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Abstract
Given the growth of esports and the lack of research on talent development systems, a greater understanding of developmental programs is needed to support players transitioning to elite-level competition. Therefore, the aim of this research is to explore the experiences of professional League of Legends players in relation to talent development within their respective academy systems. Eight male participants of six different nationalities were selected through purposive sampling and interviewed using semi-structured interviews. Through reflexive thematic analysis, the study identified key patterns of meaning across participants' experiences with three themes being generated:(1) The academy experience; (2) Lack of long-term development focus; and (3) The current ethos of esports. The findings highlight a significant contrast between the academies’ intended purpose as talent development environments and their actual execution. Academies offer players valuable opportunities and resources, such as access to professional facilities, high-level players, and experienced coaches. However, esports academies were perceived to lack numerous characteristics relevant to talent development environments, such as long-term goals, individualized and integrated support, and a holistic player development focus. Academy teams should seek to implement structured development plans with clear player expectations, expand staffing to ensure continuity, and provide support for career transitions beyond esports.
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Talent Development in Esports: Players’ Developmental Experiences in League of Legends Academy Teams
Esports, generally defined as the competitive play of video games (Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2020), has experienced exponential growth over the past decade. Millions of players worldwide compete at amateur, semi-professional, and professional levels (e.g., Jin & Besombes, 2024), with competitions regulated by official leagues and tournaments (Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2020). Despite the high rates of participation, performance demands (e.g., Nagorsky & Wiemeyer, 2019), and high levels of competitive stress (e.g., Leis et al., 2024), esports players do not perceive their training environments to be optimal for their long-term development and performance (Abbott et al., 2022). Whereas talent development systems in traditional sports are supported by research into coaching methodologies, training practices, and athlete welfare (Sargent & Megicks, 2022), these aspects remain underexplored in esports (Bubna et al., 2023; Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2024). This lack of an evidence-base relating to talent development raises critical questions about how esports players are identified, nurtured, and prepared for elite-level competition, particularly in the case of esports academy programs, which ostensibly serve as steppingstones for aspiring professionals. As such, this study explores players’ experiences within academy teams in League of Legends, as one of the largest competitive ecosystems in esports, in order to examine their perceptions of development within these environments and the factors that influence their progress.
Talent Development
The concept of talent development refers to the creation of learning environments designed to accelerate or realize an athlete’s potential (Till & Baker, 2020). In traditional sports, this concept has received significant attention (Taylor & Collins, 2021), including several studies on the quantity and quality of training required to transition from junior to elite levels, the optimal role of coach support (Baker et al., 2017), and the impact of interpersonal relationships and organizational culture within talent development environments (Henriksen et al., 2010). Seminal contributions by Martindale et al. (2007; 2010) include the development of the Talent Development Environment Questionnaire and the identification of seven key factors underpinning effective talent development. These include long-term developmental aims, structured pathways, individualized support for athletes, and holistic approaches that integrate physical, psychological, and social dimensions of development. Related work has further considered the effective operationalization of these factors in sport, highlighting, for example, the integration of coaching, multidisciplinary staff support and athlete input to meet the changing developmental needs of athletes (Taylor & Collins, 2021). 
However, esports presents a fundamentally different developmental context that challenges the direct application of traditional talent development frameworks (Bubna et al., 2023). Esports is a global and digital industry in which much of the competition and human interaction takes place online (Ward & Harmon, 2019). It is governed by game publishers who frequently update and occasionally discontinue their games and competitions (Scholz, 2019; Watson et al., 2022). Such structural characteristics complicate long-term planning and the potential for stable progression pathways. There are also notable differences at the individual level. For example, in many traditional sports, athletes enter structured, age-appropriate training environments from a young age, whereas in esports players often reach elite levels through extensive, self-directed practice (Abbott et al., 2022; Pluss et al., 2022). Players subsequently enter teams for the first time as autonomous learners with limited prior exposure to formalized coaching practice or team dynamics (Ellmer et al., 2024). These factors raise important questions related to how talent is nurtured or constrained within esports, and the support required to facilitate development once players transition into competitive team environments.
Talent Development in Esports: What do we know?
Previous research into athlete development has explored the developmental trajectories of elite athletes which has informed athlete developmental models, such as the Athlete Talent Development Environmental model (Henriksen et al., 2010), and the Holistic Athletic Career model (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004; Wylleman, 2019). Research has also begun to uncover other aspects relating to talent development such as functional and dysfunctional environmental features (e.g., Hauer at al., 2024), alongside exploring different contexts including parasport athletes (e.g., Patatas et al., 2020, 2021). In contrast, research on talent development in esports is restricted and considered to be in its infancy (Bubna et al., 2023), though a few notable studies exist. For example, in a qualitative study by Abbott et al. (2022), high-level League of Legends players reported their training practices to be unsustainable and even detrimental to personal well-being. Notably, training regimens emphasized the quantity of practice over quality, underpinned by a "grind culture" mindset that values frequent, long hours of gameplay, often at the expense of mental and physical health (e.g., Jenny et al., 2024). Unsurprisingly, such practices have been associated with negative outcomes, including burnout, reduced motivation, and early retirement from competitive play (Ahn & Kim, 2024). Similar findings have been reported in other esports titles, where players face significant stressors, including competitive pressure, demands for constant improvement, and professional isolation (Poulus et al., 2022). Indeed, Poulus et al. (2024a) reported high prevalence of anxiety, burnout, and game addiction among elite players, with around 69% lacking access to mental health support.
