction, his gaming occupation helped him develop as a person. This prompted 

Max to resign from his daytime work. 

I decided that I would go back to school and get my diploma. I wanted to study again, and 

I wanted to dedicate myself into playing more seriously. I knew that it would be difficult, 

financially, but I still knew that I could make it manageable. And I felt certain that if I 

continued playing, that I could go further. To resign from work even allowed me to spend 

more time with my partner, my friends, my game, and now on my studies.  

Max gained more balance, both online and offline. And although Max was spending most of 

his time at home by himself, in front of the computer, he never felt alone. He always had 
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friends that he could speak to. Max also became more physically active and began training 

from home. Max was content with life, he was happy. Seven months later, when Max was 

around 23, he received an offer to play professionally with a team based out of Spain. For 

three years, Max was able to live and play at the highest of levels. He was still studying to 

gain his high school diploma but did so at a more unhurried pace. And although Max was still 

improving in-game, he began to experience that he was losing his interest for playing. It was 

no longer as fun or challenging as it had once been.  

I could keep playing CS:GO, but I felt it was no longer worth it. I had begun to lose 

motivation because it was day in and day out. The idea of just playing, playing, playing, to 

get better, it worked in the beginning, but it did not work for me in the end. 

Max decided to take a break from playing professionally and instead found an opportunity to 

coach one of the premier teams in the world. A new challenge that he warmly welcomed. 

I’m not playing at a serious level myself anymore, but I still see that the door is not closed. 

Right now, I am focusing on working as a coach, and studying. I want to make more room 

for real-life, outside of the computer. I want to know that when I have decided, after 

esports, that when I quit as a player and as a coach, that I will be able to start my plan b. I 

always have a plan b. 

Max was asked whether he felt prepared to take on his future goals, and what, if anything, 

could keep him from reaching them. 

If I would not commit wholeheartedly, then that would be something that could stop me. 

But as I see it now, I’m in a good situation in life. I’m happy with what I do. I try to 

develop situations to remain happy, too. Because I do not want to feel completely satisfied 

with what I do. It can always get better. It can get worse too. I have met thousands of 

gamers that live their lives with so much regret. So many are not happy with where they 

are right now. I have already started to prepare for life after esports. 
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Nick: Descent and Gain, Stumbling Successfully 

As shown in Nick’s career timeline, Figure 2, he was introduced to gaming at the age of 

seven. At the time of the interview, he was in his mid-thirties. 

Figure 2. 

Nick’s career profile, illustrating his age during significant stages 

  

Note. The athletic level represented within the holistic athletic career model (Wylleman, 

2019) are initiation, development, mastery, and discontinuation. For Nick, return has been 

added, as he returned after having taken time-off. 

 Nick does not remember where he was the first time he laid eyes on a game, but he recalls 

what it was like to gaze into a world which he had never heard of before. 

I remember being seduced by it all. Even back then, I had a vivid fantasy. To me, it was 

incredible. It was like playing with Lego, but now I would be allowed to step into someone 

else’s world. I got to enter someone else’s role. 

Nick found himself mesmerized by this new world but struggled to find a way to play. His 

family never had the latest technology at home, so he had to depend on his friends if he 

wanted to play. It was not until Nick was around 16 years old that he received a computer, 

which allowed him to control when and how much he was able to play. 

This was also the year that my parents gave me the responsibility to take care of myself. 

The first year of high school, I had had great grades. But then I fell into what everyone else 
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did, and I began to play CS. I could play all day and still be up way past midnight. I 

became unconcerned about school and my grades fell, hard. 

Nick recollects that his mood was a bit up and down, back then. When Nick was feeling 

down, no one would be able to notice. Usually, being around other people could help him, but 

he would often feel misunderstood, even around his family. Gaming became a way to distance 

himself from them. This would result in conflicts, as his parents did not want him to spend so 

much time in front of the computer. 

It was tough and the situation grew quite sad, because of all the playing. But it was also 

difficult within the game. It was difficult to fit in. All the sudden, the team that I would 

play with would kick me out, overnight. I could still see them go inside and play matches, 

but I was not allowed to join them. I was not with them anymore, and I was abandoned. 

This was a tough process that Nick had to endure. Unfortunately, the process would repeat 

itself. Nick could not grasp why he could not make things click socially. So, when he 

managed to find a new team, he would make sure to befriend his new teammates’ friends, too. 

One friend would lead me to the other, and so I would create new networks, all the time. 

And when I was dumped by the first one, I would already have two, three new other team 

compositions ready to go. It was like this, all the time… I tried to get people that I knew 

from real-life to play. But as soon as I got better than my mates, then they did not want to 

be around me anymore. This was a constant thing in my life. 

As Nick attempted to find stability online, his gaming skills would improve. With each 

letdown, a new possibility would present itself. Soon enough, he would notice that some of 

the teams that he had been kicked out from, were teams that were performing quite well 

within the leagues. 

Okay, so they would stop playing with me, of course, but when they brought in my 

replacement, they were able to keep up with teams that played at an international stage. So 



 23 

even though the situation was shitty, I began to realize that I was probably pretty good. I 

understood that I was dumped so that they would get a little “edge”, I just needed to find 

out what the last step was… the last step. 

As Nick was asked to reflect upon what he did to take that last step, he explained. 

