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Abstract

Teen participation in esports is rapidly expanding, raising con-
cerns about how competitive gaming shapes adolescent mental
well-being. Existing mental well-being initiatives often adopt adult-
centered approaches that overlook teenagers’ lived realities. This
study explores mental well-being from the perspective of teen es-
ports players. Through nine participatory design sessions with 34
participants, including adolescent players, coaches, and program co-
ordinators, we examined how teens conceptualize a “healthy player”
and sustain mental well-being in gaming. Findings emphasize three
key insights: (1) for teens, being “healthy” means winning together,
where well-being is tied to collective outcomes and social responsi-
bility; (2) most stressors stem from esports environments beyond
their control, underscoring the need for emotional resilience; and
(3) teens favor simple, everyday coping strategies, such as taking
breaks, reframing losses, adjusting play environments, and draw-
ing on peer encouragement, over formal programs. These patterns
resonate with Cognitive Behavioral Theory, suggesting that cycles
of thought, emotion, and behavior underpin resilience. We argue
for youth-centered, culturally relevant mental well-being strate-
gies and micro-interventions embedded in the daily practices of
adolescent esports.
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1 Introduction

Teen participation in esports has grown rapidly in recent years, lead-
ing to an expansion of youth-oriented esports leagues, camps, and
even educational programs. Reflecting this trend, institutional sup-
port for youth esports has also expanded significantly. Since 2018,
when the National Federation of State High School Associations
(NFHS) officially recognized esports as a high school sport, more
than 8,600 schools have launched competitive gaming teams [28].
Beyond schools, nonprofit organizations have played a pivotal role
in growing the esports ecosystem. As of 2024, the North America
Scholastic Esports Federation (NASEF), an organization committed
to using esports for education and youth development, supports
over 3,500 high school clubs across all 50 U.S. states, with additional
participation in more than 70 countries [30]. Together, these de-
velopments underscore the rapid rise and growing legitimacy of
esports as a central part of youth culture and learning.

As esports becomes increasingly mainstream among young peo-
ple, concerns about its impact on their physical and psychological
well-being have also intensified. Researchers and educators have
raised alarms over issues such as prolonged screen time, irregular
sleep patterns, and the psychological pressures associated with com-
petitive gaming [18, 60]. Importantly, esports is not merely a form
of entertainment; it is an emotionally charged, socially dynamic
environment. For teenagers in particular, team-based real-time
competition often creates unique stressors, including fear of los-
ing, letting teammates down, conflicts during matches, and fatigue
[55]. These are often exacerbated by experiences of "tilt", emotional
breakdowns triggered by in-game setbacks or peer interactions [72].
Many of these stressors come from factors beyond the individual’s
control, including peer dynamics, performance expectations, and
the unpredictability of the game environment.

In response to these challenges, a range of mental health and
wellness resources have emerged to support the gaming commu-
nity. Digital tools like Headspace and What’s Up provide guided
mindfulness practices, while platforms such as Twitch Cares and
the Crisis Text Line offer emotional support channels [65]. Notably,
in 2022, the professional esports team Cloud9 partnered with Kaiser
Permanente to launch Presence of Mind, a mental health initia-
tive that trained game moderators to recognize signs of emotional
distress and support at-risk players [12].

While programs aimed at promoting mental well-being in es-
ports represent an important step forward, their effectiveness for
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teenagers remains limited. Adult-centric, top-down approaches that
overlook the lived realities and social dynamics of youth gamers
drive many initiatives [2]. In particular, mental well-being strategies
often focus on managing risks or symptoms rather than engaging
with the broader emotional and social ecosystem of play. As the
Connected Learning Alliance notes, youth leadership, peer-to-peer
support, and everyday practices of emotional care are rarely con-
sidered in the design of well-being interventions, even when these
tools are meant for youth [2]. This deficit view of teens tends to
marginalize teen perspectives, reinforcing a disconnect between
official interventions and what young players actually need or use.
In addition, many programs prioritize elite or professional play-
ers, leaving everyday teen gamers without meaningful, culturally
relevant resources for managing their mental well-being within
gaming communities.

To address this gap, we explore mental well-being in esports
from the perspective of teenage players themselves. This study
adopts a participatory design (PD) approach to center youth voices
[76], treating teenagers not as passive subjects but as active co-
creators of their own learning and mental well-being environments
[71]. PD also fostered a peer-to-peer context where participants
could create, share, and reflect together [76]. By engaging teens
in co-creation, we generated insights grounded in their everyday
realities and cultural practices as esports players. We guide our
research with the following questions:

(1) How do teenage esports players understand and express
mental well-being through participatory design?

(2) What stressors affecting their well-being do teenage esports
players identify through participatory design?

(3) What coping strategies do teenage esports players suggest
to support their mental well-being through participatory
design?

This study makes three primary contributions. First, from a
methodological standpoint, it demonstrates the value of participa-
tory design in empowering youth agency and surfacing nuanced
insights that traditional methods may overlook. Second, from a
design perspective, it provides actionable guidance for gaming
coaches and educators on creating mental well-being interventions
grounded in the lived experiences of teen gamers. Third, from an
educational and social standpoint, it fills a critical gap in the esports
literature by examining overlooked mental well-being dimensions,
such as sleep, peer pressure, emotional resilience, and community
belonging, through the lens of teenage participants themselves.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Understanding Mental Well-Being in the
Context of Esports

Esports differs fundamentally from traditional sports in ways that
reshape mental well-being challenges. Competitive gaming de-
mands prolonged screen time, sustained cognitive load, rapid decision-
making, and constant adaptation to dynamic digital environments
[15, 36]. Unlike many traditional sports, these competitions often
take place in mediated online spaces where coordination with team-
mates, strategic thinking, and emotional regulation occur in real
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time [41]. Esports further amplifies these pressures through its so-
cially networked structure, where in-game actions, communication,
and performance outcomes are often shared and discussed within
peer groups [7, 29].

In this context, mental well-being is more than the absence of
distress; it encompasses a player’s ability to remain motivated,
emotionally balanced, socially connected, and resilient in a high-
pressure environment [21]. Drawing from the World Health Orga-
nization (WHO)’s definition of mental health as “a state of mental
well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, real-
ize their abilities, learn well and work well, and contribute to their
community” [51], this study conceptualizes mental health as a foun-
dation for everyday functioning and social participation. While this
paper focuses on mental well-being, we distinguish it from wellness,
which is often defined more broadly as a multidimensional lifestyle
state, including sleep, nutrition, physical health, and daily routines
[27, 48]. In this paper, wellness refers to general health-promoting
behaviors across one’s whole life, whereas mental well-being in this
study specifically concerns adolescents’ emotional regulation, rela-
tional stability, and psychological functioning within competitive
esports contexts. Ultimately, we aim to focus on the psychological
and social dimensions most relevant to teen esports players.

In psychology, Cognitive Behavioral Theory (CBT) offers one
useful lens for understanding how the interaction of thoughts, emo-
tions, and behaviors shape mental well-being [37]. CBT has been
widely applied in adolescent mental health research to explain how
distorted appraisals can intensify stress, while cognitive refram-
ing and adaptive behaviors support resilience [38]. Although CBT
has not been systematically applied to esports, its emphasis on
emotion regulation and behavioral coping provides a foundation
for interpreting how youth navigate the pressures of competitive
gaming,.

Moreover, adolescence is a developmental stage marked by height-
ened sensitivity to social evaluation and peer approval [64]. When
combined with the performance-driven and socially visible nature
of esports, these sensitivities can intensify both the rewards and
the challenges of competitive play [54]. Moments of “tilt” which are
intense frustration and emotional loss of control after setbacks can
disrupt concentration, diminish self-confidence, and strain peer rela-
tionships [72]. Such experiences persist within a broader ecosystem
of competitive play, where peer commentary, online toxicity, and
team dynamics continually influence how players see themselves
and their abilities [43, 78]. For adolescent players, these influences
intertwine with identity formation, peer affiliation, and the pursuit
of achievement [64].

Despite these unique developmental and contextual factors, there
is limited research on mental well-being in youth esports. Most
studies on gaming and mental health focus on risks such as prob-
lematic use or addiction [44], while giving far less attention to
positive aspects like resilience, flourishing, and belonging. Yet for
adolescents, whose social and emotional needs differ from adults
[9], these positive dimensions are especially important for develop-
ment. Without approaches that highlight strengths and supportive
conditions, interventions may miss how teenagers actually expe-
rience play and growth [46]. A more nuanced understanding of
mental well-being in this space is therefore essential, not only to
reduce risks but also to help young players thrive.
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2.2 Teenage Esports Players’ Perceptions of
Mental Well-Being

Teenage esports players often operate under intense performance
and training pressures, which research links to increased stress
and reduced well-being. For instance, adolescents who engage in
extended daily gaming for competitive purposes report notably
lower levels of psychological well-being [40]. While this does not
necessarily indicate a conscious devaluation of emotional health,
this phenomenon, coupled with limited access to mental health
support, suggests that emotional well-being often becomes a lower
priority, overshadowed by the drive for performance [54].