Beyond the immediate demands of training and competition, recent work has framed esports talent development within broader career, ecological, and high-performance perspectives. Traditional career theories have been criticized for inadequately capturing the volatility and non-linear trajectories of esports careers. To address this, Meng-Lewis et al. (2022) applied the Chaos Theory of Careers (Pryor & Bright, 2003), which emphasizes connection, change, chance, and complexity—features that mirror the rapidly shifting competitive landscape, frequent game updates, and unpredictable career opportunities in esports. At the ecosystem level, research highlights how external factors, such as tournament structures and publisher decisions, can reshape developmental pathways (e.g., Scholz, 2020; Vera & Antón, 2024). Building on this ecological perspective, Williams et al. (2025) proposed a sociocultural model to expertise development with four interconnected dimensions that addresses cultures (layered structures of meaning, values, and norms that influence practices), social relations (families, schools, peers, and other social actors that support and/or inhibit gaming pursuits), minds (social-psychological dispositions, mindsets, and interpersonal dynamics that impact expertise), and resources (finances, space, time, and emotions that enable/constrain players’ growth). Similarly, Poulus et al. (2025) emphasized the interplay of environment, interpersonal dynamics, and intrapersonal factors in the Esports High-Performance Model, noting that structural disparities, particularly in minor regions, can constrain development. At the micro-to-macro interface, Pedraza-Ramirez et al. (2024) adapted the Athletic Talent Development Environment model to an elite League of Legends team, illustrating how coaches, managers, and other micro-level actors interact with macro-level forces such as game developers and fan communities. Collectively, research highlighted the dynamic, multi-layered nature of esports development and emphasised the need for structured environments that support players across the interconnected levels. 
Given the above challenges, esports academies, which are typically affiliated with high-profile esports organizations, would appear to hold promise for addressing these issues. However, esports academy systems remain notably underexamined in scientific literature. This lack of research attention could, speculatively, be due to limited transparency into esports performance structures generally (Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2024), an uneven global presence of academy teams, the absence of standardized developmental pathways (Watson et al., 2022), and a culture of ‘short-termism’ that accelerates roster turnover and undermines long-term player development (Scholz, 2019). Indeed, similar to traditional sports academies, esports academies aim to support young players in their transition from junior to elite levels of competition (Mills et al., 2014). Yet, empirical research directly exploring players’ experiences within esports academies, their effectiveness in player development, and their alignment with established principles of talent development in sport remains limited. 
Study Purpose
As the esports industry continues to mature, it is essential that academy programs evolve to support both competitive performance and personal well-being (e.g., Leis et al., 2025). Recent evidence highlights the urgency of this need, with esports players at sub-elite and elite levels reporting elevated rates of mental health symptoms and limited access to structured developmental support (Kegelaers et al., 2025; Poulus et al., 2025). Despite this, little is known about the talent development processes within academy environments, particularly as experienced by players. This study therefore aimed to address these gaps by exploring the experiences of professional League of Legends players in relation to talent development within their respective academy systems. Using semi-structured interviews, we investigated how players perceive the opportunities and challenges associated with academy participation, and what factors they believe facilitated or hindered their development. While the thematic analysis followed an inductive approach, it was sensitised by principles from the talent development literature (e.g., Martindale et al., 2007; 2010), allowing us to interpret player experiences in relation to established frameworks. In doing so, this research contributes to a growing evidence base on performance environments in esports and provides practical insights to inform the design of more developmentally-supportive academy systems.
Method
Philosophical Assumptions
This study is positioned within the constructivist-interpretivist paradigm, grounded in the belief that reality is subjective and can only be understood through the lived experiences and perspectives of individuals (Schwandt, 1998). We posited that esports players' developmental experiences within academy programs are not objective phenomena but instead are shaped by their unique interactions with their environments. 
Participants, Sampling, and Recruitment
[bookmark: _Hlk196752072]The study included a purposeful sample of eight male participants (age range = 19-26 years; M = 25.5 years, SD = 2.9), reflecting the predominantly male population in esports academies. This sample size was chosen to align with the depth and complexity of the research question, as well as the available resources of the research team. The participants' average age at the time of their first academy experience was 21.1 years (SD = 2.3), with entry ages ranging from 16 to 23 years. The sample included players at various stages of their careers, ranging from those newly enrolled in academy programs to those who had successfully transitioned into professional teams. The participant sample represented five different academy teams in total, with two teams represented by two players each and three teams represented by one player each. One academy team was based in North America, while the remaining four were located in Europe. Of the eight participants, four had competed in the League of Legends Championship Series (LCS) or League of Legends EMEA Championship (LEC) at some point in their careers, while the remaining four had participated exclusively in tier 2 leagues. The participants represented six nationalities: two German, two British, one Swedish, one Canadian, one Romanian, and one Dutch. According to the elite classification system (Poulus et al., 2024b), the players' competitive standard can be classified as top-tier national competition, with players demonstrating considerable experience and success competing at the highest level. This diversity provided a comprehensive perspective on the effectiveness of academy environments in fostering talent and supporting player development.
Participants were eligible for participation provided they were at least 18 years old, had competed in League of Legends academy programs, and were able to speak English. A list of players with experience in one of the ten LCS- and ten LEC-affiliated academy programs was compiled. The first author contacted each player individually via X or Discord. Participants were provided with an informed consent form and made aware of the nature of the study, their rights, and how their data would be used. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the lead author’s institution, ensuring that all procedures adhered to established ethical guidelines. To accommodate the diverse geographic locations of participants, interviews were conducted via video conferencing platforms, primarily Discord. Each interview was led by the first author and lasted approximately 30 to 50 minutes (M = 40.5; SD = 8.2). With participants' consent, the interviews were audio-recorded to enable later transcription. 
Data Collection Method
A semi-structured interview guide was designed specifically for this study, following the recommendations of Kallio et al. (2016). This approach was well-suited to the exploratory nature of the study as it allowed participants to share their experiences and perspectives in their own words while ensuring that key aspects of talent development were addressed (Smith et al., 2010; Smith & Sparkes, 2016). The interview guide was developed collaboratively by the research team to enhance its rigor and clarity, with open-ended questions informed by a thorough review of the literature on talent development and principles of effective talent development environments (e.g., Martindale et al., 2007, 2010). 
The questions within the interview guide were designed to identify participants’ typical activities within their academy teams and elicit insights into their development, perceptions of support within the academy program, and any challenges they faced. The first question focused on the players esports journey, asking participants how they got involved in esports and how their career progressed since then. Next, players were asked about how they got involved with the academy team, followed by exploring their experiences. Examples included questions about what helped them develop (e.g., “What helped your development during your time with the academy?”) and hindering factors (e.g., “What hindered your development during your time with the academy?”). Further questions examined player development, the connection between the academy and main team, skills acquired, and influential factors such as coaches or senior players. Finally, participants were invited to share any additional insights they felt were important but had not been covered in the discussion of their academy team experience. 
Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Hlk202965546]Following data collection, all audio files were transcribed manually and verbatim by the first author using Microsoft Word™. To ensure participant anonymity, pseudonyms were used to replace participants' names in the transcriptions. To make sense of these participants’ experiences and to align with the philosophical assumptions of the research, a reflexive thematic analysis approach was adopted. Although there are diverse conceptualizations of thematic analysis within qualitative research, a reflexive approach recognizes the inherent subjectivity within the analysis process, which emphasizes researcher reflexivity and enhanced depth of engagement (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022). A reflexive approach to thematic analysis contains six core phases of familiarization; coding; generating initial themes; reviewing and developing themes; refining, defining and naming themes; and lastly writing up (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022).
The ‘starting point’ of the analysis involved the first and second authors reading and re-reading the interview transcripts multiple times to become deeply immersed in, and familiarized with, the dataset to gain a clear understanding of the content. A process of coding then commenced with initial codes (i.e., a label which captures something of interest) being generated through systematically interpreting data extracts that highlighted significant aspects of players' developmental experiences (Braun et al., 2022). Although it is acknowledged that reflexive thematic analysis involves a mixture of inductive and deductive elements as the process does not occur within a theoretical vacuum (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022), within this study the analytical process leaned more towards induction on the inductive/deductive continuum (Braun et al., 2022). Thus, this meant that the coding process was ‘grounded in’ the data, where enhanced “interpretative primacy” was applied to understand participants’ diverse experiences and perspectives (Braun et al., 2022 p. 27). In aligning with the reflexive stance, applied codes were fueled by researcher subjectivity (Braun & Clarke, 2022), which evolved and were modified over time as insights shifted and changed. 
Following a prolonged process, within the latter stages of analysis codes were merged together into initial generated themes to “capture patterns of shared meaning, clustered around a central concept or idea” (Braun et al., 2022, p. 27). All authors discussed the clustered codes and initial generated themes to “consider different ‘takes’ on the data and open up new ways of thinking about them, rather than reach some consensus” (Braun et al., 2022, p. 29), with this collaborative process ensuring interpretative depth as opposed to striving for reliability (Braun & Clarke, 2022). These initial themes did not merely emerge from the data but were instead produced by the research team through their analytical engagement (Braun & Clarke, 2022). These generated themes were then carefully reviewed, refined, and (re)named, inclusive of subthemes, to reflect their core meaning and relevance to addressing the designated research aim, before the write up phase occurred. As a result of the reflexive thematic analysis process, three key themes were generated: (1) The academy experience; (2) Lack of long-term development focus; and (3) The current ethos of esports.
Methodological Rigor
[bookmark: _Hlk196748331]To ensure the rigor and trustworthiness of the study, several strategies were implemented. Peer debriefing sessions were conducted with colleagues experienced in qualitative research to critically explore the researcher’s interpretations (Anderson, 2017). Additionally, in line with a reflexive approach to thematic analysis, a reflective journal was maintained throughout the research process to document key decisions made during data collection and analysis, promoting transparency and acknowledging researcher subjectivities and how this might inform the analytical process (Smith & Sparkes, 2016). In relation to reflexivity (Anderson, 2017), it is important to acknowledge the lead researcher’s familiarity with League of Legends and many of the academy teams associated with the participants. This familiarity stemmed from extensive experience as a high-level player, a performance coach supporting elite players, and an active follower of the esports scene over several years. While this background could potentially influence the interpretation of findings, the research team was mindful of its impact and encouraged regular reflection on how their own biographies may influence the research process. Simultaneously, this expertise was leveraged to establish rapport with participants during interviews, enhancing the depth and authenticity of the data collected. These measures collectively contributed to the rigor and trustworthiness of the study, ensuring the findings were robust and reflective of participants’ perspectives. Moreover, the study was preregistered through the Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/u6c9h/?view_only=1547e3aecfa34763b1d63fa25770bdd7.
[bookmark: _Hlk189572620]Results
[bookmark: _Hlk7510385][bookmark: _Hlk202968380]The aim of this research is to explore the experiences of professional League of Legends players in relation to talent development within their respective academy systems. As a result of the reflexive thematic analysis process, three key themes were generated: (1) The academy experience, (2) Lack of long-term development focus, and finally (3) The current ethos of esports. The generated themes inclusive of subthemes (Table 1) are described below and supported by data extracts and analytical commentary. 
Table 1. Overview of Themes and Subthemes
	Themes
	Subthemes

	1. The Academy Experience
	Access

	
	Resources

	
	Stagnation

	2. Lack of Long-Term Development Focus


	Absence of Clear Progression Pathways

	
	Limited Holistic Support

	
	Lack of Preparation

	3. The Current Ethos of Esports
	A Volatile Environment

	
	A Win-Now Mentality

	
	A Temporary Career


The Academy Experience
Access
All players interviewed in this study highlighted the value of access to high-level competitive knowledge by being part of the same organization as more experienced players and coaches. This provided academy players with valuable insights into team processes and game strategy, enhancing their in-game understanding and skills. Many participants discussed the connection between the academy and main teams, with Ben noting the easy access to information through shared online platforms:
I can just go on to the Discord or the Skype group, and see the LEC team scrims, and get information […] on what the LEC matter is in scrims. Get information on how certain matchups work on potentially a higher level. And I can ask the players in the LEC team what they think about certain situations. So I don't have to figure out everything by myself.
Ben emphasized the importance of having access to information and a shared communication platform with main team players for his in-game development. He explained that it made it easier to seek feedback and insights from players he admired, providing a direct line for learning and improving. This direct communication allowed him to better understand areas for improvement and apply those lessons to his own gameplay. Many academy players shared how valuable it was to learn from more experienced players within their organization, especially those with a background in top professional leagues. These senior players set a strong example of what it takes to compete at the highest level, demonstrating the dedication and knowledge required to perform consistently. Phil reflected on how senior teammates shaped his early development: “I learned a lot about the standard of what a pro league player is like, in terms of work ethic […] and started learning more about macro concepts and being more critical of laning.” 