I probably just studied more games. I began to study how others moved. I was always very 

good at mimicking. If it’s something I want, then I’ll imitate it and get it. When I 

discovered that I could study the matches of other players, then I became obsessed. I could 

see how they moved, how they handled different situations, and thereby I could go into 

their thoughts. Understand how they thought. 

Time fleeted by and Nick became consumed with mimicking the professionals. For him, this 

was as close to magic as he could come. Nick was now 20 years old, and he had devoted 

everything into CS. Nick had been picked up by a Swedish top team. After a while they too 

stopped answering his messages. His heart shattered. 

I was very determined that I would quit. I was so damn sad. I think I went downstairs and 

cried in the shower, and I decided that I wanted to try to be more social. I remember 

calling a classmate, and I went over to him, and there were a lot of other people there. I 

remember the feeling of, “What the hell ...? Is this what people do when I play games?” 

All this time, they would meet and socialize. Talk with each other. It was like a damn a-ha 

moment. I can… It was a great feeling, to be with other people in a room. It had been a 

while since… It was a cool feeling. 

When Nick quit gaming, his new purpose became to explore the real world and the people 

that inhabited it. Nick would then find himself doing military service. Here, Nick became 

good friends with a man from his platoon, a former CS-player who was once considered to be 

one of Sweden’s finest players. 
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After the service we began working together on my first job, and soon enough we found 

ourselves playing in a team. The team grew closer, and we would all play and then meet up 

to hang out. I had made friends in real-life, and we would at the same time play together. It 

was absolutely amazing. 

Nick was 25 and his team consisting of friends turned out to be quite the force. The team 

quickly climbed the national ranks. 

The starting point was always the computer. It was the clubhouse; you went home to the 

room after school or after work, and there was the clubhouse. Then, spontaneous play 

would happen. “All right, everyone is here, the team! Let’s go!” so it was not much 

planned, but it was also planned. Because we participated in tournaments and stuff. We 

were always one of the better teams. So yes, cool times. 

This was also the team that Nick would find the most success with. 

When you play with people that you don’t know, then they can just stop responding. But 

you can’t do that if you know the people that you play with. That’s what had happened to 

me… from one day to the next. It was bullying. I’ve escaped bullying in real-life, but I’ve 

been exposed to it online. 

In the end, Nick’s competitive career simply fizzled out. He was around 27 and there was no 

abrupt or dramatic stop, the friendships just transitioned into becoming more social, outside of 

the game. Through these social activities, Nick also found his girlfriend, “Too many things 

happened in life, too many to motivate that I would want to play the game,” Nick said. Yet, 

Nick’s career within esports was not over. When Nick was around 31 years old, he began to 

study sport science. He wanted to help future gamers that shared similar situations as his. 

Nick would then find work which allowed him to help navigate players to what he described 

to be his second episode through gaming, rather than his first, which, as he puts it, was a 

destructive journey. Looking back at his career, he stated that: 



 25 

I’m quite happy. I think I will look back and realize that I have very, very valuable 

experience that I can use in the future very, very much. How to overcome problems that I, 

myself, could not overcome. To have a context like mine. To have seen the differences in 

all the different episodes. How gaming can be happy and how gaming can be very, very 

unhappy. I’ve seen everything. 

Danny: Slowly Ascending, More Ready Than Ever Before 

 Danny was introduced to gaming at the age of six, as shown in Figure 3. At the time of the 

interview, he was in his mid-twenties. 

Figure 3. 

Danny’s career profile, illustrating his age during significant stages 

 

 Danny is a full-time professional CS:GO player. Danny loves to include his surrounding in 

everything he does. He lives in his family home, the place that he was introduced to gaming. 

I was around six years old, and it was a Friday night. Usually, we have Friday-cuddle-night 

here at home, with the siblings and mom. But my dad and his friends were here, playing. I 

was so curious that I was down with them 50 percent of the time, and I was up, 50 percent 

of the time, watching TV with the rest. So, I ran back and forth. I watched as they sat and 

played, I thought it looked so fun. It’s a strong memory, the running back and forth. 

Danny went on to reminisce how he felt back then, during this period. 

I’ve always been the same, throughout my life. Always been happy. Sure, I’ve had a few 

dips, every now and then, but who hasn’t? I’ve always been happy. Always been curious, 

always very positive and not allowed for a lot of negative things to drag me down. 
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Because, if there’s been something negative, I’ve always been able to talk to the family 

about it. And then it can usually be resolved very, very quickly. 

Having access to a computer early on did not mean that Danny was allowed to explore freely. 

I have very good parents who did not allow me to do anything I wanted. Because it was 

still the internet. Little by little, I started playing the game that Dad had played, and I’d say 

that I was a quick learner. Soon enough I picked up what I needed to do to get better. I 

found it fun to improve and perform, to be better than the others. But I also played games 

where the point was not to be better than others, it was just about having fun. 

Danny found success early on. Often, the people that he faced could not grasp how this 10-

year-old could be so good. At 14 years old they still could not grasp how good he was. He 

would, however, not commit fully to gaming just yet. It remained a nighttime hobby, for 

during the daytime his main foci were playing sports. 

The professional scene was small, then. There were maybe two, three teams that could play 

full-time in Sweden. But I watched, well, the stars, back then. Watched how they captured 

the world by storm. I felt that it was something I wanted to do. It looked cool. But I didn’t 

think so much of it, I knew that it was so tough to try and break into the teams of the top. 

