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Assembling Intercultural Teams in Esports —
Implications from the League of Legends European Championship

Abstract

In times of digitization, professional intercultural management is crucial for organizations.
There are many ways to compose teams, but the picture of practical optimization techniques is
still vague. Therefore, it appears reasonable to analyze new contexts outside the traditional
business world. The meaning of esports (competitive gaming) is novel as it grew in the last
decade exponentially and is gaining massive momentum. Furthermore, esports grew in a closed
environment for a long time and is driven by a digital and global community. In this paper, we
will analyze the popular game League of Legends and the impact of the cultural team optimi-
zation strategy. Additionally, to the team, we will also focus on the Coach as part of this process.
The results will show that unique separable strategies focusing on cultural homogeneity or di-
versity can be observed. It becomes evident that some optimization patterns have a higher prob-
ability of success than others. Based on these results, we will focus on the League of Legends
European Championship and derive a prediction formula for the success of the teams and test
it in the spring and summer season in 2019. Finally, we will present implications for intercul-
tural management.

Keywords: Intercultural management, international teams, cultural synergy, esports, cultural
optimization

www.esportslab.org 2



eSports Lab Universitéit Siegen Arbeitspapier #1

Assembling Intercultural Teams in Esports —
Implications from the League of Legends European Championship

1. Research Motivation

In recent years, we can observe an emergent and global phenomenon. Competitive gaming, the
so-called esports, moved from a niche industry with a small portion of passionate fans to a
stadium-filling attraction. Superdata (2017) stated that the revenue in esports grew in 2017 to
1.5 billion US-dollar per year. A variety of companies are eager to join the esports industry,
which can be seen at Amazon buying Twitch.tv, a streaming platform, for 970 million US-
Dollar (Takahashi 2015), and companies like Mercedes-Benz or State Farm perform as spon-
sors. There are now over 130 “traditional” sports teams in esports involved, and, especially in
2017, this number increased exponentially. The majority of the professional sports teams at
least discuss the opportunity to invest in esports. It is observable, that esports grew quite sub-
stantially in the last year, although, it is not that novel as the phenomenon started to emerge at
the beginning of the internet. In nearly 20 years, esports flourished to an industry that nowadays
can fill the Bird’s Nest in Beijing China with tens of thousands of spectators (Gu 2017) as well
as seen as an innovative and disruptive industry (Scholz and Stein 2017).

From a business perspective, this is an exciting development, but from an intercultural
management perspective, another evolution is observable. For a long time, esports shaped in
relative solitude; the esports sphere had to develop and grow on its own without influences from
the outside. Many people did not understand esports and, therefore, categorized it as a nerd-
phenomenon (Hallman and Giel 2017). Solutions were created without interference from other
sources. At the same time, esports was predominately played on the internet, and this can be
seen in the globalized approach in esports that goes further than any globalization in other in-
dustries. There was no need to search for team members within proximity; people could play
together from everywhere. It is a truly global and digital industry. Consequently, intercultural
teams are today a typical sight in professional esports teams, but it is quite a challenge to deal
with such a team (Stein and Scholz 2016).

We claim that esports is more globalized and more digitized than many international
virtual teams in modern corporations (Freeman and Wohn 2017). From an early age in their
career, esports players have faced a globalized and digital world. To compete, they have to
collaborate with a variety of people and have to find solutions to work in intercultural teams.
Esports is not researched for a long time, and there is no substantial research on intercultural
management in esports available; it seems interesting to analyze the approach of esports on
intercultural management. The approach to intercultural management can contribute to the ex-
isting literature on international virtual teams.

There is especially one question to solve, which seems to be a crucial question in inter-
cultural management nowadays: how to build effective intercultural teams (e.g., Earley and
Peterson 2004, Humes and Reilly 2008, Lobel 1980, Zakaria et al. 2004). It is widely accepted
that a professional intercultural team-building is essential for the success of organizations (e.g.,
Davison 1994, Matveev and Nelson 2004, Stahl et al. 2010), and this holds accurate as well for
times of digitization and globalization where international virtual team-building becomes a fur-
ther challenge (e.g., Gilson et al.2015, Grosse 2002, Lipnack and Stamps 1999). Consequently,
understanding the way of creating successful esports teams may give insights towards this ques-
tion and help to get a different perspective. Keep in mind, esports grew on their own and is an
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industry that depends on the digitization as well as an under-researched context (Banyai et al.
2019).