Veteran coaching staff emerged as a key topic during player interviews. Harrison praised the main team coach for introducing him to valuable game concepts and strategies. The coach effectively conveyed these ideas using tools like PowerPoint, presenting key concepts before integrating them into practice sessions. “He would present concepts, and that would be like, Okay, here's a game concept. Now we're gonna, like, scrim this for a week, or two weeks, until we get it down.” [Harrison]
Overall, academy players recognized the unique advantage of being exposed to top-tier competition and coaching, an opportunity less available to the non-academy players. Tobias emphasized this: “Being able to constantly review games of the people on the highest level of Europe, and also being able to play against them is something not a lot of players get to do.” Indeed, beyond enjoying the high-level of knowledge and competition on offer, many participants felt inspired by others within their environments. Dylan highlighted the privilege of working with a staff that had previously won the EU Masters and developed “really insane players,” noting that their deep game knowledge and experience elevated his own performance during the split.
Resources
Academy teams affiliated with franchised organizations were perceived to have significantly more funding compared to non-academy tier 2 teams. This financial support ostensibly enabled access to better resources, including higher-quality facilities and preparation for matches. Ben noted that such teams were more likely to invest in high-quality facilities and bootcamps, explaining that “the chance of having high quality boot camps is way higher than in a non-LEC org.” The most significant of these resources being a “gaming house” or gaming facility where players live and train on a daily basis. Gaming houses often contained every player from the academy team as well as a dedicated training area for them. In some organizations, players from both the academy team and main team were housed in the same facility. This was seen as a benefit from academy players as it would strengthen their relationship with main team personnel. For example, Mike described this as a major benefit:
We lived in the same house as the LEC team […]. You could talk to them, basically. You eat together with them. The coaches talk to each other, you watch stuff, you get a link of the scrims always, right? You just talk about it after the day, when you eat like: Hey. How was this? It's just casual conversation.
Some organizations opted to house players in separate apartments while maintaining dedicated gaming facilities. These facilities were often fully equipped, featuring amenities such as a private chef and shuttle service. Players appreciated the structured environment that allowed them to focus solely on training without logistical concerns. Tobias highlighted this setup:
We had an office and hotel solution since we only had boot camps, not gaming house. The day started with a set timer when you were going to be downstairs where a shuttle would drive you to the office […]. Dinner was prepared by the chef, and you all sit down afterwards together as a team, eat, talk, and afterwards you can […] decide whatever it is you want to do.
Gaming facilities often included resources focused on physical health, such as gyms and professional physical trainers who emphasized the benefits of exercise. Combined with chef-prepared meals and personalized diets, these elements provided academy players with a structured and balanced daily routine. Dylan reflected on this experience, saying:
Every day before lunch, we had to go to the gym for like […] 30 or 45 minutes. Sometimes it was a bit more intense and sometimes it was a bit more chill. […] We had kind of a diet, also made by the physical coach like we were eating different stuff every day, like cooked meals by the chef. 
Some academy players had access to trained professionals, including physiotherapists, sports psychologists, and performance coaches. However, players generally shared limited details about their interactions with these experts. Otis noted that a physiotherapist visited once a week and that players could opt into these sessions. He also recalled having meetings with a sports psychologist who was part of the support staff at the time. 
Stagnation
The study revealed a divide between younger academy players and older, more experienced players nearing the end of their careers. While younger players often focused on growth and development, many older players expressed frustrations over stagnation and limited opportunities for improvement. Otis, for instance, highlighted how the lower competitive standard in academy environments constrained his individual development and noted that the strategic knowledge he acquired was not transferable to higher-level teams. In response, Otis began to focus more on supporting the less experienced players around him, rather than on his own playing development. As he reflected:
I don't think I developed hugely individually because my focus was more on helping teammates and creating structure rather than figuring out how to get 1% better as a player. It's just that the level of the games is a lot lower than I’m used to.
On the other hand, some veteran players attributed their stagnation to interpersonal causes such as inadequate support from the academy coaching staff, particularly first-time coaches. For example, Phil shared: “Some of the support staff I had just didn't have the game knowledge to push me to be better, and I didn't know how to push myself to be better”.
As with Otis, Phil shifted his focus toward leadership in response to what he perceived as a low-expertise environment. Phil discussed this dual experience:
Sometimes playing with players less experienced players hindered my personal growth as an individual player, but it did make me grow more as a leader. So it's kind of like a bit of a double edged sword, because, for example, in spring of 2022, I played with three rookie players, a rookie coach and then [player name], who only had a year under his belt at that point. For all intents and purposes, I was coaching and playing, and I felt that like on that roster.
Lack of Long-Term Development Focus
Absence of Clear Progression Pathways
Despite the perceived benefits of being part of an academy team, players often spoke about a lack of individualized plans for their development, roles, or progression. Pathways to promotion to the main team were rarely clearly defined, leading to uncertainty about the future of academy players. While some players felt that strong performances in official matches or scrims could create opportunities for promotion, these opportunities were not typically communicated clearly by the coaching or management staff. Ben explained how his promotion to the main team was an unexpected outcome:
The chance of promoting into the higher team, is always somewhat there, even if it seems far away. It could be like the next day, where suddenly some player is sick and you have to jump in, and then, if your performance is insane, then the chance of you being considered at another point can be highly increased, right? That's also what happened with me.
Dylan expressed frustration over the lack of a clear progression pathway during his first time in an academy, highlighting how he was replaced after only four months. This short tenure led to concerns about the future of his career, especially in the eyes of outsiders and potential scouts from other organizations, who might judge him based on limited results. He said: 
I feel like I should have continued there, but I didn't, which feels kind of tragic. It goes against what the academy wants to do. If this interview is about the time there, then it's fine, but I wasn’t there after, doesn’t make sense. It’s just one split. I feel like that's not what an Academy does with the 16-year old, that has quote-unquote potential. If you have potential, you are not going to drop him after one split. It feels like a failed example. People look at you from the outside and see you were there and then gone, and they judge without knowing what actually happened.