Danny kept on playing traditional sports, and he even managed to capture a national 

championship in floorball. Although Danny prioritized his sporting life, he kept being active 

and improving his individual skillset within the game. 

I couldn’t join any CS:GO team when I was fifteen, sixteen or seventeen years old, 

because I could not partake in any tournaments. Not only was I too young, but I also had 

floorball matches on the weekends. Sometimes I was away on football tournaments too. I 

could not focus on gaming until I finished high school, really.  

Danny then shared how he entered the competitive scene of CS:GO. 
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There was a lot that changed. I’d injured my back so I could no longer play floorball. First, 

I went from playing 25 hours a week, to playing 60 - 70 hours a week. So, it went from 

being something for fun, into, now I will commit fully. And then I invested all the time 

that I had. Which, looking back now, was a bit unfortunate, because I wasn’t thinking at 

the time that I needed to train, being physically active, that is. 

Unfortunately, Danny’s move from traditional sports into esports took a toll on his body. 

It was a big switch, in the beginning, I ran maybe three, four times a week. I did this just to 

keep fit. But then I noticed that I was losing my strength and conditioning, because I got 

smaller and smaller and smaller. And in the end, I did not train at all. Instead, I woke up in 

the morning, ate breakfast and then I played. Which was, it was… I could focus on 

gaming, but it was very unhealthy. To focus solely on CS:GO, every day. 

Danny was no longer as strong or as fit as he had once been. He was now 19 and had decided 

to stop pursuing a career within floorball. Danny was however gaming better than ever before. 

And he was still being encouraged by his family. 

I was supported. Especially from my big brother. He’s the one who has supported me the 

most, when it comes to CS:GO. “Of course, you should do this, if this is what you want, 

continue doing it. You are incredibly good at it!” My parents were big supporters, too… I 

would say that I had very strong backing from the family. 

When Danny was 20 years old, he was approached by a top-15, nationally ranked, 

organization who wanted him to sign a contract with them. They played together for one year 

and a half, three seasons, and he learned a lot from playing in Sweden’s premier league. But 

when Danny turned 21 years old, he was accepted into a unique educational program. 

I got accepted to join a college and play as a part of an educational program. So, I had to 

play with their team then. And I have continued to play with that team, or with most of that 

lineup, for about three years. 



 28 

Danny then explained how he balanced moving away from home for his first time. 

When it came to college life, there was nothing but the game to think about. I moved to a 

new city, and I didn’t have the family next to me. It was waking up, take a short walk in 

the morning, and then the CS:GO lessons began. And then, after lunch, we had another 

gaming lesson. Then, when the day was over, often it was time to train again, or you went 

home. Then at 18, it was on again with matches until 22. And so, it went on for about, nine 

months. The days were very similar. On the weekends I could take it a little calmer. I could 

go home to the family if I wanted. But usually, we still went to school and sat there, in the 

classroom, all of us. Even on weekends. That’s where we had the computers.  

I asked Danny if he enjoyed this period, and how he managed to balance life. 

It was absolutely amazing. Actually. I’d never been as good as I was then. I didn’t have the 

same shape anymore, when it came to fitness and body shape, and so on, as when I played 

floorball. Physically, I wasn’t enough… But when it came to CS:GO, I’ve never been so 

good. Every game it felt as if I was outperforming everyone. I enjoyed it very much, and I 

enjoyed having everyone around me. We all had the same goal. Everyone wanted to spend 

the same amount of time. No one had any excuses there. We knew that this was what we 

were going to do. And it was also seen in the results. We’d done a good job. A really good 

job. And we traveled to a big tournament abroad, and we represented our school, with the 

team. We could feel beforehand that we would win, and we did. We won the whole thing. 

Then we won again versus some of the best players, we beat one of the best teams in the 

final. There were all the names that I recognized. So, the balance was just great. Like I 

said, I don’t think I’ve been so happy, ever, before. I really felt… I really did feel that 

everything was just as good as it could get. 

Upon having finished his year within the college, Danny and his team decided that they 

would not extend for one more year. The team would bring the valuable lessons that they had 
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gained, and they would continue to practice together as rigorous, but from their respective 

homes. This allowed Danny to reunite with his dear family. Which brings us to where Danny 

is today, at 25. 

I feel today that I’m ready for the professional scene of CS:GO, in every way. I’ve also 

now begun to exercise regularly, almost every day. I train at least five times a week now. 

And when it comes to the practices in game, I put in the time that is necessary to develop. 

Skill-wise, I’m confident enough. I’d also say that I have the social skills needed to be able 

to play in a good team. So, I think I have all the skills necessary to play and remain on top. 

Like I said before, I don’t think that I’ve ever been as good as I’m now. Only that now, 

I’ve developed even further. Especially off-screen. 

As I thanked Danny for taking his time, he finished off by stating that: 

I’ve received very good support from my family. I know that there are many who don’t get 

that opportunity, or who don’t have that support. It’s an extra thing that I want to say, that 

my family has been a big, a big, a very, very big reason for why I continue. Even today. 

Discussion 

Although all career pathways are unique, within the three tales, there were many similarities. 

