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Abstract

Objective: This study aimed to examine the professional trajectory of e-sports gamers in Iran, employing a
critical-interpretive approach within the framework of the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory.
Methodology: The research was conducted using a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, focusing on the
lived experiences of 14 male professional gamers with a history of team participation at national and regional
levels. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews during official competitions and analyzed
thematically using a deductive method within the JD-R theoretical framework. Data coding was divided into
two categories: job demands and job resources. Guba and Lincoln’s criteria were applied to assess data
credibility.

Results: The research findings, categorized into two main themes—job demands (with three subthemes:
competitive anxiety, life—game interference, and lifestyle) and job resources (with three subthemes: financial
issues, training, and team support)—revealed that Iranian professional gamers face a lack of organizational
support and weak team structures. The absence of financial backing, coherent training programs, and clear
contractual frameworks intensifies their psychological pressures. These deficiencies lead to conflicts between
personal and professional life, the adoption of unhealthy lifestyles, and motivational erosion, directly
threatening their mental and physical health.

Conclusion: This study demonstrates that the lived experiences of professional gamers in Iran involve complex,
multilayered job demands, set in an environment lacking supportive infrastructure—especially in psychological,
educational, and legal domains—resulting in chronic and exhausting pressures. It is recommended that Iranian
e-sports institutions improve professional gamers’ conditions by establishing psychological counseling centers,
strengthening legal and contractual mechanisms, developing specialized training, and enhancing technological
infrastructure. Moreover, targeted financial support and increasing social acceptance of gamers are essential
measures to sustain this industry in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Summary

This study examined the professional trajectory of Iranian e-sports gamers using a critical-interpretive approach
within the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) framework. A hermeneutic phenomenological design was applied,
involving 14 male professional gamers with national and regional competitive experience. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and analyzed thematically using a deductive JD-R approach, categorizing
findings into job demands and job resources. Key demands included competitive anxiety, life—game
interference, and lifestyle challenges, while resources involved financial issues, training, and team support.
Results showed a lack of organizational support, weak team structures, and insufficient financial and training
systems, intensifying psychological pressure. These conditions caused work—life conflict, unhealthy lifestyles,
and reduced motivation. The study concludes that Iranian professional gamers operate under complex and
exhausting demands with limited institutional support, highlighting the need for psychological, legal, financial,
and infrastructural improvements.

Introduction

In recent years, esports have evolved from a simple leisure activity into a structured and multidimensional
industry, creating a new form of digital employment (1). Professional gamers, as an emerging workforce, possess
advanced technical, cognitive, and communication skills and operate in an environment that differs
fundamentally from the traditional labor market. In Iran, despite infrastructural limitations, the absence of clear
regulations, and negative cultural attitudes, the professional pathway of gamers has developed informally and
without institutional support (2). The lack of supportive organizations, absence of transparent contracts, limited
mental health services, and negative media representation have contributed to job instability, anxiety, and
burnout among gamers. In this context, the Job Demands—Resources theory (3) provides a suitable framework
for analyzing the interaction between job demands and job resources in Iranian gamers’ experiences and can
help explain the factors influencing their work motivation or occupational burnout.

Methodology and Approach

Given the nature of this study, it was conducted within an interpretivist paradigm using a qualitative approach,
as it aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of the meanings and lived experiences of professional e-sports
gamers in Iran. The research employed an interpretative phenomenological design, which enabled an in-depth
exploration of participants' perceptions and lived experiences. The target population consisted of professional
gamers in [ran with at least one year of team-based competitive experience, selected through purposive sampling
to ensure rich and information-dense data. The inclusion criterion was formal contractual membership in
professional teams. Considering the qualitative nature of the study, sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was reached, resulting in 14 male professional gamers, selected after 12 initial interviews and 2
additional confirmatory interviews. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews focusing on
psychosocial experiences and both job demands and job resources. Access to participants was facilitated through
the researcher’s professional network, coordination with the Iranian Esports Association, and field presence
during competitive events. Each interview lasted between 35 and 45 minutes and was audio-recorded with
informed consent. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis with a deductive approach within the Job
Demands—Resources framework. Coding followed Braun and Clarke’s six-step process (2006), and data were
organized into two main categories: job demands and job resources. For job demands, three themes were
identified (competitive anxiety, life—game interference, and unhealthy lifestyle), while for job resources, three
themes emerged (financial issues, training, and team support) (4). Research rigor was ensured using Guba and
Lincoln’s criteria (1989), including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (5). In addition,
direct quotations from participants were used to enhance the accuracy and trustworthiness of the analysis.