There are many ways to compose teams concerning the cultural background (e.g., Adler
and Gundersen 2007; Moosmiiller et al. 2001, Scholz 2012), but the picture of effective opti-
mization techniques is still vague. In recent intercultural management research, substantial pro-
gress on this question cannot be observed. In particular, the question of an adequate cultural
difference among team members is still unsolved (e.g., Nemetz and Christensen 1996, Shachaf
2008, van Knippenberg and Mell 2016). The approaches on the cultural void (e.g., Blodgett et
al. 2015, Liebowitz 2008) also do not specify cultural proximity versus distance among team
members in order to make their cooperation more effective. Therefore, it appears reasonable to
analyze new contexts outside the traditional business world, such as esports.

In this paper, we will give a short introduction to esports and present a research model
for analyzing intercultural management in esports. We will focus on the idea of the cultural
optimization of esports teams. In order to test the proposed hypotheses, we analyzed each team
participating in League of Legends in the season 2017 in the regions North America, Europe,
Taiwan South Korea, and China as well as World Championship finals. Furthermore, for Eu-
rope as the core research object, we also analyzed all seasons from 2014 until 2019. These
results were used to develop a formula that describes the cultural synergy. This formula is tested
for the season 2019. These results will be used to discuss potential implications for intercultural
management.

2. Esports

The phenomenon of esports or competitive gaming is commonly referred to as a development
in recent years. The earliest documented esports competition, however, took place at Stanford
University in 1972 (Hiltscher 2015, Scholz 2019, Taylor 2012). Still, exponential growth hap-
pened predominately in the past decade (Hamari and Sjoblom 2017). Esports has grown from
a small niche industry into a respectable player in the modern business, media, and sports world.
Furthermore, this development was topped exponentially in 2017, and the predictions for the
upcoming years will be exponential as well.

In research, there is still no precise definition of what esports means. In general, esports
is seen as an umbrella term. An extended definition for esports originates from Wagner (2006,
p. 3): “esports is an area of sports activities in which people develop and train mental or physical
abilities in the use of information and communication technologies.” Arnaud complements
Wagner’s definition: “Passion, training, reflex, intelligence, and teamwork ... if it is not sport,
it really has its taste” (Arnaud 2010, p. 11). This ongoing discourse was zusammengefiihrt in
the following description:

“In summary, it can be stated that eSports is eSports and is a socio-cultural phe-

nomenon rooted in sports, media, entertainment, and culture, but emerged in a

digitized environment. Furthermore, eSports blurs the barriers to those fields.

Thereby, eSports evolved beyond the constraints of traditional sports, media,

entertainment, and culture” (Scholz 2020).

At the moment, the tendency of linking esports to sports is omnipresent (Adamus 2012,
Hallmann and Giel 2018, Hebbel-Seeger 2012, Jenny et al. 2017) and has sparked an intensive
discussion about the appropriateness of doing so (e.g., Franke 2015, Hutchins, 2008, Jonasson
and Thiborg 2010, Taylor 2012, Witkowski 2010). Resistance is coming from sports officials
like the German Football Association, stating that esports is not a sports activity, and the
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ambitions of making esports an Olympic category are absurd (Reuters 2018). At the same time,
actors in the esports scene are arguing against the sports label as well: “But to think that a new
phenomenon like esports can be described in terms of the old is to misunderstand it entirely”
(Superdata 2015, p. 3). However, more and more sports teams are heavily investing in esports.

This reasoning is essential for further analysis in the context of intercultural manage-
ment. Esports do not copy existing structures to adapt to, for example, the traditional sports
environment, the current sports environment; esports do not aim to converge with traditional
sports but strive to establish a unique setting. This environment may be more dynamic and
decentralized, thus catering to the needs of this new industry. Consequently, the solutions of
esports regarding intercultural management could vary. It will be interesting to test existing
literature if it is confirmed or rejected by esports intercultural management.