The participants did all, for example, sacrifice or neglect important aspects, such as physical 

activity, to pursue their gaming careers. They also used esports to escape hardships that they 

faced in real-life. Finally, they all managed to find success, performance-wise, on a high 

level, and they had all now reached a point of happiness. Before contrasting the stories 

further, they will be discussed individually, thereafter, shared features, juxtapositions and the 

uniqueness’s of the participants career narratives will be discussed. 

Max’s Narrative: Risk and Gain, Gaming is Giving yet Devouring 

 Max was quick to point out that he always knew that he was destined for a life within 

gaming. His narrative was one of risk and gain, happiness, and exhaustion. Early on, he 
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would take to the unknown to pursue his development within gaming, as he stopped playing 

with his real-life friends to further evolve. Through this risk, he managed to stay true to a path 

of constant in-game improvement. Max would also take the risk of gambling on himself and 

his gaming career, rather than prioritizing his education. Max’s focus goes in line with a 

performance narrative, which suggests that an individual has a single-minded dedication to 

their sporting performance, to the exclusion of other areas of life and self (Carless & Douglas, 

2009). As Max grew, he would continue to give up the opportunities of hanging out with his 

friends in real-life, to focus on his gaming practices, “Not many knew that I played as much 

as I did. ‘I am too tired today,’ was something I would often tell them.” Max was aware of the 

choices that he was taking, and he did not mind being isolated, playing from his room by 

himself, as he felt that his time in front of the computer was still, in a sense, social. 

 When Max no longer was able to balance his busy work schedule alongside his esport 

career and limited social life, he decided to once more gamble on himself and he resigned 

from his job, doing construction. According to Stambulova (2003), a crisis-transition is the 

outcome of ineffective coping, which can be caused by a lack of their external social support 

resources. Had Max had someone who he could talk to, that would be able to inspire other 

options, than he might not have taken such drastic actions. The gamble did however prove to 

be worthwhile, as he within six months would sign a professional contract for an esports 

organization. Once Max reached his goal of becoming a full-time professional esporter, 

traveling and competing on the big stages, he would ultimately find that he longed for more 

than to just improve his in-game performance. Although Max was living the dream that he 

had set his aim for, his hunger for personal development would have him readjust his goals. 

When Max was, by chance, was offered a position to coach his own team, he would once 

more gamble on himself. Max stated that he had not yet shut the door on returning as a 

professional esporter, but for now, he was having too much fun coaching and developing 
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alongside his players. For Max, it remains important to always have, as he puts it, a plan b. 

Max mentioned that he himself has witnessed thousands of cases where gamers would end up 

living lives filled with regret, a situation that he himself is preparing to avoid at all costs. 

Which is why he is today trying to balance an education besides his coaching and being 

mindful of remaining physically active. 

Nick’s Narrative: Descent and Gain, Stumbling Successfully 

 Nick described his younger self as a timid follower. Even though he wanted to play and 

explore games on his own, he was unable to do so, as his family could not afford the required 

equipment. It was not until Nick began high school that he would be able to play games from 

home. Unfortunately, video gaming would consume most of Nick’s time, and his grades 

would gradually decline. Nick felt misunderstood at home, and he would also take to the 

games to distance himself from his family. Some players may use gaming as a means of 

escapism (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Kuss, 2012; Kwon et al., 2009; Yee, 2006b; Zanetta et 

al., 2011). Nick stated that he initially truly enjoyed playing from home, connecting with 

others, but he would often experience the sensation of abandonment, as his teammates would 

stop responding to his messages, or eventually simply replace him from their lineup. As the 

letdowns continued, he would have to find a way to cope with this. He did so by networking 

with the friends of his newfound teammates, to secure new opportunities when the 

unavoidable descent would come. Nick committed himself fully to CS, and he studied the 

tapes of the star players religiously, to better grasp how they thought and to be able to react 

like them. Another gaming disorder may arise when a player immerses themselves into the 

video game worlds, whereas players take on other identities and personas (Ballabio et al., 

2017; Kneer & Rieger, 2015). For Nick, to be able to enter the viewpoints of others was akin 

to magical, and he believed that the professional players that he studied and followed lived a 

dream life. As Nick would continue to suffer through heartbreaks through the game, he would 
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soon discover that for every team he left, that the new team he gained would become even 

more successful than the last. He had steadily been improving and he had in a way been 

stumbling upwards, until he found himself playing at the top of the national gaming scene. 

 Playing on top of the mountain did not mean that Nick was safe from abandonment. When 

Nick was 20, and after having devoted his entire being into the game, he was once more 

kicked out from his team. Nick was devastated and he never wanted to experience this sense 

of loss again. He decided to promptly terminate his career. The athletic career transition 

model (Stambulova, 2003) suggests that had Nick been able to mobilize his external 

resources, his social support, that he might have been able to overcome this process. Nick had 

no one to speak to so he found himself alone but set to explore life outside of the screen. To 

socialize in real-life was a great feeling that he had been missing out on. He would continue to 

explore and make new friends, and Nick would later find himself doing the military service. 

Here, he befriended a man who had also played CS professionally. Nick was impressed by 

how socially successful this new friend was, it was the first time that he met someone who 

had been able to successfully balance the gaming world, and the real one. After the military 

service, they would become co-workers, and soon enough they would once more play CS. To 

compete with friends that he trusted and cared for was an amazing feeling for Nick. The team 

was highly triumphant together, but their biggest achievements were not measured by the 

tournaments that they won but through the bond that they formed. Nick’s professional career 

as a competitor would uneventfully come to a halt, as for the first time in his life, he felt 

successful in the real world. Through gaming, Nick was ultimately able to gain meaningful 

friendships and find happiness. 