Otis criticized the focus of some academy teams on hiring experienced players, suggesting they were seen more as replacements for underperforming main team players rather than as talent to be developed. He felt the academy system should nurture raw potential into finished products, but instead, it often recruited players already near top-tier skill levels. He explained:
The way I felt like academy worked was that it wasn't even a case of, like, bringing in potentially talented people in the two setups I was in. It was more like bringing in the best players outside of LEC and having people ready to almost replace the LEC players if they underperformed. So it was kind of like we were basically a backup team who were supposed to do well because we had good players, but to me what the academy means is you're basically players who have, like, good traits within you, but you're kind of, like, not the finished product, and the academy makes you into the finished product to then promote you to the main team. It felt like in League of Legends academies, they kind of tried to take as many finished products as possible already. And while the coaches I had were generally quite good compared to the average coach in esports, I would say there was not much focus on, like, really developing players, or like, honing skills.
In contrast to the Access subtheme, several players reported that their academy team felt like a standalone entity, with token interaction with the main team but little likelihood of being promoted. Similarly, Mike shared his opinion that academy teams are not focused on developing talent or promoting players to the main team, citing factors like player salaries and organizational structure. He said: 
I think academies are mostly not there for talent development. You rarely see an actual swap up in rosters. I think at least that's how it felt. Basically, there's no swapping there. Yeah, they interact with each other, but not to the point where you would say, okay, like, that's the perfect idea of talent development. […] you get told in most team, in most cases, if you play really well, there's a chance you get promoted, right? But you don't. I think you shouldn't go in with that expectation that you get promoted, because I think it's super unlikely. Due to many reasons, right, like budget wise and all of this. […] So I think you go there in with the idea to make a good impression, right, to perform as best as you can, and then whatever happens, happens. That's what I would say to people who join Academy teams.
Limited Holistic Support
Otis discussed his experience with the limited and inconsistent holistic support he received during his time in the academy system. While there were initial plans for physical training and nutritional support, the implementation of these resources fell short once he moved into the gaming house. He explained that he had been doing well with his health and fitness routine while living at home, but once in the gaming house, the plan was no longer upheld due to obstacles and a lack of commitment from other players. He reflected:
Until my visa got approved, I was doing everything at home, and I was doing really well, like I was working out daily. I was going out for walks daily. I was following everything to the letter. The second I got into the house was when it stopped, because it just felt like there were more obstacles. A lot of players didn't want to do the things that they were being told to do. And actually, for me, this, this threw me off my stride. […] Yeah, going to these houses, in terms of my well-being out of the game actually didn't help very much. In fact, it was more of a hindrance and a help.
Otis mentioned that some academy teams placed significant emphasis on well-being, encouraging good sleep, diet, and exercise. However, in other teams, he experienced situations where basic self-care, like going outside, was neglected for extended periods. Phil shared his experience of uncertainty and job insecurity, citing a situation in which he nearly flew home due to lack of opportunities:  
A few days before I was gonna fly home, I got a message on Discord from one of the coaches that was saying, ‘Hey, can you try it out for us, like, tomorrow?’ And, yeah, I don't know it was pretty random, but my tryouts went pretty well… Definitely stress. Like self-imposed stress, but also external stress. I mean, it's just a very stressful industry. So a lot of the time you feel like, oh, I have to work hard, because otherwise I'll get replaced.
In several cases, players recognized that their academy provided resources and specialist support aimed at promoting physical health and mental well-being. However, they rarely noted that these efforts achieved player buy-in, leading to low adherence and, in some instances, active resistance. As Simon reflected, inadequate engagement strategies in his team led to teammates engaging in behaviours that disrupted the training environment:
I would always be like, I'm just gonna do everything that these experts tell me to, and I'll see, you know, how I feel about it. […] But also in esports, there's a lot of very young guys, […] they get into esports because they play video games all day alone in their room, and so they're usually not very socially adapted. They're either pretty spoiled or they don't want to listen to things. And so sometimes certain things we even had, like bedtimes or wake up rules at some point. And those can really mess up your team, not because they're counterproductive […] Like waking up at certain times could be very healthy for certain people, doing breathing exercises could be very good. Stretches could be very good. As long as players don't want them, they will rather ruin practice than accept the things that are imposed on them. […] Sometimes there's people that want to rebel against it so much they'd rather boycott practice until you know they can do whatever they whatever they want to do. 
Lack of Preparation
For some players, it was their first time living away from home and without parental support. Dylan, for instance, described his experience as a rookie, where everything from scrims to the team environment was a first. He realized that being placed in key roles alongside other inexperienced players made it difficult to compete against more seasoned players, and the lack of preparation in a structured team environment became apparent.
When I started playing, I was a complete noob. I didn't play scrims at all before, I didn't play professionally, like it was just I was first timing everything. […] And then we come in as full rookies. And I mean, I felt kind of bad for the other two guys, because they were good, you know? Obviously, it was the first time I was leaving my house for a long time and being away from my parents. It was maybe a bit weird being 16 and kind of all of that.
Many academy players lacked experience in team sports, which affected their ability to communicate and function in a team environment. Otis shared how organizations didn't teach players how to communicate constructively, with criticism often being viewed as "toxic." He contrasted this with traditional sports, explaining that in those settings, expressing frustration might motivate teammates to improve, whereas in esports, similar remarks are quickly judged as toxic behavior. Otis reflected that he learned to be more careful and honest in his communication but struggled to find a constructive balance. Beyond communication, he was uncertain about what other skills he had developed.
Simon compared the shift from solo practice in esports to the team dynamics in traditional sports, criticizing the way organizations expect players to behave like professional athletes without the same preparation. 
If you want to make it in football, you have to play in teams every day. If you want to make it in League, you have to play on your own for 10,000 hours. And then suddenly you go into a team, which is a really weird way of getting into a team sport. […] The rules get laid down as if people are professional sportsmen, and they want to behave as professional sportsmen, but they are actually esports players, and they fight against anything that they deem foreign or unworthy of their opinion. 
Phil explained how his transition from the academy to the LCS was difficult, noting that he didn’t feel ready for the jump. He attributed this lack of preparation to the academy, saying, “Looking back, I wasn't really ready to play in LCS, but obviously, the opportunity was given to me, so I took it.” He went on to describe how the stress of competing in the top professional league is something many esports players experience, explaining that everyone he knows has been through it and those exiting esports still have a lot of trauma from it.