Besides their (potential) alignment with the world of sports, esports is also aligned with
gaming culture (Franke 2015, Jonasson and Thiborg 2010) or gamer culture (Shaw 2010). This
illustrates the link between players and producers of video games: They share a “self-professed
passion for video games” (Weststar 2015, p. 1244). Consequently, boundaries are translucent
within esports, be it between producer and consumer, or amateur and professional (Taylor
2012). There are no distinct boundaries; all actors are part of the network and distinctly linked
to each other. Beyond that, esports people, as members of the esports sphere, adopt a particular
way of life (Chee 2006). This integration process appears much more intense than observed in
any other cultural or sports-related phenomenon. “Altogether, professional gamers, audience
members, and commentators present a dynamic understanding of video games as a performa-
tive medium” (Randhawa 2015, p. 16). This gamer culture could have an impact on the inter-
cultural understanding of esports.

Furthermore, participating in esports often entails a high degree of enthusiasm and spirit.
“[TThey devote hours to hours to mastering it, endlessly fascinated by the intricacies of the
system, its characters, its weapons, its properties” (Taylor 2012, p.89). This is important when
trying to understand the dynamics among entities within the esports media sphere, as well as
their potential of cooperating with other actors, even competitors. The outstanding team of SK
Gaming boasts the slogan: “Gaming is believing.” This precisely describes the inherent feeling
of every actor in the industry. They believe in esports and, on a meta-level, want to see esports
succeed and gain popularity.

3. Research Model
3.1. Research Framework and Hypotheses

The success of a culturally mixed team is expected to originate in the symbiotic combination
of their specific cultural dimensions, not only among each other but also between the team
members and their team leader. Referring to the literature of Hofstede (1980) and his cultural
dimensions, it is possible to get a cultural understanding of culturally mixed teams, in particular
by using the updated version of Hofstede et al. (2010). The question that is relevant in this case
is the impact of cultural synergy on the team. Is it essential that the team has a high cultural
synergy or a low cultural synergy? As stated by Adler and Gundarsson (2008), cultural diversity
can have a positive impact on teams, under the assumption that creativity is required.

Consequently, cultural diversity can have a beneficial influence in certain situations
(Scholz 2012). Cultural diversity could be relevant for the composition in esports teams, as
creativity could lead to a competitive advantage. However, training skills are a routine task and
also essential for any successful esports team. On the spectrum of Adler and Gundarsson,
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cultural diversity is highly effective for the creative aspects of esports, but also highly ineffec-
tive for the routine training of skills in esports.

Focusing on synergy and focusing on diversity can be useful in any way. However, it is
essential to focus on one characteristic predominately (Adler and Gundersen 2007). Conse-
quently, the team composition should follow a distinct strategy. The environment in esports is
quite volatile and dynamic, therefore, dealing with complexity (Duncan 1975), and the differ-
entiation (Blau and Schoenherr 1971) of team skills is critical to success. The coach in those
teams finally makes these decisions, and there is the necessity to find the right fit for a team.

The first hypothesis relates to the understanding that the individual cultural dimension
of every team member will influence the success of the team. We assume that the cultural di-
mension of individualism and collectivism will have a substantial impact on the team compo-
sition, thereby stating that teams should consist of people with a high individualism or high
collectivism. If the team is individualistic, the coach will look for heterogeneity in the team to
increase the potential for creativity. However, a collectivist team should focus on homogeneity.
Finally, the coach will focus on the similarity between himself/herself and the team member.
For the collectivistic approach, the focus will be on increasing homogeneity, but for the indi-
vidualistic approach, it would be to decrease similarity. Following the cultural diversity under-
standing, there should be two strong patterns: a collectivist, homogeneous team with high cul-
tural similarity to the coach and an individualistic, heterogeneous team with low cultural simi-
larity to the coach.

Hypothesis 1: Coaches seeking collectivism, homogeneity, and similarity in

teams or for individualism, heterogeneity, and dissimilarity are more successful.

Although these patterns may be useful to select a winning team, it becomes evident that
the leadership as well is relevant. The coach will require a certain way to lead the team, House
et al. (2004) categorized this in the culturally endorsed leadership dimensions with a focus on
charismatic, team-oriented, participative, humane-oriented, autonomous, and self-protective
behavior. All of these seem reasonable in the context of leadership; however, in an esports team,
we face a unique context. In general, esports games are fast, even faster than many other sports
games. One single decision could lead to victory; this decision is made in less than a second.

Consequently, a coach is not able to influence the decisions, so he/she has to let the team
members play their game. Here and there is it possible for the coach to impact the game, for
example, using a time-out to change the flow of the game. At the same time, still, the players
are highly autonomous.