Emerging work also suggests that many youth esports players
tend to conceptualize mental well-being as an individual respon-
sibility rather than a collective or systemic issue [20]. Research
in scholastic and youth esports environments shows that stress,
burnout, and social anxiety are often products of environmental
pressures [62], such as irregular training schedules, volatile team
dynamics, and performance demands [43, 54]. At the same time,
studies in adolescent gaming cultures find that teenagers often
interpret these externally produced challenges as personal weak-
nesses to overcome [21]. This individualized framing may make
teenagers less likely to value group-based solutions, such as team
mental skills training or organizational wellness programs [2]. It
reinforces the idea that psychological resilience is a capacity a per-
son needs to build entirely on their own, rather than a skill that can
also be strengthened through support from teammates, coaches,
and the broader esports community.

In addition, the social climate of youth esports frequently normal-
izes toxicity, trolling, and antagonistic communication, obscuring
their psychological impact [78]. Many teenage players dismiss such
behaviors as inevitable elements of online play [72]. Research sug-
gests that competitive gaming culture perceives trash talk less as
deliberate “trolling” and more as a routine by-product of compe-
tition, similar to verbal exchanges in traditional sports [69]. This
normalization can desensitize players to the cumulative emotional
toll of hostile communication and foster a culture in which play-
ers either conceal or reframe distress as a marker of competitive
toughness [42]. Over time, viewing adversity as a normal part of
the game may reduce awareness of healthier communication norms
and weaken motivation to address harmful social dynamics within
esports communities.

Research on emotional contagion shows that affect spreads rapidly
within groups and can significantly shape collective performance
and cohesion [4]. Esports studies similarly demonstrate that stress
responses under pressure, such as heightened frustration, cognitive
overload, and physiological arousal, can propagate across team-
mates during competition [6, 7]. These findings highlight that toxic
moments in youth esports are rarely isolated; rather, they can esca-
late into shared emotional states that directly influence adolescents’
mental well-being and team dynamics.

Finally, many teenage esports players do not expect or seek
formal mental health support, even when they feel distressed. Re-
search shows that while many youth competitors report anxiety or
depression, only a few have access to structured support in gam-
ing contexts [53, 59]. This lack of infrastructure contributes to the
perception that mental well-being is not a recognized or valued
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dimension of competitive readiness, meaning the overall prepared-
ness to perform that includes skills, strategy, and also psychological
resilience [66]. Consequently, players may downplay their struggles
or rely on private coping strategies, which keeps problems hidden
and reinforces the idea that mental health is a personal issue rather
than a shared part of performance and community well-being.

2.3 Stressors Impacting Teenage Esports Players

Esports competitors encounter a range of personal, social, and
performance-related stressors, yet how these demands affect ado-
lescents has been underexplored. While competitive gaming com-
monly involves high performance expectations, interpersonal con-
flict, and intensive training schedules [15, 62], these dynamics often
manifest differently for teenagers. Unlike adult players, adolescents
need to balance these demands with schoolwork, family expecta-
tions, and identity development in peer-dominated environments,
factors that can amplify the emotional and cognitive load of com-
petition [64]. This convergence of competitive and developmental
pressures can heighten both cognitive and emotional strain, po-
sitioning esports as a space of both achievement and potential
psychological risk.

First, personal and lifestyle stressors are among the most im-
mediate challenges faced by teenage players. Late-night matches,
prolonged screen exposure, and the culture of ’grinding’ can disrupt
sleep, impair mood regulation, and hinder academic performance
[1, 18]. Studies have found that many esports players engage in late-
night gaming, leading to inconsistent and delayed sleep schedules
[58, 73]. Poor sleep quality has been associated with slower physi-
cal recovery from injuries [3] and reduced efficiency in cognitive
functions that are critical for competitive play, such as processing
speed [32], sustained attention [19], and working memory [47].
Despite these well-documented risks, adolescents often underesti-
mate the importance of sleep and self-regulation, leaving them to
manage physical strain, irregular schedules, and fatigue without
structured guidance [61]. Over time, these unmanaged lifestyle
factors can accumulate, increasing vulnerability to broader mental
health concerns [57].

Second, social stressors in esports often stem from the interper-
sonal dynamics of competitive play. Communication difficulties,
antisocial behavior, and “toxic” team cultures, manifesting as ha-
rassment, flaming, or exclusionary humor, are common [41]. The
COVID-19 pandemic further reshaped how many teenagers en-
gaged with online games, as digital play became one of the primary
spaces for socializing, maintaining friendships, and coping with
isolation [11]. Although this shift provided vital opportunities for
connection during school closures, it also intensified adolescents’
dependence on mediated communication, making peer conflict,
toxic exchanges, and emotionally charged interactions feel more
pervasive and harder to escape [11, 41]. Female and minority players
often face disproportionate exposure to stigma, gender discrimina-
tion, and targeted harassment, which can undermine confidence
and discourage continued participation [23]. These social stressors
may also extend beyond the game, spilling over into school and
offline friendship networks, intensifying feelings of isolation or
anxiety [46].
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Third, performance-related stressors are equally significant. Com-
petitive gamers often face performance pressure, in-game uncer-
tainty, and the fear of letting down teammates [62]. For teenagers,
these pressures are intensified by developmental sensitivities to peer
evaluation and social reputation [9]. In highly visible and socially
networked environments, mistakes can feel amplified, increasing
the likelihood of “tilt”, episodes of intense emotional frustration
following in-game setbacks, that can escalate into self-doubt, inter-
personal conflict, and reduced team cohesion [72]. Compounding
these challenges, research shows that competitive gamers often lack
consistent social and organizational support structures [68], leav-
ing many adolescents to navigate performance stress with limited
guidance or coping resources.

In sum, teenage esports players face an interwoven set of per-
sonal, social, and performance demands that can place sustained
strain on their mental and physical well-being. These pressures are
not isolated; rather, they intersect with the developmental realities
of adolescence, shaping how stress is experienced, interpreted, and
managed. Addressing them requires a developmental perspective
that recognizes the unique vulnerabilities and resilience factors of
adolescent competitors, moving beyond general wellness advice to
targeted, context-specific interventions.

2.4 Strategies and Supports for Mental
Well-Being in Esports

Mental well-being strategies in esports range from individual prac-
tices to structured organizational programs, aiming to support men-
tal well-being and reduce risks such as burnout. At the individual
level, players adopt strategies such as taking regular breaks, ex-
ercising, practicing mindfulness, and seeking social support from
teammates or friends [41, 45]. At the professional level, supports
such as access to sport psychologists, mental skills coaching, and
wellness workshops have been shown to enhance performance
and reduce burnout [62]. However, research indicates that coaches
and mentors frequently lack sufficient training in mental-health
and leadership skills, resulting in inconsistent or ineffective im-
plementation of these supports [8]. Moreover, these models are
often designed for adult or elite players and rarely adapted to the
developmental needs and cultural contexts of adolescents.

Recognizing this gap, several industry-led initiatives have at-
tempted to extend well-being support into broader gaming com-
munities, including those with teenage audiences. For example,
the non-profit organization Take This, in partnership with Riot
Games, launched the Accelerate Program to provide mentorship,
mental health advocacy, ethical design education, and player safety
training [67]. Similarly, the Presence of Mind program, created by
Cloud9 and Kaiser Permanente, combined training, digital health
campaigns, and influencer-led content to reduce stigma and pro-
mote help-seeking among esports fans aged 14-25 [12]. Connected
Learning Lab, working with the Network of Academic and Scholas-
tic Esports Federations, incorporated Headspace meditation ses-
sions before gameplay to help teenage players regulate emotions
and focus [65]. While these programs offer valuable resources, many
young players reported low engagement, suggesting that traditional
program formats often fail to resonate with the culture and every-
day experiences of adolescent gamers [2].
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In the absence of supports that feel relevant or accessible, many
teenagers turn to coping strategies developed through personal ex-
perience and peer influence. These range from muting toxic players
and taking breaks after losses to listening to music or reviewing
replays for improvement [41, 72]. These strategies can provide short-
term stress relief but often lack consistency and may become coun-
terproductive over time. For instance, quitting mid-match to avoid
conflict may undermine team cohesion, while excessive “grinding”
to recover lost rankings can lead to fatigue, frustration, and inter-
personal tension [45]. This reliance on ad hoc methods highlights
the need to connect individual coping strategies with more inten-
tional, structured forms of support. This pattern is consistent with
developmental research showing that adolescents tend to rely on
short-term, emotion-focused coping strategies, such as distraction,
withdrawal, or quick behavioral resets, because these approaches
offer immediate relief and require less cognitive effort than more
sustained, problem-focused strategies [22].