Danny’s Narrative: Slowly Ascending, More Ready Than Ever Before 

 Danny’s tale began in a warm and supporting home where he was introduced to the joys of 

gaming through his father. Although Danny was quick to fall in love with gaming, and even 
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showed immense talent from a young age, his progression to the top of the professional 

competitive esports scene was anything but hasty. Danny admired the pro-gamers, but since 

he was 14 years old, he understood that it would require a lot of luck, dedication, and practice 

to have a shoot to play at the top. It would not be until he suffered an injury that kept him 

from playing traditional sports, that he decided to commit to esports. 

 When Danny quit playing traditional sports, he stated that he went from playing CS:GO 25 

hours a week to 60-70 hours a week. Danny was supported and encouraged by his family to 

continue, for they too believed that he had a talent for it, and they noticed how it filled Danny 

with a sense of purpose. However, with the removal of physical activity, Danny would slowly 

but surely become more and more sedentary. Even though Danny was losing his physical 

strength and conditioning, he stated that he did not care, for he was playing better than ever 

before. 

 When Danny was 19 years old, he was offered the opportunity to join a team playing 

within the premier-league in Sweden. Together, they would continue to rise. Danny enjoyed 

his time with the team, to play within a semi-structured environment helped him develop 

further. He remained, until he was one day invited to join a unique, new educational program, 

which focused on esports. Danny would take this offer and join the college team, which 

meant that he would for his first time leave the safety of his home and move to a new city. 

However, this also meant that he would be able to focus entirely within his evolution, which 

he did. Danny learned a lot from playing within a more supervised, educational setting. He 

was playing better, and he was happier than ever before, although by now, Danny was, 

physically, in the worse shape of his life. Danny would continue to improve and find success 

with his college team, until he decided that he wanted to move back home to his dear family. 

Shared Features, Juxtapositions, and Uniqueness’s of the Three Narratives 
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 Meng-Lewis et al. (2020) concluded that within esports, there is an apparent lack of a 

“typical” career path, and that traditional career theories, based on linear transition, or stage-

based developmental paths, were ill-equipped to track esports career development. Within this 

narrative inquiry, findings revealed that although the professional esporters’ developmental 

stages differed, that one might still able to pinpoint stages of initiation, development and 

mastery. One should also note that within traditional sports, an individual’s career pathway is 

not set in stone, but more “rough representations”, that may have limitations too. Stambulova 

et al. (2020) states that stage-like models make an impression that athletes’ careers are linear, 

but research does not confirm this assumption, and thus, one should keep in mind that careers 

are more diverse and less linear than models may suggest. Within Figure 4, the author was 

able to identify transitional phases within the participant’s career narratives. 

Figure 4. 

The participants career profiles, in order of appearance. Max, Nick, and Danny 

 

  

Initiation 

 Meng-Lewis et al. (2020) stated that it remains unknown how individuals initiate their 

involvement in esports activities. All three participants mentioned how their entry-point into 

video games had come at an early age and that it had not been active decisions, but that they 

had been introduced by others. Their playing began initially as a means of entertainment, 

exploration, connecting with others and to the betterment of one’s skills. According to esport 

gamers' self-reported motivations, this stage could for them also be described as enjoyable, 
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and driven by intrinsic, personal, and social reasons (Lee & Schoenstedt, 2011; Martončik, 

2015). Since their initiations, both Max and Danny remained active and played video games 

almost daily, whilst still maintaining their balance with traditional sports and school. 

Although they had not committed to one game yet, they both stated that they were, in general, 

far better than their peers within their age groups. 

 Max and Danny’s initiation stage ended when they reached a point where they consciously 

decided to break away from playing with their friends, to focus solely on their development. 

For Nick, on the other hand, as he was unable to play as freely as he wanted, as he lacked a 

computer, thus, his initiation lasted much longer. It was not until Nick was 16 years old that 

he got the possibility to play as much as he wanted, that he began to delve into the gaming 

scene. This was also the time that Nick’s school grades began to drop. 

Development 

 As soon as Nick gained his computer, he began to play feverously, as if to make up for lost 

time. Max and Danny, however, had a longer set of developmental time, and thus were 

arguably also able to maintain a healthier balance to life beyond the computer screen, keeping 

up with traditional sports and school. During this stage, all the participants mentioned that 

there was no true end to one’s improvements, and that they were essentially all able to 

continue playing unregulated without having anyone, like a coach or a mentor, provide 

structure or tell them otherwise. DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al. (2019) states that esporters have 

reported to play as much as 8-10 hours a day, and that in many cases, they practice in a less 

than ideal environment with improper posture, lighting, and time awareness. During this 

stage, all three participants stated that they actively decided to commit to gaming, a 

conclusion that they arrived at without having any grounds or plans on how to go about, other 

than to invest their time into esports. Findings presented by Meng-Lewis et al. (2020) 

suggests that there is no direct entry point for esporters looking to develop a professional 
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career, and that not all esports athletes have followed a similar career path. This investment 

would mean that the participants would, in one way or another, begin to neglect, or sacrifice, 

other important aspects of life, such as being physically active and being social in real-life, to 

pursue their careers. During this stage, their motivations could be described as playing 

excessively to reach competitive and hedonic need gratifications (Lee & Schoenstedt, 2011; 