Ben reflected on his transition to a top professional league, noting how his experience was entirely shaped by experiential learning rather than structured preparation. He described observing the seriousness of the LEC, which was “way above anything in academy and ERLs,” and how the higher stakes and pressure affected the team dynamics. He mentioned, “I was basically like a child still when I joined,” and shared how this exposure changed his perspective on feedback culture and team treatment, both positive and negative.
The Current Ethos of Esports
A Volatile Environment
Participants described the volatile nature of academy environments, where players could be swapped in and out at a moment's notice. The players shared frustrations about the lack of proper replacements when players were moved up to top professional leagues. In one example, a substitute player had not played for three months, which significantly impacted the team's performance. In another, Harrison recounted a roster change in which a new jungler was introduced during a split with seemingly little consideration for team fit. The resulting interpersonal conflict severely affected his mental health, ultimately culminating in his departure from the team:. 
So in in summer, specifically, there was a point where, and this is like a very academy team problem, there's a point where our jungler, ******* was taken up to the main team […] He was really good. But we got rid of him and got another player who just wasn't a good personality fit for the team, like they were very aggressive, angry and […], like the other members of the team were quite quiet, shy and reserved personalities, like, they were a lot younger as well. […] I ended up getting into a lot of like, arguments with this guy. And essentially, I would say that that was, like, some of the worst months of my life. And, just in terms of, like, mental health, […] it got to the point where, like, working relationship was so bad that one of us had to go and, like, it was just easier to get rid of me. So that's like, I found out they were looking to do that, and then realized that, like, the idea of leaving the team was, actually, you know, oh, that sounds like a good thing.
Other issues with player swaps included bringing in less skilled replacements or players with limited proficiency in the team’s primary language. Participants also described how their organization’s decisions in prioritizing the main team sometimes caused direct disruptions to the academy's performance at critical moments. In one case, Ben recalled how his coach was promoted mid-season to support the main team, leaving the academy team without a coach as they prepared for the postseason. The absence of coaching support, in his view, contributed to a sharp decline in training quality and a decisive loss in the finals:
Our coach went into the LEC, and then we didn't have a coach, and we went from a regular season where we had [multiple] games won in a row in academy and then we played the finals, and we got stomped […], because from the day when regular season ended, we had a boot camp, but the boot camp was without a coach. It was just us players, and it was completely, completely troll. And because we didn't have a coach, and there was not enough time to find like a replacement, so we only had our manager there, so the quality of training was like bad, and then we lost the final […]. And maybe that could have been different potentially if we didn't lose our coach, right?
Similar to other players, Phil highlighted the unpredictable nature of job security in esports, describing how his career shifted overnight when he was dropped by one organization and quickly picked up by another. Simon echoed this sentiment, emphasizing the volatility of the industry, where unexpected events can cost players their jobs within weeks. He noted that the constant stress and lack of social life eventually become unsustainable, stating, “I think esports is very volatile. You never know. Literally, within a month, you can lose your job to something completely unexpected.” 
A Win-Now Mentality
Many players feel that academy teams prioritize immediate success over long-term player development. Instead of nurturing raw talent, these teams often sign players who are already highly skilled but just outside the top professional leagues. Otis expressed frustration with this approach and felt that League of Legends academies prioritize recruiting players who were already fully developed, rather than focusing on nurturing and developing talent from within. He believed academies should focus on molding players into the finished product rather than treating them as a backup squad for quick wins. This sentiment was echoed by Harrison, who advocated for a shift toward long-term talent development strategies rather than chasing immediate victories:
Talent development in esports […] shouldn't really be focused on winning the next week or winning the next game talent development stream, which be like, a kind of one year, two year kind of idea, and obviously you kind of hope that it pays dividends in a shorter time frame.
Dylan candidly shared his struggles with retaining his position in the academy roster, emphasizing the immense pressure from organizations that prioritize short-term success over player development. In response to his academy team failing to make playoffs in their tier 2 league, his organization swiftly overhauled the academy roster, replacing Dylan with a more experienced former LEC player after just four months. Dylan reflected with frustration on being replaced so soon, a move that he felt contradicted what an academy system should represent. He questioned the logic of promoting young players as prospects, only to discard them when immediate success isn’t achieved:
 So finishing eighth was obviously not good […] and they were really unhappy with the result […] They did tryouts for the next season, and I had to compete against very experienced top laners. […] My selling point was that I was a talent, like a young player with talent, and that could, maybe, in one year, be better than the people who are better than me at that time […] That was, that's the whole idea, you know, […] And yeah, they went for an ex LEC top laner instead of me. […] They wanted experience, because they wanted the results. And I mean, I feel like overall, they were a really failed project […] but also as a player, of course, like, what am I going to do with one split? You know, if you have a rookie that plays decent, like he doesn't choke against good, top laners one split, and it's his first split, you have to give him, like, one more, at least, and see what's, what's he going to do? […] You know, it's like you find a mine and you have to exploit it, but they didn't do it right, and it goes completely against what the academy thing teams do, you know? […]
A Temporary Career
Many older players within the academy system openly acknowledged the limited career span in esports, with most retiring by their mid-to-late 20s. Phil provided a thoughtful perspective on the personal sacrifices required to compete professionally, describing how esports "stunts your life" by monopolizing essential years of youth. Spending countless hours playing, analyzing, and discussing League of Legends left Phil feeling disconnected from personal development milestones. He recounted delayed life skills such as learning to drive and cook, as well as struggles in building a meaningful romantic life due to the transient nature of his living situation. Even when dating briefly, the inevitable return to another city for competitive seasons rendered these connections short-lived. 
Health challenges were another persistent issue, with stress-induced ailments becoming a frequent concern after Phil’s first year of professional play. Despite attempts to maintain fitness through activities like swimming and gym sessions, the demands of the esports lifestyle often made consistency difficult. Phil noted that transitioning out of esports is challenging unless staying within the gaming industry, as traditional workplaces don’t appreciate the developmental potential of the competitive esports environment: 
Unless you want to spend your life working in esports, which sounds insanely stressful to me, then you don't really develop any hard skills that you can work in a corporate setting. It's pretty hard to sell any skills that I've learned from League, even though they may be valid, like teamwork and leadership and communication people, people I think don't understand that. 