Dimensions like charismatic, team-oriented, participative, human-oriented, or self-pro-
tective will probably have less impact on the coach-team relationship. Being charismatic, hu-
man-oriented, and self-protective are maybe necessary dimensions, however, in the heat of the
game, the players will not react on that. This is also the case for the dimension team-oriented,
they know they are a team, and only as a team, they will win. Consequently, they need to par-
ticipate. Humane-oriented leadership will have an impact on the breaks and time-outs. Still, it
is questionable if these speeches have a sustainable effect. Even in sports, it is debated if the
coach has an influence on the player within a game (Buning and Thompson 2015). Therefore,
the focus lies on autonomy. It is not the case that autonomous behavior is necessarily superior.
Instead, it is more reasonable that there needs to be a fit between the understanding of autono-
mous leadership and the autonomous behavior of the players. A coach requires a similar under-
standing of autonomy as the team to let them work on their own or give them constant feedback.
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Without this type of fit, there will be miscommunication and unmet expectations. Despite the

value of autonomy, it seems essential to have a fit between coach and team on autonomy.
Hypothesis 2: Coaches seeking for a fit in the autonomy of their players are more
successful.

3.2. Research Setting

Data were collected from the video games League of Legends (LoL). LoL is a so-called Multi-
player Online Battle Arena games or MOBA games, and it is currently one of the most popular
ones. Each team consists of five players, and they fight against another team on a virtual bat-
tlefield. The goal is to defeat the enemy by, for example, destroy the enemy base. LoL can be
seen as the most successful as well as a prominent esports title in the industry. For example, at
the League of Legends World Championship, the number of viewers peaked at over 14.7 mil-
lion (Lolesports Staff 2016). In general, the typical team consists of five players and one coach
on the “field.” Other people are supporting the team that could be called the coach. However,
there is only one person allowed to interact with the players before the game.

Furthermore, there is a substitute player available, but usually, the core players partici-
pate in the majority of the games throughout the season. Regarding the data set, League of
Legends is separated in regions, e.g., Europe or North America, teams are playing a spring
season as well as a summer season, and the regions will send their best teams to the global
finals to battle out the world championship. In 2017 that meant globally 56 teams participated
with 280 different players and 56 different coaches. For the European data set from 2014 until
2019, twelve seasons were played consisting of 10 teams (in 2014, only eight teams partici-
pated).

3.3. Method
To make a comparison possible, we will focus on the intercultural dimensions by Hofstede and
the culturally endorsed leadership theory from the GLOBE study (House et al., 2004), thereby
using the values supplied by Hofstede and focusing on the rankings of the cultural endorsed
leadership theories. As this is an explorative study, we are using these categorizations to get a
better understanding of this novel context. However, an in-depth analysis will be necessary to
validate the results.

Table 1: Exemplary Analysis for Hypothesis 1 of
G2 Esports (Summer 2019)

G2 Esports (Summer 2019)

Coach Player 1 Player 2 Player 3 Player 4 Player 5

Germany Denmark Poland Denmark Croatia Slovenia

pPI MULRPI MULRPI MULRIPI MULRIIPI MUIELIRIEPI{I MUIEL R

35167 66 |65 183 140 |18 |74 16 23 35170 |68 |60 |64 |93 38 29 [18 |74 |16 23 |35 |70 |73 |33 140 [80 |58 33 {71 [27 |19 |88 49 48

Average Std. Dev. Team-Coach [ (Team) Homogeneity |Similarity

PI MUIL RIP I MUIL R I M|UI R |54 137 117

50 54 31 |61 |43 50 |29 22 21 35 |10 20]15 |13 35 |4 140 |10 findividualistic heterogeneous unsimilar

P=Power Distance; I=Individualism/Collectivism;, M=Masculinity/Feminity, U=Uncertainty
Avoidance; L=Long Term Orientation, I=Indulgence/Restraint

Table 1 shows exemplary the raw data for one team (G2 Esports) that we used for the
analysis of hypothesis 1. This analysis was done for all teams. Hypothesis 1 was analyzed by
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describing the individualistic value of the team; we took the average individualistic value of the
team and cut 50 points on a 100 scale. The homogeneity is evaluated by the sum of the standard
abbreviation overall cultural dimensions in the team. Finally, the similarity is derived by the
cultural differences between the coach and the team and adding them up in absolute numbers.
Both of them are split at the 60 points barriers.