One of the most promising but still overlooked ways to offer
support is through peers and community settings. Positive rein-
forcement, shared in-game rituals, and informal mentorship can
strengthen resilience and foster a sense of belonging [64]. Lessons
from traditional sports show that cohesive peer groups improve
psychological well-being and reduce dropout rates [31]. Effectively
applying these lessons to adolescent esports requires first under-
standing how teenagers themselves experience and express com-
munity, and then embedding mental well-being practices within
their cultural norms so that they feel natural rather than imposed.
In that sense, a participatory design approach, in which youth
co-create the resources they use, can bridge the gap between well-
intentioned initiatives and the lived realities of teenage players,
ensuring that mental well-being strategies are both effective and
culturally relevant as well as sustainable [52, 76].

3 Methods

3.1 Participants

This participatory design study involved a total of 34 participants.
These included 17 teenage esports players between the ages of 14
and 15, seven collegiate esports coaches aged 21 to 26, five youth
esports program coordinators, and five researchers. Among the 34
participants, six identified as female and 28 as male. Additional
demographic information can be found in Table 1 and Appendix A.

Although we did not impose any gender or age restrictions,
our recruitment resulted in a predominantly male group of teen
participants: 16 of the 17 teens identified as male and one identified
as female. This distribution reflects broader demographic patterns
in youth esports, where boys are significantly overrepresented
compared to girls and non-binary youth [56, 77]. We acknowledge
this imbalance as a limitation and encourage future research to
actively recruit a more gender-diverse sample by oversampling
female and non-binary players.

We recruited participants in collaboration with two youth-serving
organizations, Seattle Public Library (SPL) and Network of Aca-
demic and Scholastic Esports Federations (NASEF). We distributed
recruitment materials through each program’s communication
channels, including Discord announcements, email newsletters,
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and in-person library postings. We required that teens were be-
tween 14 and 17 years old and actively involved in an organized
esports program. We required parental consent, teen assent, and
availability during the scheduled workshop times. We did not set
any additional exclusion criteria.

Most teens who applied were already active members of other
library programs. We also recruited additional participants through
snowball sampling, where enrolled teens invited friends involved
in local esports communities. As a result, some participants entered
the study with existing peer relationships, while others met one
another for the first time.

Participants did not receive monetary incentives. Instead, we
offered teens priority access to new library-based esports program-
ming, where they could join weekly team-based gameplay. This
approach aligned with the natural ecology of the library’s esports
community and ensured that teens chose to participate voluntarily.

We recruited coaches and program coordinators separately through
NASEF. They had no prior relationships with the teen participants,
as all interactions began at the start of the study. Coaches met with
teens remotely twice per week: once for the participatory design
(PD) workshop and once for weekly online team-based practice
within the scholastic esports program.

Table 1: Participant demographics

Role Age Total Male Female
Teenage esports players 14-15 17 16 1
Collegiate esports coaches 21-26 7 4

Youth esports program coordi- - 5 5

nators

Researchers - 5 3 2

3.2 Participatory Design Sessions

3.2.1 Session Logistics and Protocol. We conducted this study over
a three-month period, from August to October 2021. At the time,
COVID-19 pandemic restrictions were in effect, and in-person gath-
erings were not possible. Consequently, all research activities were
conducted entirely online. We used the Zoom video conferenc-
ing platform for synchronous sessions and the Miro collaborative
whiteboard for participatory design (PD) activities (see Figure 1).
Each session lasted approximately 90 minutes and met once per
week, which maintained continuity while giving participants time
to reflect between sessions.

We obtained parental consent and child assent for all partici-
pants through a secure online consent platform, and the Univer-
sity of Washington’s Institutional Review Board reviewed and ap-
proved the research. We recorded all Zoom sessions with partici-
pants’ permission, and teens could choose to keep their cameras on
or off based on their comfort. Participants could request deletion
of any portion of their recorded data at any time. All recordings
and participant-created artifacts were stored on encrypted, access-
restricted university servers and will be retained for six years fol-
lowing publication, after which they will be permanently deleted.
To ensure safety and privacy in the online environment, we held
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all sessions in locked Zoom rooms and used pseudonyms in all
reporting. Although the study involved minimal risk, the research
team prepared to pause sessions if a participant showed signs of
distress, and reminded participants of their right to skip activities
or withdraw at any time.
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Figure 1: Demonstration of the online participatory design
process conducted through Miro and Zoom

3.2.2  Rationale for Using Participatory Design. We selected partici-
patory design over interviews or surveys because our focus was on
group dynamics rather than individual accounts. Activities such
as affinity diagramming, collaborative comics, and room design
required participants to articulate and negotiate ideas with one
another, making visible how they collectively understood wellness
[71]. Such generative design activities are well-suited for surfacing
tacit knowledge, emotional contagion, and relational dynamics that
are difficult to capture through one-on-one interviews, surveys,
or even traditional focus groups [63, 71]. For example, among the
participatory design (PD) sessions that we conducted, mapping
tilt and toxicity in PD4 revealed shared gaming experiences, while
the coping strategies generated in PD5 highlighted how solutions
emerged collaboratively rather than individually. These collabora-
tive insights, such as how teens build on one another’s experiences,
negotiate meanings, and reveal shared emotional dynamics, are
unlikely to surface in individual interviews or surveys, which focus
on personal accounts rather than group sensemaking.

Although these sessions did not produce a final designed arti-
fact, they represent the exploratory, early-stage phase of a larger
co-design project. Researchers in HCI frequently use participatory
design not only to create artifacts but to surface young people’s
mental models, values, and relational dynamics. For example, Yip et
al’s study on children’s perceptions of “creepy” technologies used
PD to elicit conceptual understandings of privacy and discomfort
rather than to produce finished designs, demonstrating how PD can
function as a generative, inquiry-driven method [75]. Similarly, the
“Money shouldn’t be money!” study used PD to explore children’s
mental models of financial literacy and technology, further illustrat-
ing how co-design facilitates reflection and conceptual exploration
rather than solely artifact creation [74].

Our use of PD follows this approach. The empirical insights de-
veloped through PD2-PD9 directly informed the subsequent design
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Table 2: Overview of participatory design sessions with teen esports players

# Main Theme Design Activity PD Method

PD1 Bonding Analyzing game streaming platforms (YouTube vs. Twitch) Like/Dislike reflection
PD2 Mental Well-Being Defining healthy vs. unhealthy players Drawing

PD3 Mental Well-Being “My World, My Feelings, My Relationships, My Future” Analysis framework
PD4 Gaming Experience Brainstorming toxicity in gaming Affinity diagram

PD5 Gaming Experience Creating interventions for toxic situations Comic storyboard

PD6 Sleep Designing sleep environments Room design with items
PD7 Sleep Identifying sleep disturbances Word cloud

PD38 Tilt Exploring tilt situations in gameplay Video reflection

PD9 Tilt Coping strategies for tilt Speed words

and development of "TITLED", which is reported in a separate pub-
lication [21]. In this sense, this paper presents the PD work as the
foundational phase of a multi-stage design process that first estab-
lishes how teens conceptualize mental well-being in esports before
advancing toward prototyping and intervention development.

3.2.3  Overview of PD Sessions. The PD process followed an in-
ductive, iterative structure: each week’s activities were informed
by insights from the previous session, and themes accumulated
across sessions. This approach scaffolded participants’ reflections
from surface-level impressions to deeper analyses of stressors, cop-
ing strategies, and broader definitions of mental well-being. The
following describes each PD session in detail.

PD1 was a bonding session designed to establish rapport, fa-
miliarize teens with online collaborative tools, and surface their
baseline engagement with esports platforms. Participants compared
YouTube and Twitch, reflecting on what they liked or disliked and
how streaming culture shaped their gaming experiences. Since
PD1 primarily served as orientation and team building, we did not
include it in the results analysis. PD2 served as the conceptual an-
chor for the entire process. Teens visually represented their mental
models of “healthy” versus “unhealthy” esports players, illustrating
behaviors, routines, and outcomes associated with each. These de-
pictions established a shared vocabulary around mental well-being
and provided the foundation for subsequent sessions.