Martončik, 2015). As all three participants spent more time online, developing their craft, 

they were all seemingly aware that there was indeed something important, beyond their 

esport, that they could improve on. Namely, for Max, finishing his education and making sure 

to socialize with his friends from real-life. Nick had difficulties finding stability and comfort 

outside of the computer, with both his friends and family, as well as school. Danny 

recollected that after he had stopped playing floorball, how he would progressively first lose 

his muscle mass and that his body would then begin to transform into a shape that he no 

longer recognized. Although all career pathways are unique, the relationships and potential 

pressures of committing to one’s career has previously been described before (e.g., Carless & 

Douglas, 2009, 2013). “My relationships have suffered because of my hockey,” was retold by 

a participant that recalled how damaging the commitment to her career had been on her 

general well-being, and development (Carless & Douglas, 2013). Thus, these potential 

challenges that the participants experienced in their career narratives, regarding emotional 

tension and regret reflecting on relationships that were sacrificed or suppressed, corresponds 

with what other athletes have endured within traditional sports. 

 Notable differences during the development stage were that Max, for example, was the 

only one who managed to navigate a full-time job doing construction, parallel with him trying 

to play esport professionally. Moreso, Max was also the only one who managed to find a 

loving partner alongside his gaming career. Nick on the other hand, was the only one who 

mentioned that he experienced the feeling of abandonment and of bullying, within his gaming 
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career, and that he used the game to not have to deal with his family. Escapism in individual’s 

could stem from one playing video games excessively to avoid real-life problems and 

difficulties (Demetrovics et al., 2011). Nick was also the only one who expressed that he did 

not feel that he received any social support during this period, compared to Max and Danny, 

who stated that they never felt alone, playing from home. Nick expressed that to be able to 

enter the world of others was akin to magic, and that, “When I discovered that I could study 

the matches of other players, then I became obsessed. I could see how they moved, how they 

handled different situations, and thereby I could go into their thoughts. Understand how they 

thought.” This could arguably have become Nick’s way to cope with being unable to make 

meaningful social connections, early on. Max, on the other hand, expressed how he could 

through the game reach out to his friends, if he, for example, was going through hardships. 

Danny stated that his family was always there to help him resolve difficulties. The 

participants did however all lack a person who could help them manage their balance with 

gaming and life beyond the screen. 

Mastery 

 In contrast to Nick, social support was evidently more apparent within Danny’s story. 

Danny credits most of his success and happiness to his family. Danny was also the only one 

who would receive some supervision, via his esport teacher in college. This guidance was 

however focused on tactics and not how to navigate outside of the game. Although Danny’s 

narrative was one of slowly ascending towards the top of the competitive gaming scene, 

within his tale he expressed remorse over not being able to have anyone remind him of the 

importance of physical exercise. Danny said that he reached a point where he felt physically 

unhappy. Kohorst et al. (2018) stated that the increase in sedentary screen time has risen 

greatly amongst gamers. Moreso, Danny mentioned how his family was glad for their son’s 

sake, as he had found something that he enjoyed doing so much, and they continued to 



 38 

encourage him to keep on doing what he loved doing the most. Beyond this, Danny was the 

only one to succeed academically while still maintaining a gaming career. 

 Curiously, although all three participants reached a mastery level and experienced success 

during their respective competitive careers, meaning that they all played at least in a national 

level, no one did explicitly express that they had reached the top. All three shared that the 

absolute top would be to win a major whilst gaining the recognition of playing for the premier 

team in the world. Furthermore, no participant expressed that they had found a positive role 

model, or a coach, which could help steer them into the right direction or provide them with 

constructive feedback or guidance. Even at this elite-level. During this stage of their esporting 

career, no one of the participants explicitly stated that they were able to balance real-life 

kinships with others, at least not anything that stretched beyond their gaming circles. 

The Participants Today 

 Although no one of the participants had begun playing video games with a set objective of 

making a professional career out of it, esports became undoubtedly a strong foundation of 

who the participants identify as today, as well as a key foundation within their everyday life. 

Even though all the participants faced hardships and barriers through their careers, both 

within esports and outside of it, they were not only able to overcome these, but they are also 

striving towards becoming that support that they themselves lacked. As Max noted, 

throughout his career he encountered thousands of gamers who dedicated themselves to their 

respective games, only to find themselves in a place today where they, according to him, were 

not content with how their lives developed. Through his coaching, Max strives to establish the 

importance of not only focusing within one’s career, but also how one should strive to have 

something to lean towards, outside of esports. 

 Nick spent much time of his gaming career by himself, struggling to find stability and 

friendships along the way. Today, Nick is still active within the esport community and works 
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to serve and help gamers that, like him, use the game to escape and distance themselves from 

others. Through his esports career, Nick was able to experience the highest of highs and the 

lowest of lows, and he feels fortunate to be able to provide the very same support that he 

himself had once required, and he is happy and eager to be able to help guide the future stars 

of tomorrow. 