Similarly, players like Simon acknowledged broader concerns such as balancing competitive aspirations with meaningful personal and professional development. This was a reason why Simon thought about quitting esports:
That that's why I probably part of the reason I'm slowly quitting now, also because I'm 26 I don't want to end up being 33 and doing my Bachelor's right? I still want to finish an academic degree… I don't know, I guess, tying on to that age idea is I also came in with a clear goal of I'm going to see how far I can get in the shortest amount of time. And I don't care what it costs me, I'm just going to work my *** off. Gonna play the game every waking hour I'm going to put everything in.
Discussion
The aim of this research was to explore the experiences of professional League of Legends players in relation to talent development within their respective academy teams. In doing so, this study fills a critical gap in the literature, especially when considering that academy systems are viewed as the “pinnacle of elite youth development” (Cooper, 2020, p. 1) and hold significant potential for attracting and influencing players. The findings highlight a stark contrast between the intended purpose of these academies as talent development environments and their actual execution. While esports academies generally offer players a host of valuable opportunities and resources, for example access to professional facilities and high-level teammates, the absence of individualized, integrated support appears to limit their effectiveness in terms of player development (e.g., Swettenham et al., 2024). 
Players in this study benefited from multidisciplinary resources, including training facilities and specialist staff, and insights into high-level game knowledge afforded through access to senior players and coaches. This access appears to be particularly appealing for prospective academy players, perhaps unsurprisingly given that professional League of Legends players rely heavily on peers as a source of learning (Abbott et al., 2022). Such opportunities also align with recommended practices in traditional sport academies. For example, receiving help from more experienced players and training with a senior team are linked with the development of intrapersonal attributes that are associated with successful career progression (e.g., coping with pressure, confidence; Mills et al., 2014).
However, the benefit of these advantageous resources to players appears to have been limited in practice due to insufficient planning, integration, and consideration of their individual needs. Whilst poor coordination among staff has been previously identified as a barrier to effective talent development in sport (Taylor & Collins, 2021), the apparent absence of individualized, needs-based planning in esports is striking in comparison to the pathways and milestones in sport academies (Mills et al., 2014). Indeed, in high-performance sport, effective academy environments emphasize holistic development that considers domain-specific skills, psychological and social skills, and overall well-being (Henriksen et al., 2010), with these ‘support inputs’ effectively integrated and connected to players’ long-term needs (Taylor & Collins, 2021). The lack of tailored support identified in the current study may also explain the disengagement with physical activity described by Otis upon entering the gaming house. 
Extending from the lack of holistic planning for players, there appeared to be a rather narrow focus on technical skill development reported by players. This focus over other crucial aspects of player growth has been previously reported in esports (Kim et al., 2024). The impact of this was particularly evident on the older players in the current study, who expressed concerns about the lack of transferable skills acquired during their esports careers and their prospects post-retirement. With one in five esports professionals retiring within two years (Ward & Harmon, 2019), the lack of holistic skill development and career transition pathways (e.g., from player-to-coach; see Watson et al., 2025) increases the career uncertainty and instability within the industry. Ironically, in the absence of effective individualized support and challenge, older players found ways to lead and mentor less-experienced teammates, which might have helped them to develop relevant skills for transitioning into future coaching roles. However, more deliberate planning and structured strategies are needed to promote holistic skill development within academy settings (Agnew et al., 2019). Practical and economical support could include formal peer-mentoring with main team personnel, alongside guest talks or workshops led by organizational staff on topics such self-management, financial literacy, personal branding, and pathways into education or work experience beyond esports (Mills et al., 2014).
One prominent pattern of the academy teams described in this study concerned the prioritization of short-term competitive results over sustained growth. In at least one case, this ‘win-now’ culture appeared to result in a player, Dylan, being released from his academy team after only a few months, stifling his development and future opportunities. Whilst this may reflect the rapid, results-driven nature of esports (Abbott et al., 2022; Smithies et al., 2020) and pressures of high-performance more generally (Taylor & Collins, 2021), players reported uncertainty about their role and career progression as a consequence. This extremely quick turnover of players, ostensibly based on performance, appears shortsighted given the non-linear nature of skill development and potential for learning from setbacks and challenges (Taylor & Collins, 2021).
In keeping with the win-now culture apparent across academy teams, our analysis of the data suggests that esports academies often resemble a reserve team, with experienced players signed to maintain competitiveness rather than nurturing emerging talent. This approach not only stifles younger players’ development but also frustrates veteran players, who report a sense of stagnation due to a perceived lack of individualized support and challenge. Such practices, particularly concerning the lack of goal setting for progression, risk preventing both aspiring and former elite players from developing effectively (Gledhill & Harwood, 2019). Surprisingly, the win-now culture also influences coaching staff decisions, as seen in one case where an academy team lost their coach to the main team immediately prior to postseason competition, thwarting the academy team’s performance. Constant roster changes further exacerbated this volatility, sending players the message that their value hinged solely on short-term outcomes, increasing stress and risk of burnout (Ahn & Kim, 2024). These accounts mirror findings in esports coaching research, with coaches reporting an emphasis on short-term results as well as the emotional burden that this places upon them (Watson et al., 2022).
While players in this study identified several shortcomings within academy environments, responsibility for many of these conditions likely lies at a higher organizational level, shaped by broader structural and cultural forces within esports. For example, esports organizations continue to seek viable models for both economic sustainability and competitive success (Scholz, 2019). In this context, the short-term orientation of some academy teams may appear rational. However, it remains ethically problematic to designate such teams as academies when they do not, or cannot, deliver on the expectations that this label implies. A core feature of academy systems, particularly in sport, is their long-term developmental focus (Martindale et al., 2007; Gledhill & Harwood, 2019), which appeals to players as they feel they will be supported in realizing their potential. Dylan, for instance, spoke plainly about the appeal of academies amongst players for this reason. Thus, if an organization cannot realistically provide that developmental runway, continuing to promote a program under the pretense of talent development risks misleading players. More urgently, academies are ostensibly expected to foster psychosocial as well as performance development (e.g., Poulus & Sharpe, 2025). Where such support is limited or absent, the risk of unprepared transitions and adverse player outcomes becomes a serious ethical concern (Mills et al., 2014). Indeed, prominent discourse in traditional sport emphasizes post-academy care and the need to prepare players for life beyond elite competition (Agnew et al., 2019), an area notably absent from the accounts of participants in this study.