PD3 deepened the analysis by revisiting PD2 artifacts through
a structured framework adapted from NASEF’s Wellness Model,
“My World, My Feelings, My Relationships, My Future.” [50]. This
activity encouraged participants to classify wellness across multiple
domains (physical, emotional, relational, and aspirational), provid-
ing more structure and clarification to their ideas about well-being.

PD4 and PD5 shifted focus to the causes of unwellness, center-
ing on toxic experiences and emotional stress in competitive play.
Using affinity diagramming (PD4) and comic-based storytelling
(PD5), participants identified triggers of toxicity and illustrated
how these moments felt and how they might be resolved. These
activities highlighted the social and emotional challenges that un-
dermine wellness in esports.

PD6 and PD7 explored environmental and lifestyle factors, par-
ticularly sleep. Through a room design activity (PD6), participants
visualized their ideal sleep environments and identified elements
that support or hinder rest (see Figure 4). PD7 complemented this
with a word-cloud activity, where teens brainstormed factors that

disrupt sleep and reflected on how fatigue affects emotional regula-
tion during play.

PD8 and PD9 addressed outcomes and coping. In PD8, par-
ticipants engaged in video reflection, watching curated clips of
tilt-inducing game moments and discussing their own reactions to
similar experiences. PD9 extended this with a speed-word gener-
ation exercise, rapidly surfacing a wide range of strategies teens
use to regulate emotions, recover from tilt, and re-engage with the
game.

Taken together, we designed PD2 through PD9 as an interde-
pendent sequence rather than isolated activities. Each session was
linked to a distinct analytical lens—causal explanation (why), expe-
riential impact (so what), or reflective understanding (how). This
layered structure enabled us to progressively construct a holistic
understanding of wellness in esports, grounded in teen players’
lived experiences. The overall PD logic is illustrated in Figure 2.
By centering youth voices, the study not only identified how teens
define mental well-being but also illuminated its contributing fac-
tors and consequences across social, emotional, and environmental
contexts.

3.3 Data Collection

3.3.1 Video recordings. We recorded all PD sessions using the
Zoom platform’s built-in recording feature to capture both audio
and video. These recordings documented the full duration of each
session, including group discussions, presentations, and interac-
tive activities on Miro. The video data provided a rich record of
participants’ verbal and non-verbal expressions, enabling detailed
analysis of communication patterns, collaborative dynamics, and
emergent ideas throughout the PD process.

3.3.2  Field note. During each session, the research team main-
tained detailed field notes to capture contextual observations that
might not be fully represented in the video recordings. These in-
cluded participant interactions, moments of engagement or dis-
engagement, technical issues, and notable reactions to specific
prompts or activities. Field notes were written immediately after
each session to ensure accuracy and to preserve the researchers’
immediate reflections and interpretations.

3.3.3  Design Archives. We preserved all artifacts generated during
the PD sessions as part of the design archives, including participants’
Miro boards, sketches, diagrams, and written responses to prompts,
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Table 3: Codebook for teenagers’ mental well-being in esports

Theme Code Group Brief Description
Physical & lifestyle habits Practices related to bodily health, daily routines, and organized living environments.

Mental Models  Psychological regulation Processes of managing emotions, maintaining focus, and sustaining mental balance during play.

of Wellness Social relationships Ways of building, maintaining, and valuing supportive connections with peers and communities.
Purpose & aspirations Orientations toward goals, responsibilities, and long-term balance with broader life priorities.
Toxic experiences Negative social encounters that create hostility, exclusion, or unsafe environments.

St Tilt & emotional contagion Escalating emotional reactions that spread among players and intensify stress.

ressors

Sleep disruption Challenges to rest and recovery that undermine well-being and consistent performance.
Relational conflict Tensions within families, friendships, or teams that disrupt social harmony.
Self-regulation Individual techniques for recognizing, managing, and adjusting emotional responses.

Coping Supportive interactions Reliance on social encouragement, empathy, and collective care.

Strategies Environmental adjustments Modifications to physical or digital settings that reduce stress and support balance.

Intervention strategies

Short-term practices or alternative approaches used to manage immediate stressors.
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and any visual or textual materials shared during activities. The
design archives served both as a record of the creative process and as
primary data for thematic and visual analysis, allowing researchers
to trace the evolution of participants’ ideas across sessions.

3.4 Data Analysis

We employed an inductive thematic analysis [14] to examine video
recordings, field notes, and design artifacts generated during the PD
sessions. To enhance the reliability of the findings, we implemented
within method researcher triangulation [17]. Three researchers par-
ticipated in the coding and analysis process, following procedures
consistent with consensual qualitative research [34, 35]. This col-
laborative structure ensured continuity, multiple perspectives, and
consensus-building in the development of the final themes.

3.4.1 Unit of Analysis and Coding Process. We defined the unit
of analysis as a meaning unit, referring to a coherent segment of
data that captured a single idea in context, which allowed us to
identify participants’ ideas and the nuanced meanings expressed
across recordings, notes, and artifacts.

The analysis process followed three stages: (1) open coding, (2)
thematic development, and (3) refinement of the final codebook.
In the open coding stage, researchers independently reviewed the
raw data to identify emergent patterns relevant to the research
questions [24]. Initially, the primary researcher conducted open
coding, with simple descriptive labels for behaviors, emotions, char-
acteristics, and dynamics. Subsequently, the other two researchers
followed the same strategy. The researchers held multiple meetings
to compare code sets, discuss discrepancies, and reach consensus.
Codes addressed topics such as player wellness perceptions, social
dynamics, and design ideas. In cases where conflicts arose, the third
researcher served as an impartial reviewer to resolve disagreements,
ensuring consistency in coding decisions.

After the initial coding, the research team engaged in multiple
rounds of collaborative review to refine and consolidate themes.
These meetings involved diverging to explore alternative interpre-
tations, revising to remove redundancy, and synthesizing codes into

higher-level thematic categories. This iterative process ensured that
the final themes were both grounded in the data and aligned with
the study’s conceptual focus. The resulting codebook, presented in
Table 3, reflects the core themes and subthemes identified through
this process and served as the analytical framework for interpreting
participants’ contributions.

3.4.2  Data Saturation. In order to ensure a comprehensive anal-
ysis, we examined the complete dataset of the nine PD sessions.
Through an iterative process of coding and consensus meetings,
we assessed data saturation retrospectively [13]. We observed that
distinct thematic patterns were established and stabilized, with no
new high-level codes emerging prior to the final round of analysis.

4 Results

4.1 ROQ1. How do teenage esports players
understand and express mental well-being
through participatory design?

Findings for RQ1 primarily emerged from PD2 and PD3. In PD2,

participants visually represented their mental models of wellness

by drawing what they considered to be “healthy” and “unhealthy”
players (see Figure 2). PD3 then extended this activity by applying
the adapted Network of Academic and Scholastic Esports Federa-
tions (NASEF) wellness framework [50], which is “My World, My

Feelings, My Relationships, My Future” to interpret these draw-

ings and articulate how well-being is distributed across personal,

relational, and aspirational domains.

Participants distinguished healthy from unhealthy players through
observable characteristics and implicit perceptions of balance across
lifestyle, psychological, and social domains (See Table 4).

Physical and lifestyle habits. Teens frequently emphasized ex-
ternal cues such as facial expression, posture, and personal care. P2
from PD2 identified posture as one of the key traits distinguishing
an unhealthy player, describing them as "leaning over in their chair
with like a curved back and stuff ... he doesn’t have good posture.”
Participants also invoked sleep and physical fatigue when describ-
ing unhealthy players, particularly in relation to excessive play,
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Imagine in your mind, what is the healthiest player?
What does that game player look like? What makes this player “well”?

- Support from friends/family
- Reflective

- Healthy Diet

- Goal-oriented Motivated

- 8hrsleep

- Meditates

- Cares about others

Healthy
Player

Imagine in your mind, what is the un-healthiest player?
What does this player look like? What makes this player “unwell”?

| A - Deals with a lot of stress because
(7= parents
h - Don't approve gaming.
L Unsupported
- unhappy, frustrated, blame a lot of
(A<

things in life. toxic, lost
\a hangs out with other unhealthy
gamers
- Ontwitch
- Needs a haircut
- Bad posture

Unhealthy

Player focus/purpose
Forgets to take breaks

- Does not wear masks when going
out

Figure 2: Demonstration of healthy vs unhealthy player by
teen esports players in PD2

poor self-control, and sleep deprivation. In contrast, they depicted
healthy players as maintaining regular sleep schedules, physical
activity, and a clean gaming environment.