 Danny’s tale began and ended with a smile. He was always overjoyed to be surrounded by 

his loving family, and so to move back home brought him much delight. Danny stated that his 

experience of living in a new city and partaking within their esport academy, followed by him 

overcoming his reduced self-image of being overweight, have made him stronger. Danny now 

claims to be mentally and physically ready to become the best player in the world. 

 In the end, all the participants mentioned that they viewed themselves fortunate to have 

been able to make a career, and a living, from their hobbies and passions. They were also 

adamant that esports and gaming had helped shape them into who they were today, and that 

they would not have wanted it any other way. The participants all remain active within the 

esport community, and they all still have goals that they have yet to achieved, although they 

all believe that they have the required fortitude and resources to reach them. 

Limitations 

 There are a few limitations to consider. The perception of the participants past should be 

noted, especially for Nick, as his career took place ten years prior to the other interview 

persons. Moreso, being that Nick played professionally within an earlier stage than the rest, 

this could also signify that his experiences might not be as applicable on the gamers of today. 

On the other hand, the time that had passed since being active competitors, could have also 

led the participants to gain a more mature perspective on their narrative, as well as on their 

career timelines. 
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 Prior to the data collection, the interview guide along with potential follow-up questions 

had been presented to a peer group, as well as a supervisor, and feedback had been received. 

The author believes that the analysis and the interviews went well, there is, however, data and 

details that a more seasoned researcher could have noticed, included, and delved deeper into. 

Practical Implications and Future Research 

 As esports continues to grow, beneficial aspects and supporting roles that traditional sports 

have already identified, might begin to take place within the professional gaming scene. 

Future research could investigate the importance of the social support that the players receive 

from their organizations, and what favorable measures could be implemented to extend one’s 

esport longevity. Also, it could be interesting for future research to focus more on how 

professional gamers are able to successfully transition out from their sport. 

 Regarding the number of hours that esporters play per day, future research could focus on 

how many hours individuals may play before one’s performance begin to decrease. The 

physical constraints of playing video games may not be as noticeable as practitioners playing 

traditional sports, and thus, gamers may be able to report longer hours. Furthermore, future 

research could also examine the importance of early specialization, within a specific game 

genre, versus practitioners that play actively several game genres, all at once. 

 Since the participants were all lacking positive role models that could steer them into the 

right direction, future researchers might want to investigate what could be done to create more 

sustainable conditions not only for professional esporters, but for casual gamers as well. 

Within this narrative inquiry, although two of the participants received some social support, it 

was not enough to be able to maintain a healthy balance between both esporting and life 

beyond the screen. Moreso, future qualitative research could also focus on practicioners that 

expresses that they have a professional support system in place, with mentors and coaches. 
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 Meng-Lewis et al. (2020) concluded that there is an apparent lack of a “typical” career 

path, within esports, and that traditional career theories, based on linear transition and/or 

stage-based developmental paths, were ill-equipped to track esports career development. 

Within this current narrative inquiry, findings revealed that although professional gamers’ 

developmental stages differed, that one was still able to pinpoint stages of initiation, 

development and mastery. Thus, the holistic athletic career model (Wylleman, 2019) may 

serve as an illustrative model for esporters as well. Future research could therefor investigate, 

within different esporting professional genres, what are the reported positives and respective 

downsides with having, for example, a longer, more balanced development stage, versus a 

shorter one. 

Conclusions 

 To the knowledge of the author, this narrative inquiry is the first of its kind to give voice, 

create meaning and uncover the contextualized stories of professional CS:GO players. The 

analysis resulted in three narratives that are represented within the sink or swim typology: risk 

and gain, descent and gain, and slowly ascending (Lieblich et al., 1998). The nature of sink or 

swim type narrative can be depicted as drastic falls and meteoric rises throughout the lifespan 

(Lieblich et al., 1998). The findings revealed that although career pathways are unique to the 

individual, that one may still be able to identify transitional phases within the career narrative 

of esporters. Even if the participants’ athletic stages differed, regarding when they occurred, 

by comparing their career timelines the stages of initiation, development, and mastery (the 

stages that are represented within the holistic athletic career model; Wylleman, 2019), were 

still present. Findings also revealed that the participants shared a willingness to at times 

disregard important aspects of life, in their attempts to further develop within their career. 

Even though the lives of the participants had all been branded with constant trials, forcing 

them to sink or swim on multiple occasions, and for extended periods of time, similar 
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negative impact on an individual’s general well-being, and development, have previously 

been reported within the career narratives in traditional sports (e.g., Book Jr et al., 2020; 

Carless & Douglas, 2009; Franck & Stambulova, 2018a; Franck & Stambulova, 2018b). 

Further, the participants indicated that they were, to an extent, cognizant of these inactions 

and sacrifices, and that they navigated through their careers unsupervised. This illuminated 

how the participants all could have required extra support and guidance, to find balance 

between their career, and life beyond it. Thus, as esport progresses, the role and importance 

that a coach, or mentor, could offer gamers, grows more evident. Therefore, more knowledge 

on esport, and of esport athletes’ unique challenges, is beneficial to adapt to the expanding 

player bases. In the end, the participants managed to overcome their hardships before finally 

arriving to success and meaning, later in life. This too corresponds with what traditional 

athletes have described within their sink or swims career narratives (e.g., Book Jr et al., 

2020). Even still, the participants were all happy as to how their lives developed and found 

that their esporting careers to be important life experiences. The contribution of this narrative 

inquiry rests in its novel approach to career pathway research within a growing new sporting 

discipline. 
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Appendix 1 
 
 
Information letter 
 

Request for participation in the study “Narratives of Career Pathways of Esports Athletes”. 