Practical Implications
Our findings highlight key considerations for esports organizations that seek to optimize academy player development, with strategies tailored to different resource contexts. Organizations should clearly define academy purpose, success criteria, and player roles, alongside explicit milestones for progression (e.g., Ramaker & Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2023). Structured training schedules, including team scrims, individual practice, and game analysis, should be prioritized where possible, even in remote or resource-limited environments. Organizations are encouraged to adopt phased interventions such as clarifying player roles, team values, and providing well-being support, while gradually introducing broader holistic development initiatives as resources allow (e.g., Poulus et al., 2024a, 2025b).
Training and developing psychological characteristics, such as resilience, mental toughness, goal-setting, and stress-coping skills, is essential across all esports environments (e.g., Poulus et al., 2024c, d). Depending on resources, organizations can offer ongoing psychological support, on-demand workshops, or interns, alongside peer mentoring and self-directed exercises to foster a growth mindset (e.g., Swettenham et al., 2024). Given the prevalence of burnout, stress, and fatigue, basic support—such as scheduled breaks, physical training, and teambuilding—should be prioritized, with more advanced mental health interventions phased in for at-risk players. Low-cost physical activity programs (e.g., home-based or online routines) can further mitigate burnout, particularly for players lacking access to gyms or trainers (e.g., Poulus et al., 2024a).
Strong team cohesion, communication practices, and social connections are critical for high-performance environments (e.g., Leis et al., 2024), however, logistical constraints may limit formal team-building. Organizations can address this through structured online team-building, virtual social activities, clear communication norms, and conflict resolution protocols to maintain psychological safety and strengthen cohesion in remote contexts (e.g., Agrawal et al., 2024; Swettenham & Whitehead, 2022).
Finally, although esports coaching and coach development remain in early stages (Watson et al., 2022, 2024), academy programs should prioritize socioemotional development and long-term well-being (Agnew et al., 2019). This includes preparing players for life beyond competitive esports through transferable skills, leadership opportunities during scrims, and guidance on career planning or non-esports employment (e.g., Hong & Hong, 2023). These insights provide preliminary guidance, as formal guidelines for academy player development are still in early stages (e.g., Poulus & Sharpe, 2025); all recommendations should be implemented with awareness of structural constraints, including economic volatility, roster turnover, and regional differences in competition and support resources (e.g., Meng-Lewis et al., 2021; Poulus et al., 2025).
Limitations
This study has several limitations. Although the sample reflects the current demographic of professional esports players within academies, including female players in future research could provide a broader perspective on the academy system and its impact on player development. Additionally, this study focused solely on Western esports academies in Europe and North America, leaving the practices in Eastern esports academies such as those in China and South Korea unexplored. Given the prestige of esports in these regions, they may have different approaches and ecosystems that could offer valuable insights. Participants were limited to English-speaking players, which narrows the scope of the study given the global nature of League of Legends (e.g., Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2024). As a result, despite the high-level experience of the participants, this study represents only a small segment of the broader academy ecosystem. A longer and more in-depth interview approach may have yielded richer insights, enabling a more comprehensive exploration of participants' experiences (e.g., Leis et al., 2024; Poulus et al., 2025). Furthermore, the study did not track player development over time, limiting its ability to capture long-term trajectories, the lasting impact of academy experiences, and the influence of structural constrains. Moreover, relying on retrospective accounts from academy players introduces the potential for recall bias, as participants may struggle to accurately remember or may unintentionally misrepresent certain experiences. Although the study targeted players based on specific eligibility criteria, selection bias could also be present, as players who declined invitations or chose not to participate may have offered different insights, potentially affecting the diversity of perspectives gathered.
Future Research 
Future research should explore several key areas to build upon the findings of this study. One important direction is to compare practices in Eastern and Western esports academies, as this could offer valuable insights into how cultural and organizational differences influence player development (e.g., Poulus et al., 2025). Understanding regional variations in talent development approaches may uncover effective practices and inform strategies to improve global standards in esports training and development. Understanding regional variations in talent development can highlight effective practices and inform global standards. Therefore, future research should also examine structural constraints (e.g., publisher control, franchise economics, and scheduling) to explain why academies might act as ‘reserve teams’ rather than full development environments. In addition, longitudinal studies that track players throughout both their academy and professional careers would provide crucial data on the long-term effectiveness of these systems, shedding light on how players' developmental trajectories evolve and the sustainability of academy models (e.g., Poulus et al., 2025). Future research should examine both skill acquisition in esports (Bubna et al., 2023) and the post-competitive experiences of academy players, many of whom leave professional gaming at a young age (e.g., Hong & Hong, 2023). Such work would clarify the factors that drive elite performance and guide the design of academy programs that prepare players not only for competition but also for life beyond esports. Moreover, future studies should focus on creating sustainable models for esports academies that prioritize holistic, long-term player development over short-term performance goals (e.g., Poulus & Sharpe, 2025). By addressing the challenges highlighted in this study, such research could improve player welfare, development, and career longevity in esports. Interdisciplinary approaches, integrating sport science, business, sociology, and sustainability, appear valuable for preparing players for the diverse demands of the esports industry (Leis et al., 2025).
Conclusion 
The findings of this study highlight several advantages of League of Legends academy teams, including providing players with regular access to experienced coaches and players, as well as the motivational benefits of being part of a prestigious organization. However, in many respects, esports academies diverge from established characteristics of effective talent development environments (Henriksen et al., 2010; Martindale et al., 2010). Notably, they appear to lack long-term goals beyond winning, integrated and individualised use of multidisciplinary support, and a focus on holistic player development. While further research is needed, organisations should consider aligning the expectations and structure of their academy systems with the realities of the broader esports industry. Where long-term development cannot be guaranteed, organizations must be transparent about this from the outset and ensure that, regardless of duration, players receive support that prepares them for future success both within and beyond esports.
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