Table 2: Exemplary Analysis for Hypothesis 2 of
G2 Esports (Summer 2019)

G2 Esports (Summer 2019)

Coach Player 1 Player 2 Player 3 Player 4 Player 5

Germany Denmark Poland Denmark Croatia Slovenia

cCTPHASICTPHASICITPHASKCTPHARSICTP HARSI|ICIT|P HIAS(S

3L PRBRPRPREPRPRZBERZEIRRERBBPRPRPRELIRIRREIRZPBBREZIERZPBAB

Average Std. Dev. Team-Coach | A (Team) FIT
CTPHARSIICTPHASICITPHIAIS]|O04 4,8
2 2 |1,8[1,62,62 (0,50 |1,1]l [0,5]1 [0,61 |1,2{0,4/0,4]1,2 Low fit with coach Medium fit with coach

C=charismatic, T=team-oriented, P=participative, H=humane-oriented,
A=autonomous, S=self-protective

Table 2 shows again the exemplary analysis of the raw data that was used for Team
Liquid in order to evaluate hypothesis 2. This analysis was done for all 46 teams. For hypothesis
2, we categorized the rankings of the CLT leadership dimensions (House et al. 2004, 684) and
codified them into 1=low rank, 2=medium rank, 3=high rank. In the GLOBE study, the authors
differed between absolute and relative scores. We used the relative score for our analysis, as it
seems to be more precise. Analyzing the fit is done by comparing the values of the coach with
the average values of the team.

4. Results

4.1. Testing the Hypotheses
Taking a closer look at the data reveals a great variety of nationalities involved, some teams
consist of people from six different countries, and some teams are from one country. Still, in
some regions, there is a certain dominance observable. For example, South Korea has only
South Korean players, and this development is explainable as South Korea is seen as the home-
country of esports and, therefore, based on the long history have a considerable player-base.

Table 3: Analysis of the Team Compositions in League of Legends in the World Cham-

pionship in 2017
Team IND | HOM | SIM Pattern
Samsung Gal- 18 0 0 collectivistic | homogeneous similar
axy*
SK Telecom 18 0 0 collectivistic | homogeneous similar
T1*
Royal Never 20 0 116 collectivistic | homogeneous unsimilar
Give Up
Team WE 19 67 73 collectivistic | heterogeneous unsimilar
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Longhzu 18 0 0 collectivistic | homogeneous similar
Gaming*

Misfits Gam- 67 124 231 | individualistic | heterogeneous unsimilar
ing

Fnatic 73 89 69 individualistic | heterogeneous unsimilar
Cloud9 71 136 203 | individualistic | heterogeneous unsimilar
Gigabyte Ma- 20 0 0 collectivistic | homogeneous similar
rines

G2 Esports 39 130 125 collectivistic | heterogeneous unsimilar
Team SoloMid | 70 138 76 individualistic | heterogeneous unsimilar
ahq e-Sports 17 0 0 collectivistic | homogeneous similar
Club*

EDward Gam- 20 55 98 collectivistic | homogeneous unsimilar
ing

Immortals 36 147 108 collectivistic | heterogeneous unsimilar
Fenerbahce 29 58 42 collectivistic | homogeneous unsimilar
Flash Wolves* 17 0 0 collectivistic | homogeneous similar

teams with asterisks consist of members from one nation

Table 3 shows the final standing of the League of Legends World Championship in
2017. In League of Legends, many teams from the top 8 follow one of the proposed patterns.
Either they are collectivistic, homogeneous, and similar, or they are individualistic, heteroge-
neous, and unsimilar. The team of Royal Never Give Up states a lack of similarity because the
coach is from Taiwan, and the players are from China. Team WE are highly collectivistic due
to the reason that the coach is from China, two players are from China, and three players are
from South-Korea. However, there is a specific heterogeneity and lack of similarity observable.
Still, both teams have particular cultural proximity that may counteract these discrepancies. All
these teams focus on intense gameplay and are known for their high skill level. The individu-
alistic pattern highlights the cultural diversity and the potential for creative gameplay. Misfits
Gaming has a coach from the United Arab Emirates and players from Great Britain, Germany,
France, and South Korea.