 

Background and purpose 

The vast majority of career pathway research has taken place within well-structured sport 
systems. Aspiring esports athletes face many obstacles that can threaten their prospective 
career timespan, and present post-career difficulties. The aim is to explore career narratives 
of professional esports athletes, emphasizing their transitional experiences, to further help 
the research community map career transitions within esports. 

 

Request for participation 

Participants above the age of 18, who have extensive gaming experience, will be approached 
to partake in the study. Participation is optional and the participant has the right to terminate 
the study process whenever they please, and without having to provide for a reasoning. Also, 
to ensure confidentiality, no information which might lead to the discovery of the participants’ 
will be included. 
 
What does your participation mean? 

The aim is to explore career narratives of professional esports athletes, emphasizing their 
transition experiences. The online interview will regard how you, the participant, experience 
your introduction to esports, what career transitions you have encountered and what you 
experienced as resources and challenges, as well as how you managed to cope with these 
career transitions. The interview is estimated to last around 90 minutes. Upon having read 
and listened to the transcript, the author might request the participant to partake in a second 
interview, to help clarify subjects as well as to ask if the participant desires to add something 
that they had forgotten during the initial interview. 
 
Are there any benefits to participating in the study? 

While the aim of this project is not to investigate traumatic events, there can be no assurance 
of exactly what type of memories will be triggered by the interview. However, the research 
may benefit you as a participant, as revisiting past memories whilst being comforted and 
understood could serve as a powerful and positive therapeutic experience. No compensation 
for participation in the study will be paid. 
 

Insurance 

Participants in research studies at Halmstad University are insured via the Swedish Chamber 
of Commerce. 
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Your information is protected 

All data material with your answers will be processed so that unauthorized persons cannot 
take part in it. The results will be reported at group level so that no individual results can be 
derived. Responsible for your personal data is the principal researcher at Halmstad University. 
According to the EU Data Protection Regulation, you have the right to access the information 
about you that is handled in the study, free of charge. You have the right to contact Halmstad 
University and request access to the personal data Halmstad University processes about you, 
request correction, deletion or restriction of the processing of your personal data, object to 
the processing of your personal data, and file a complaint to Halmstad University or the Data 
Inspectorate (www.datainspektionen.se). You can read more about how the University 
processes your personal data on Halmstad University's website https://www.hh.se/om-
webbplatsen/behandling-av-personuppgifter.html If you have questions, you can also contact 
Halmstad University's Data Protection Officer on dataskydd@hh.se or phone 035-16 73 73. 

 

How do I get information about the results of the study? 

Upon having finalized the study, the participants will receive the results through the 
researcher via mail. 

 

 

If you have any questions or want to know more, feel free to call or email one of us: 

 

Student     
Andres Ramos      

School of Health and Welfare 
Halmstad University 
+46-72-1710077    
   
andgon17@student.hh.se 
 
 
 
Supervisor 
Natalia B. Stambulova, PhD 

School of Health and Welfare 
Halmstad University 
+46-35-167237 
 
natalia.stambulova@hh.se 
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Declaration of consent 

 
I have read the information about the survey “Narratives of career pathways of Esports 
athletes”. 

I have also been informed that participation is voluntary and that I can cancel at any time 
without giving any reason or that it has any consequences for my treatment. 

 

I hereby give my consent to participate in the survey 

 

_____________________________________________ 

Location, date 

 

_____________________________________________ 

Signature 

 

______________________________________________             

Name clarification               

 

_____________________________________________ 

Phone number 

 

 

I hereby certify that I have informed about the study “Narratives of career pathways of 
Esports athletes”. 

 

 

____________________________________________ 

Location, date 

 

_____________________________________________ 

Signature 
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Appendix 2 

Interview Guide  
 
Background questions 

• Tell me about yourself as a person 
• What are the most important parts of your life right now? 
• Can you put on the timeline the age that you discovered gaming? 
• and where, according to your timeline, are we are right now? 

 
Questions regarding their esports career 

• How did you begin, how did you feel during this time, and what was the first 
breakthrough that you faced? What did it lead to? 

• Did you have any role models, or anyone that you looked up to, during these times? 
• Were you able to keep up with: Social, or romantic relationships? Be physically 

active, during these times? 
• What have been impactful events for you within your gaming-timeline? How did you 

experience that? 
• Can you see some periods, turning points, of your career? Can you tell me more about 

these moments? 
• Tell me more, was it difficult, fun, exciting?  
• What resources did you have and what challenges did you encounter – during these 

transitions? 
• How was your life doing, outside of your in-game career, during these times? 
• What lessons did you take with you from that event / period? 
• Looking back, how would you describe your career?  
• And then add some comments or reflections to your timeline. 

 
 
Moving forward 

• What are you hoping to achieve with your gaming career? 
• Do you have the conditions, the circumstances, to attain this goal? 
• What could keep you from achieving this? 
• Thank you so much for taking your time! 



Besöksadress: Kristian IV:s väg 3
Postadress: Box 823, 301 18 Halmstad
Telefon: 035-16 71 00
E-mail: registrator@hh.se
www.hh.se

Andres Ramos