Result and Conclusion
The findings of this study indicate that the lived experiences of professional gamers in Iran, within the
framework of the Job Demands—Resources theory, are characterized by a complex, exhausting, and multilayered
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set of job demands. In the dimension of job demands, three main themes were identified: competitive anxiety,
life—game interference, and an unhealthy lifestyle. Competitive anxiety is experienced not merely as a fear of
failure, but as a form of performance obsession and a persistent internal pressure for continuous improvement;
a pressure that, in the absence of psychological support, leads to excessive self-regulation and the suppression
of psychological vulnerability. Life—game interference reflects the blurring of boundaries between work and
personal life, which, within a socio-cultural context lacking occupational legitimacy, results in identity crises
and family conflicts. Additionally, the unhealthy lifestyle—comprising irregular sleep patterns, poor nutrition,
and limited bodily awareness—is a direct consequence of structural pressures and the absence of specialized
training and education.

At a broader level, the findings indicate that Iranian gamers are compelled to simultaneously assume the roles
of employee, coach, and performance analyst, while also facing cultural, economic, and media-related pressures.
In this context, psychological hardiness is not a developed skill, but rather a defensive response to the absence
of institutional support. Consequently, competitive anxiety becomes a chronic experience rooted in social and
cultural structures rather than merely individual characteristics.

In the dimension of job resources (Table 1), three domains—financial issues, training, and team support—were
identified, which in most cases were ineffective or absent. Informal contracts, irregular payments, and the lack
of stable financial support have rendered the economic structure of this profession fragile. Similarly, experiential
learning and reliance on scattered online resources, in the absence of academies and specialized coaches, have
constrained professional development. Team support is also ineffective in alleviating pressures due to weak
infrastructure, lack of professional management, and intra-team cultural tensions.

Table 1. Job Resources Coding
Main theme Sub-themes Codes
Temporary and verbal contracts

Irregular salary payments

Financial issues
Personal expenses (self-funded costs)

Lack of financial transparency in clubs

Reliance on experiential learning

Job resources . Lack of specialized coaches
Training

Absence of academies or talent identification systems

Training dependent on scattered online resources

Lack of appropriate physical space for team practice

Team support  Clubs’ short-term performance orientation

Cultural and value-based challenges among players from different minority groups

The discussion of findings suggests that the core crisis is not merely a shortage of resources, but rather the issue
of the “occupational legitimacy” of gaming in Iran. In the absence of social recognition, gamers face a duality
between being perceived as “work” or “play,” which generates additional psychological pressure. This situation
is exacerbated by social stigma, negative perceptions from families and media, and the lack of legal frameworks,
leading to the persistence of informal working relationships and structural exploitation.

In conclusion, the study indicates that the professional experience of Iranian gamers results from a complex
interplay between structural, cultural, and psychological job demands and a lack of supporting resources. This
condition leads to gradual burnout, chronic anxiety, and occupational identity crisis. Therefore, the development
of this industry requires multi-level interventions, including the formalization of contracts, the establishment of
educational infrastructure, psychological support, the strengthening of professional associations, and the cultural
redefinition of "digital work." Without these reforms, the professional trajectory of gamers in Iran will continue
to rely on exhausting self-reliance and structural inequality.
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Table 2. Job Demands Coding
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