Psychological regulation. Participants highlighted emotional
awareness and stress management as central to wellness, noting
that a healthy player can calm down themselves, regulate emo-
tions, and prevent tilt. A few participants specifically addressed
such intervention strategies for emotional regulation as a key trait
of healthy players: “healthy people ... I think the ability to take
breaks” (P6, PD2). These reflections align with codes such as Well-
ness habits, Taking break, and Emotional regulation, underscoring
the importance of self-management.

Social relationships. Well-being was closely tied to supportive
interactions with peers, both in and out of the game. Participants
frequently addressed the relational aspect, emphasizing commu-
nity, friends, and other gamers. P1 from PD2 mentioned unhealthy
players facing stress outside of the game "because their parents
don’t like them playing games or something, so he has to deal
with a lot of stress." Meanwhile, many participants commonly em-
phasized relationships within games affecting overall gameplay
experience: "if you have the support of teammates, like that’s really
what makes the games good" (P1, PD8). Codes such as Supportive
to others, Empathy, and Relational stress show how teens linked
mental well-being to cooperation, empathy, and positive commu-
nity connections, whereas toxicity and isolation were consistently
associated with unhealthy states.

Purpose and aspirations. Finally, participants associated men-
tal well-being with broader personal development and future orien-
tation. P2 from PD2 mentioned that healthy players are more "goal
oriented and motivated" while unhealthy players have "lost their
goal or purpose, so they get really angry by this gameplay, but they
kind of have forgotten why I'm doing this in the first place." Partic-
ipants described healthy players as responsible, goal-driven, and
focused on skill development, while they characterized unhealthy
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players as overly focused on winning, neglectful of schoolwork, or
dismissive of future planning.

Taken together, these findings show that teens anchor mental
well-being in teamwork, social responsibility, and collective achieve-
ment. While we discovered that teens defined these factors as key
traits of "healthy" players, these concepts often made adolescent
players vulnerable, serving as stressors. For instance, social rela-
tions could rather disrupt their ability to support others or perform
well through external pressures, unpredictable in-game events, or
volatile team dynamics. To understand where these tensions arise,
and why sustaining mental well-being becomes difficult in practice,
the next section examines the stressors teens identified as most
disruptive to their mental well-being in esports.

Table 4: Summary of analyzing mental model by using well-
ness model in PD3 [50]

Domain

Healthy

Unhealthy

My World (self,

choices, spaces)

My Relation-
ships (community,
connections,
munication)

com-

My Feeling (pur-
pose, passions)

My Future (career,
skills, interests)

Takes breaks, good
posture; Regular
sleep schedule;
Exercise, healthy
diet;
Clean/organized
environment

Teamwork,
leadership;
Supportive
community; Strong,
positive connections

Enjoys gaming;
Diverse
hobbies/interests;
Clear goals and
values; Builds
positive community

Responsible;
Develops skills;
Plans for the future;
Good work ethic

Sleep deprivation;
Sedentary lifestyle;
Poor diet;
Cluttered/dirty
environment

Few friends; Toxic
behavior; Lack of
support; avoids
responsibility

Winning obsession;
Anger management
issues; Negative
emotions; Poor
cooperation

Blames others; No
future focus;
Neglects schoolwork

4.2 RQ2. What stressors affecting their
well-being do teenage esports players
identify through participatory design?

Findings related to RQ2 primarily emerged from PD2, PD4, PD6,
PD7, and PD8. Participants identified multiple sources of stress that
disrupted their mental well-being with games. These included toxic
in-game interactions, performance pressure, sleep disruption, and
relational conflict.

Toxicity as a pervasive stressor. Exposure to flaming, trolling,
and harassment was the most frequently described challenge. Teens
explained how such encounters often led to emotional overload or
tilt. Some participants reported their experience of being offended
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by other players who have the "intent to hurt ... when you’re like,
Darn I hate you, you suck” (P3, PD3). Participants repeatedly iden-
tified others’ toxic behaviors as a key stressor. While most toxicity
was perceived to occur during the game match, it was also prevalent
before and after the match itself, noted as pre-match and post-match
(see Appendix B). For instance, P2 from PD4 noted that toxicity
"happens in basically all stages of of gaming ... people are going to
use racial slurs like at any point in the match." This highlights that
teen players experience toxicity as a pervasive part of the gameplay
rather than an isolated incident.

These experiences align with codes such as Exposure to toxicity,
Flaming, and Toxic spaces, underscoring how hostile social inter-
actions destabilize emotional regulation. Figure 3 shows some of
the behaviors or experiences associated with toxicity that teens
addressed.

Category '
Naming

Prejudice Excusity Lack ofseff-
e [

gender
fairness

-
Verbal
toxicity

Quitting

g

Figure 3: Final result of PD4 on perceived toxicity

Perceived tilt with social context. As one participant shared
as one of their negative experiences, "they[players] just say, we
suck, or you boosted ... they start coming after our names or who
we play or stuft” (P5, PD4). This pattern of tilt was a common ex-
perience within team gameplay situations. Meanwhile, such tilt or
stress is contagious as well: "if people are tilted, it can cause a lot
of stress and it could be really contagious towards other people
like I get really stressed" (P2, PD8). This implies that tilt should be
addressed through improved social abilities and mutual understand-
ing, such as empathy. Ultimately, it would require the development
of customized coping strategies for each player to build emotional
resilience and to prevent or collectively manage tilt as a team.

Self-induced pressure. Players also emphasized self-induced
stress caused by lack of confidence or unhealthy mindset. They ad-
dressed how they constantly compared themselves to other players.
"If you’re playing someone who’s better than you ... you’re going to
lose. Maybe if you’re not the best player on your team ... you're that
you’re going to be dragging the team down" (P5, PD4). Such anxiety
caused stress from the pre-game stage and continued afterward
during post-game period as well. This stress reflects codes such as
In-game stress, Self-deprecation, and Self-awareness/mindset.

Sleep disruption. Poor rest and late-night gaming emerged
as another category of stress. Teens’ environments such as noises
or peers playing would interfere with sleep, prompting extended
nighttime play. Meanwhile, undirected or addictive gameplay also
led to less sleep. One participant mentioned that there are "definitely
some nights I would, like, stay up way later than I should have,
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just because, like, my friends were still playing" (P6, PD5). These
cases map to codes like Sleep & Health links, Emotional overload,
and Uncontrolled gameplay, highlighting how sleep deprivation
exacerbates irritability and fatigue (see figure 4).

Ceiling fan
keeps the
room cool

noisy
cars -
honking

Reading helps
megoto
sleep, away
from screens

Figure 4: Screenshot of one of PD6 session outputs

Relational conflict. Finally, participants reported stress stem-
ming from tensions with teammates, family disruptions, and en-
vironmental distractions. A participant noted, “unhealthy gamer
might also be a lot of emotional stress because their parents don’t
like them playing games” (P1, PD2). Such experiences reflect codes
like Relational stress, Environment influence, and Getting emotional,
showing how interpersonal and contextual pressures compound
in-game frustration.

Taken together, these stressors illustrate how competitive gam-
ing environments intersect with personal, social, and physical do-
mains. Toxic behaviors, performance anxieties, sleep challenges,
and relational conflicts collectively shape teenagers’ capacity to
sustain mental well-being in esports contexts. Since these stres-
sors are often unpredictable or outside of their control, adolescent
players should constantly find ways to regulate emotions, reset
mentally, and maintain stability within their teams. To understand
how teens navigate these pressures moment to moment, the next
section examines the coping strategies they rely on, both the every-
day practices they develop independently and the social supports
that help them manage the demands of competitive esports.

4.3 RQ3. What coping strategies do teenage
esports players suggest to support their
mental well-being through participatory
design?

Regarding RQ3, participants generated most strategies in PD5, PD8,

and PD9, where we prompted them to discuss possible strategies for

mental well-being. Teen players described a range of self-directed
and socially supported practices for managing stress and main-
taining wellness. These strategies clustered around three primary
themes: supportive interactions, self-regulation, and environmen-
tal adjustments. Notably, there was a gap between participants’
perceived strategies and actual practices: the results particularly
highlight intervention strategy as a primary coping strategy while
other practices remained conceptual rather than practically inte-
grated.

Self-regulation. The most common strategies focused on regu-
lating one’s own emotions through mindset framing and avoiding
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addictive gameplay habits by being mindful of their own gameplay.
Teens highlighted Purposeful gameplay, since "it really helps to
remind yourself of why you’re playing the game. And ultimately,
that usually is to have fun" (P6, PD4). Mindset framing strategies
such as considering losses as learning opportunities or reminding
themselves of next chances highlighted resilience and proactive
emotion regulation: "A loss is practice” (P7, PD5), "I guess just know-
ing that we all make mistakes. And we can try again” (P13, PD8).
Same participant also highlighted an interesting mindset called
303030 rules, which illustrates "no matter how much your skills are
higher, you will lose 30%, no matter how your skills are not good,
you will win [30%]. The rest of 30% depends on your skills" Such
practice aligns with Emotional regulation, Self-awareness/mindset,
and Wellness habits codes as well.

Supportive interaction. Teens emphasized the role of healthy
connections with others in maintaining well-being. This first in-
volved supportive atmosphere within the teammates within the
game. In this sense, well-being was not only an individual task but
a shared responsibility within the team, where encouragement and
empathy served as protective resources: "if you have that support-
ive teammate who'’s still saying like all it’s okay, we’ll get them next
time ... makes the game a lot easier and a lot more fun" (P14, PD8).
Meanwhile, supportive interaction is not limited to encouragement.
As one participant explained, "[it] is really nice when someone in
the game actually gives you constructive criticism" (P6, PD4). This
suggests that teen players valued feedback that could help them im-
prove, defining support not only as emotional encouragement but
also as practical guidance. At the same time, supportive interactions
with those outside the game, such as their families and friends, also
served as a buffer to relieve stress. These practices map to codes
such as Social support, Empathy, and Supportive to others.

Environmental adjustments. A third set of strategies centered
on adjusting the gameplay environment. Teens highlighted that
setting comfortable environment and even eliminating distractions
could serve as buffers for stress. P1 from PD9 mentioned that "elim-
inating your distractions and your environment" is a very essential
strategy. Rather than relying solely on individual coping mecha-
nisms, the surrounding environment also played an important role
in preventing and relieving tilt. These structural adjustments reflect
codes such as Environment as buffer and Environment as influence,
demonstrating that teenagers recognize the role of broader envi-
ronments in shaping stress experiences. Such strategies suggest
that players saw well-being as embedded in both the physical and
social settings of play.

Intervention strategies. Teens mentioned various types of cop-
ing strategies with stress they face with the game ranging from
self-regulation to interaction with others and even environmental
adjustments. However, these were perceived strategies rather than
the ones they actually practice in their practical settings. P5 from
PD8 mentioned "encouraging each other rather than trolling" is too
idealistic that "nobody does that" P6 from the same session also
addressed that breathing exercises are perceived to be "cheesy." In-
stead, a common pattern observed in teen players’ actual practices
was the use of intervention strategies that allowed players to con-
sciously pause and step away from the game. The most frequently
mentioned ones were taking breaks and getting snacks. Even more
trivial ones such as opening the fridge (P7, PD9), jump on the bed

Cho et al.

(P12, PD9), and open a coloring book (P8, PD9). Participants pointed
out that it helps them reset from the tilt (P5, PD9). A few examples
of intervention strategies they pointed out have a wide variety as
shown in figure 5.

Across the three themes, teenagers relied less on formal wellness
tools and more on organic, context-sensitive strategies. Most com-
monly, they coped with tilt by stepping away temporarily, calming
themselves through sensory cues, reframing their mindset, or draw-
ing strength from peers. These practices reveal a model of mental
well-being rooted in autonomy, peer solidarity, and adaptive use of
the environment, demonstrating resilience and creativity in how
adolescents manage emotional strain in esports contexts.

° Problem a Emotion

Which situation players are in? How it makes the players feel?

o Intervention
What would you do about it?

*crack*

@& ® &b

= | Mad  Shocked Sad  Hurt

8o - @

Parents

Figure 5: One of the results from PD5 comic boards

5 Discussion

5.1 For Teens, Being ‘Healthy’ Means Winning
Together

A striking finding from our study is that teenage esports players
did not primarily describe mental well-being in terms of individual
emotions such as happiness, sadness, or anger. Instead, they framed
mental well-being through a mix of competitive performance and
social responsibility. Participants described healthy players as indi-
viduals who supported family and friends, cared about teammates,
and took responsibility for collective outcomes. By contrast, un-
healthy players were characterized as those who blamed others,
lacked social connections, or received little parental support (e.g.,
parents do not approve gaming). This suggests that adolescents
locate their sense of well-being not solely in their inner emotional
states, but also in how they perform and how they are embedded
in supportive social networks.

The emphasis on social responsibility stands in sharp contrast to
scholastic esports programs. Prior research shows that youth play-
ers frequently report limited emotional scaffolding from coaches,
inconsistent peer support during stressful matches, and organi-
zational programs that do not reliably foster psychological skill
development [8, 29, 68]. In light of this gap, the degree to which
teens in our study emphasized social responsibility and mutual care
highlights not only what they value, but also what is frequently
missing in their current competitive environments.

Adolescent development further amplifies these dynamics. Dur-
ing this stage, peer evaluation, belonging, and social recognition
play a central role in shaping how they see themselves [9, 64]. As
a result, their understanding of mental well-being is less about
private emotional states and more about how well they fulfill so-
cial roles, maintain trust, and contribute to collective outcomes. In
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this sense, esports amplifies existing adolescent sensitivities by em-
bedding mental well-being directly into competitive and relational
dynamics.

This perspective both confirms and complicates existing work
on youth sports and esports. Prior research emphasizes emotion
regulation and resilience as central to adolescent well-being in
digital play [41], while sports psychology highlights the importance
of teamwork, peer trust, and coach support for athlete wellness
[49]. Our findings resonate with these perspectives by showing that
teens anchor well-being in both confidence and relational stability.
Yet they also diverge from much of the esports mental well-being
literature, which often frames mental health in terms of screen time
management, cognitive fatigue, or individual stress regulation [40,
45]. Instead, our data reveals that teenagers themselves foreground
social responsibility, being accountable to teammates, caring for
friends, and maintaining family support, as defining features of
what it means to be “healthy” In this sense, adolescent players
position well-being as a collective achievement, not merely an
individual state.

These insights carry important implications for designing mental
well-being interventions. Much of the existing guidance in esports
emphasizes self-regulation strategies such as mindfulness training
or limiting playtime [54, 62], but our findings suggest that such
approaches may miss the lived realities of teenage players. When
well-being is defined through performance and relationships, inter-
ventions that treat mental well-being as an individual checklist risk
appearing irrelevant. Instead, initiatives need to build on the ways
teens already conceptualize health: as care for others, responsibility
to teams, and support from families. This perspective aligns with
research that identifies community and social climate as critical
factors shaping well-being in online gaming [42, 59, 72]. Framing
mental well-being as a shared practice, rather than a private burden,
may therefore provide a more authentic and sustainable foundation
for resilience in adolescent esports communities.

5.2 Stress From What Teens Cannot Control

Building on our finding that teenagers define mental well-being
through performance and social responsibility, our data shows
that much of their stress in esports arises precisely from factors
they cannot control. Participants emphasized that even when they
cared about teammates or tried to be responsible, outcomes often
depended on uncontrollable elements: a teammate’s poor perfor-
mance, unpredictable in-game events, or the structural demands of
competition schedules. Participants also frequently described tilt
not as a purely individual reaction but as something triggered by
external disruptions and amplified by team dynamics. In this sense,
participants experienced stress as a relational burden that cascaded
across players, undermining the very social foundations of mental
well-being that they themselves valued.

These findings resonate with prior research documenting how
volatility and systemic pressures shape competitive gaming en-
vironments. Poulus et al. [54] and Kresina et al. [43] show that
irregular training schedules, unpredictable game mechanics, and
unstable team compositions are major drivers of adolescent stress
in esports. Similarly, studies in youth sports highlight that peer
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conflict, performance pressure, and organizational demands are pri-
mary sources of psychological strain [16, 33]. Our results extend this
literature by showing how teens internalize these uncontrollable
factors as threats to their own well-being, precisely because they
define being “healthy” as winning and being accountable. When
success defines well-being, any external disruption translates into
a personal failure, making stress in esports both more pervasive
and more difficult to manage.

Unlike contexts where young people can avoid stressors by
withdrawing, esports players cannot simply remove themselves
from competition. They voluntarily return to play despite knowing
the environment is inherently stressful, because it is also where
they pursue achievement and belonging. This paradox underscores
the limits of wellness models that rely solely on individual self-
regulation or stress avoidance [45, 62]. Instead, resilience in esports
must be understood as the ability to adapt to systemic and relational
pressures that cannot be eliminated. Supporting teens, therefore,
requires interventions that acknowledge the structural realities
of competition, volatile games, team interdependence, and rigid
systems, rather than placing responsibility solely on individuals.
By situating stress within these uncontrollable contexts, mental
well-being efforts can better align with how adolescents themselves
experience the challenges of competitive play.

5.3 Tilt, Toxicity, and the Need for Emotional
Resilience

Our findings confirm that players widely experience toxicity in
esports as a contagious social dynamic. Teens described hostile
communication, trash talk, and antagonistic behaviors as “spread-
ing” quickly across players and teams, often escalating beyond
any one individual’s control. Even when participants normalized
toxicity as “part of the game,” they still acknowledged its corro-
sive impact on team cohesion and morale. Prior work has similarly
argued that toxicity should be understood as a cultural practice
embedded in gaming communities rather than as the actions of
a few individuals [42, 78]. This suggests that mental well-being
in esports cannot be reduced to personal self-regulation but must
grapple with the collective ways in which negativity multiplies
during play.

These dynamics also intersect with adolescents’ developmen-
tal vulnerabilities. Emotional regulation systems are still maturing
during the teenage years [9, 64], making youth more susceptible
to intense frustration and the contagious spread of tilt compared
to adults. At the same time, the desire for peer approval height-
ens the stakes of team-based conflict, intensifying the social and
emotional toll of toxicity. Thus, tilt in teen esports is not only a
gaming phenomenon but also a reflection of broader developmental
sensitivities to emotion and peer influence.

Within this broader culture of toxicity, we found that tilt most
often occurred within teams rather than across opposing sides.
A single mistake or moment of underperformance frequently set
off frustration that spread among teammates, triggering cycles of
blame, conflict, and deteriorating play. Importantly, this tilt dy-
namic primarily harmed those on the same team, as emotional
contagion compounded the pressure adolescents already placed
on themselves to win and to support their peers. In this sense, tilt
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was not merely an individual lapse of control but a relational pro-
cess embedded in team interactions. This finding extends earlier
research on emotional contagion in games [4, 41], highlighting how
not only external opponents but also tensions within their own
teams destabilize adolescent well-being .

These intertwined dynamics of toxicity and tilt underscore the
importance of building emotional resilience among teenage players.
While the field of sports psychology widely discusses resilience,
much of this work focuses on how resilience can be identified or
measured rather than how it develops. For instance, recent work
conceptualizes resilience as a dynamic recovery process, empha-
sizing indicators such as recovery speed and critical slowing down
[26]. Our findings extend this perspective by illustrating that, in
teen esports, resilience is not only an individual capacity but also
a relational process shaped by tilt contagion and team-based emo-
tional dynamics.

Resilience in this context means more than “toughing it out”; it
involves developing the capacity to regulate emotional responses,
interrupt the contagion of tilt, and sustain constructive relationships
under pressure. Prior work shows that resilience is strengthened
through supportive environments, shared responsibility, and reflec-
tive practices [70]. Applied to esports, this implies a dual strategy:
equipping individuals with micro-strategies to manage frustration
in the moment, while also fostering collective practices, such as
empathy, encouragement, and structured debriefs, that can shift
cultural norms away from toxicity. By foregrounding emotional
resilience, mental well-being interventions can help adolescents
navigate the unpredictable pressures of competitive play without
allowing tilt and toxicity to define their gaming experiences.

5.4 Everyday Coping and the Design of
Micro-Interventions

While teenagers perceived mental well-being and stressors in pri-
marily social terms, which anchored in team dynamics, responsibil-
ity, and uncontrollable systemic pressures, their coping strategies
looked very different. When it came to managing stress, players
overwhelmingly preferred individual approaches that were sim-
ple, immediate, and practical. Rather than turning to structured
programs such as mindfulness training or guided reflection, par-
ticipants emphasized everyday actions that provided quick relief:
grabbing a snack, lying down, stepping away from the screen, or
drinking water. These small routines helped players reset in the face
of stressors they could not control, allowing them to re-enter play
with a clearer mindset. These preferences on simple, self-directed
coping align with developmental research showing that adolescents
tend to favor immediate, emotion-focused strategies that provide
short-term relief rather than structured or sustained regulation
practices [22]. Such situational coping is common during early and
middle adolescence, a period when cognitive control systems and
reflective coping are still developing.

This reliance on everyday coping also contrasts with much of
the esports mental well-being literature, which emphasizes for-
malized interventions aimed at individual self-regulation, such as
stress management workshops, sleep hygiene campaigns, or insti-
tutional wellness programs [45, 62]. Prior work has shown that
these initiatives often struggle with low engagement among youth
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because they feel disconnected from players’ lived realities [65].
Our findings echo this gap: teenagers frequently dismissed insti-
tutional tools as overly idealistic or “cheesy,” as addressed by P6
from PD8 talking about breathing exercises, preferring strategies
that were low-barrier, self-directed, and embedded in the rhythms
of everyday play. Prior studies of adolescent health have similarly
found that youth are more likely to adopt interventions when they
align with practices already seen as meaningful and effective in
daily life [25].

Taken together, these insights suggest that supporting adoles-
cent esports mental well-being requires interventions that are both
simple and personalized. Because stress in esports often arises
from uncontrollable factors (e.g., tilt within teams, contagious tox-
icity, or volatile game systems), there can be no one-size-fits-all
solution. Effective support therefore depends not only on context-
sensitive strategies but also on understanding both the individual
and the team. Coaches and peers can also play an important role in
this process. Prior research on sport coaching shows that coaches
contribute to athletes’ psychological resilience by helping players
recognize, adapt, and refine coping strategies that fit their individ-
ual needs [8]. In youth esports settings, this suggests that coaches
and peer leaders should focus on guiding players toward context-
sensitive strategies that resonate with their emotional styles and
moment-to-moment challenges [21].

Although these micro-interventions operate at the individual
level, our findings suggest that they are most effective when sup-
ported by the broader team environment. This aligns with resilience
research emphasizing that individual regulation and environmental
structures work together rather than in opposition [4, 29]. Teens’
moment-to-moment strategies, such as taking brief pauses, mut-
ing chat, or seeking quick reassurance, are easier to enact when
coaches and peers create norms that legitimize emotional resets and
support short breaks. Micro-interventions function as the tactical
layer of resilience, while team climate, communication patterns,
and shared expectations provide the structural layer that enables
these practices to succeed.

Opportunities lie in micro-interventions that are seamlessly em-
bedded into gameplay. These may include subtle break prompts,
sensory cues that encourage relaxation, or mechanics that scaffold
peer encouragement rituals. Unlike rigid institutional programs,
such approaches align with strategies teens already find meaningful,
such as taking quick breaks, seeking encouragement, or resetting
emotionally and extend them into the flow of play. In doing so, they
not only provide immediate relief but also strengthen the capac-
ity for emotional resilience, equipping players to better navigate
the unpredictable, relational pressures of esports. By emphasizing
personalization, relational awareness, and resilience-building, in-
terventions can create mental well-being infrastructures that feel
authentic to teenagers while also sustainable within the competitive
environments they inhabit.

5.5 Emergent Fit with Cognitive Behavioral
Theory

Although our study followed an inductive approach, we identified
an important theoretical insight when synthesizing the findings
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across sessions: the patterns adolescents articulated closely resem-
bled the interrelated cycles of cognition, emotion, and behavior
described by Cognitive Behavioral Theory (CBT). CBT has long
been used to explain how distorted appraisals contribute to emo-
tional distress and maladaptive behaviors, while adaptive reframing
and behavioral activation can support resilience and well-being
[37].

A central finding in our data was that adolescents distinguished
“healthy” from “unhealthy” players primarily through emotional
and relational qualities rather than technical skill. Healthy play-
ers were described as those who could regulate emotions, main-
tain supportive team dynamics, and sustain a sense of purpose.
Unhealthy players, by contrast, were characterized by volatility,
blame, or withdrawal. Emotional states, such as frustration, sad-
ness, excitement, were not peripheral but the primary mechanism
determining whether players experienced wellness or mental dis-
tress. This aligns with research showing that emotion regulation is
central to resilience and peer relationships in adolescence [9, 41].
From a CBT perspective, these distinctions reflect how cognitive ap-
praisals (“I'm dragging the team down”) shape emotional responses
(tilt, frustration) and subsequent behaviors (toxic communication,
withdrawal). Conversely, reframed thoughts (“A loss is practice”)
enabled calmer emotions and constructive team play. In this sense,
mental well-being in esports can be reframed as an ongoing emo-
tional process, rooted in cognitive-behavioral cycles, rather than a
static set of individual habits (see Figure 6).

Cognitions Cognitions
- Self-blame (“Dragging - Reframing losses as

- Negative comparison
- Over focus on winning

the team down”)

learning opportunity
- Purpose-driven mindset
- 30-30-30 rule

Negative Positive
CBT Cycle CBT Cycle
Emotions Behaviors Emotions Behaviors
- Tit - Toxic talk - Calmness - Taking breaks
- Frustration - Withdrawal - Empathy toward - Snacks/music
- Anxiety - Over i i - Peerencouragement
- Emotional contagion sleep - Resilience - Constructive

Figure 6: CBT cycles in teenage esports players: negative vs.
positive pathways

This alignment was further evident in how participants described
tilt and toxicity. Adolescents often described sequences in which
negative cognitions, such as self-blame, unfavorable comparisons,
or feeling responsible for dragging the team down, led to intense
emotions. Conversely, participants also pointed to more adaptive
pathways: reframing losses as learning opportunities, taking breaks
to reset emotionally, or encouraging peers. These accounts mirror
core CBT mechanisms such as cognitive restructuring, emotion
regulation, and behavioral activation [37, 38]. While our study
did not track an individual’s moment-to-moment progression, the
repeated recurrence of these thought-emotion-behavior patterns
across different participants provides collective evidence for CBT-
like cycles in the context of esports.

At the same time, this emergent fit requires careful interpretation.
CBT traditionally emphasizes intrapersonal processes, focusing on
how an individual’s thoughts shape their emotions and actions
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over time [5]. In contrast, we generated our data through partici-
patory design sessions and synthesized perspectives across many
adolescents rather than tracking a single case longitudinally. This
means that the CBT framework is not used here to claim causal or
sequential mechanisms at the individual level, but rather to high-
light structural similarities between youth-reported experiences
and CBT principles [38, 39]. By treating CBT as an interpretive
lens rather than a prescriptive model, we preserve the inductive in-
tegrity of our findings while situating them in a broader theoretical
tradition.

This emergent resonance with CBT carries both theoretical
and practical implications. From a theoretical perspective, ado-
lescents’ accounts of mental well-being in esports align with a
cognitive—emotional-behavioral lens that bridges developmental
psychology and esports research. From a practical perspective, these
findings point to opportunities for designing interventions that
build on teens’ own CBT-like strategies, such as reframing losses,
taking short resets, or seeking social reinforcement, rather than
relying solely on formal or institutional programs. In this way, CBT
does not overwrite the inductive themes of our study but provides a
scaffolding that can guide future research and intervention design,
linking youth perspectives with established psychological theory.

6 Limitation and Future Work

This study has several limitations. First, our participants were pre-
dominantly male teenagers recruited through youth esports pro-
grams, which limits the diversity of perspectives represented. Be-
cause girls and non-binary youth remain underrepresented in many
esports settings, future research should intentionally oversample
these groups to capture a fuller range of experiences.

Second, we conducted all participatory design sessions online
between August and October 2021 due to COVID-19 restrictions.
Consequently, teens reflected on their esports experiences within a
predominantly remote play setting, lacking in-person contexts such
as in-person esports clubs or public gaming venues. Although we
identified many of the key themes, including emotional regulation
challenges, encounters with toxicity, and reliance on informal peer-
based coping that align with recent studies [10], the solely online
context may have shaped how teens articulated these stressors
and support systems [11]. Future work should examine how these
dynamics manifest in contemporary hybrid or in-person esports
environments.

Third, this study was exploratory and involved a relatively small
group of participants. While the PD process enabled rich qualitative
insights, larger-scale or longitudinal studies would clarify how per-
ceptions of mental well-being and coping strategies evolve across
different competitive environments and developmental stages.

7 Conclusion

This study examined how teenage esports players perceive and man-
age mental well-being through a participatory design approach.
Our findings show that adolescents define mental well-being less as
an individual state of discipline or emotional control and more as a
relational and collective practice, supporting teammates, caring for
peers, and sustaining a sense of purpose. Mental well-being, in their
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view, emerges from balancing lifestyle routines, regulating emo-
tions, and nurturing supportive relationships, all while remaining
accountable to others.

At the same time, teenagers highlighted stressors that lie largely
outside their control, including contagious tilt, toxic peer dynamics,
sleep disruption, and relational conflict. These challenges reveal
that esports mental well-being is not simply an individual task but a
systemic and social issue. Coping strategies reflected this complex-
ity: while formal programs often emphasize structured techniques,
teens overwhelmingly relied on everyday micro-interventions such
as short breaks, snacks, and resetting environments, which they
perceived as more authentic, accessible, and effective in practice.

Taken together, these insights suggest three contributions. First,
they underscore the importance of centering youth voices in esports
mental well-being research and design, recognizing that adolescent
well-being is deeply tied to developmental needs for recognition,
belonging, and responsibility. Second, they highlight the emergent
fit between teens’ lived experiences and Cognitive Behavioral The-
ory, showing how cycles of cognition, emotion, and behavior shape
resilience and vulnerability in competitive play. Finally, they point
toward practical implications: effective interventions should em-
phasize personalization, relational trust, and micro-interventions
that embed seamlessly into the rhythms of play.

By reframing mental well-being as a shared and culturally sit-
uated practice, this work advances a youth-driven perspective on
esports mental health. It also opens new pathways for research and
design that move beyond one-size-fits-all programs toward inter-
ventions that are relational, context sensitive, and developmentally
grounded, helping adolescent players not only to cope but to thrive
in the dynamic and challenging world of competitive gaming.
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A Attendance of Participants

Role Name Age Gender | PD1 | PD2 | PD3 | PD4 | PD5 | PD6 | PD7 | PD8 | PD9
(Pseudonym)

Teenager Ethan (P1) |15

Esports Jayden (P2) | 14

Players Noah (P3) |15

Lucas (P4) | 15
Amir (P5) |15
Kai (P6) |15
Robin (P7) | 15
Anna (P8) |15
Liam (P9) | 15
Miles (P10) | 15
Aaron (P11) | 15
Allon (P12) | 14
Chris (P13) | 15
Derek (P14) | 15
Adam (P15) | 14
Oscar (P16) | 14
Gary (P17) | 14

mEEEm R R R E R E i E R R R R R Rl E R E g EimElEIEIEIEIEE

Collegiate Zoe 26
Esports Andy 726
Coaches Kevin 292
David 21
Lily 24
Dakota 24
Sofia 21
Youth Riley Adult
Esports Skyler Adult
E;?)%g?:;tﬂr Isaiah Adult
Aiden Adult
Ryan Adult
Researchers | Hana Adult
Taylor Adult
Jordan Adult
Alex Adult
Bella Adult

Figure 7: Participant attendance across nine participatory design sessions.
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B Summary of Participatory Design 4

B.1 Visualization from PD4

The following figure illustrates the types of toxicity identified by participants during PD4. The visualization was co-created by participants
as part of the design activity.
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Figure 8: Participant-created visualization of toxicity types by match phase.
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B.2 Readable Table Representation of PD4

The following table translates the participant-generated visualization into a structured, readable format for clarity and reference. It categorizes
toxicity types by match phase and provides concrete examples of behaviors.

Table 5: Structured representation of toxic behaviors by match phase.

Match phase Toxicity category Example behaviors

Verbal toxicity Flaming character or rank; blaming others in lobby; ranting when in a bad mood

Racism / Prejudice Racist remarks; prejudice based on race or ethnicity

Gender fairness Sexist comments; “not good enough because female”; misogyny

Pre-Match  Exclusivity / Gatekeeping Creating exclusive groups; rank gatekeeping (“D4 police”); console vs. PC elitism
Griefing (pre-setup) Picking or banning characters on purpose to sabotage; performative bragging
Lack of self-confidence Expressing low confidence before match; self-deprecation
Harassment (pre-game)  DMs or lobby harassment; name calling before queue
Verbal toxicity Flaming teammates; yelling/insults; spam pinging; toxic “jokes”
Racism Racial slurs during play; targeted abuse
Gender fairness Sexist remarks while playing; gender bias in team roles
Throwing / Inting Intentionally dying; feeding; “giving up” plays
In-Match Quitting / AFK Leaving mid-game; abandoning the team
Griefing (in-game) Blocking or trolling allies; holding lobbies hostage
Destruction Keyboard slamming; desk slamming; smashing things
Deflecting / Projecting Blaming others for own mistakes; tilting and passing blame
Harassment Targeted harassment; dog-piling; gang-up behavior
Booting (in-game) Forcing players offline by flooding their network
Verbal toxicity Post-game flaming; trash talking; taking anger out on others
Swatting Swatting threats or posting personal information
Post-Match Stalking Following or harassing across matches or platforms
Destruction Smashing or breaking items after loss

Booting / Spamming
Exclusivity narratives

Post-match booting; spam messages
Public shaming; exclusion based on rank or identity
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