In the lower eight, there are also some teams following the pattern, like Gigabyte Ma-
rines, ahq e-Sports Club, and Flash Wolves are from one country, so it is evident that there are
homogeneity and similarity. However, Team SoloMid is following the individualistic pattern
consisting of players from the U.S.A., Denmark, and China. It is not clear why this trend did
not work. Besides that, every team varied from the hypothesized pattern. It seems in League of
Legends that hypothesis 1 is not rejected. In summary, several teams follow the collectivist or
individualistic pattern. Furthermore, there is a tendency that this pattern is more successful than
other compositions.

Table 4: Analysis of the CLT Leadership Dimensions in League of

Legends in the World Championship In 2017
Team C T P H A S Fit
Samsung Galaxy* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
SK Telecom T1* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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Royal Never Give Up 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Team WE 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Longhzu Gaming* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Misfits Gaming 1,8 1 1,4 0,4 0 1,4 6
Fnatic 0 0 0,2 2 0,2 0,2 2,6
Cloud9 0,8 0,8 1,6 0,4 0 1,6 5,2
Gigabyte Marines* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
G2 Esports 0,6 1,4 1,4 0 1 1,4 5,8
Team SoloMid 0,2 0,2 0,4 0,8 0 0,4 2
ahq e-Sports Club* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
EDward Gaming 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Immortals 0,4 0,2 0,4 0 0 0,4 1,4
1907 Fenerbahce Esports 0,4 0,8 0 0,4 0 0 1,6
Flash Wolves* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

teams with asterisks consist of members from one nation; C=charismatic, T=team-oriented,
P=participative, H=humane-oriented, A=autonomous, S=self-protective

Moving on to hypothesis 2 and the fit concerning the autonomy, there is a pattern ob-
servable. Table 4 is focusing again on LoL and presents the results relevant for hypothesis 2.
In all of the teams, there is a fit towards autonomy observable, and the majority have a perfect
fit. Only G2 Esports in the lower eight had a high value. The team consisting of a Dutch coach
and players from South-Korea, Croatia, Denmark, and Spain seems to struggle with the auton-
omy fit. Still, the team lacked a fit between coach and players in all dimensions. Finally, auton-
omy fit appears to be a universal necessity for teams in League of Legends. Consequently,
hypothesis 2 is not rejected. The coach should look towards a proper autonomy fit to be able to
compete on this high level at all.

4.2. Developing a Prediction Formula

Based on the results of the analysis from the League of Legends World Championship in 2017,
it became evident that there are patterns observable that may benefit the success of a team.
Pattern one is based on an individualistic, heterogenic team composition with a low fitting be-
tween the team and the coach. Pattern two is based on a collectivistic, homogenous team com-
position with a high fitting between the team and the coach. However, for the discourse of
intercultural management, it seems that regions like China, Taiwan, and South Korea are less
interesting due to the lack of cultural diversity in the teams. Therefore, North America and
Europe seem more relevant to the research. However, to identify an equation that explains the
cultural synergy within the team and the coach, it is essential to focus on the region that has a
successful track record in the past. The League of Legends European Championship is not only
more diverse but also more successful, especially in recent years. Europe reached the World
Championship finals with Fnatic in 2018 and with G2 Esports in 2019. In 2019 no North Amer-
ican team even reached the Knockout Stage of the final eight teams.

Furthermore, the European teams tend towards pattern one; based on that, the individu-
alism within the team is more relevant; the homogeneity should have a low value — these
aspects co-align with the individualistic and heterogeneous pattern. Besides, the understanding
of autonomy in the team should be similar, so everybody in the team has the same understanding
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of autonomy in the team. Therefore, the standard deviation of autonomy becomes relevant for
the prediction of success. Another factor in the prediction based on the pattern, is the similarity
of the coach, thereby comparing the cultural dimensions of the coach with the average cultural
dimension of the team. Although the pattern one reveals a tendency of unsimilarity, it seems to
exist a diminishing benefit of unsimilarity in this context. Teams with a high unsimilarity tend
to perform worse than teams trending towards similarity. Therefore, we propose that a lower
value in similarity/unsimilarity is more beneficial than a higher, under the assumption that they
can be categorized as unsimilar. As stated before, the fit between coach and team is also crucial
for the success of the team, and again the value should move towards zero. The fit describes
the cultural fit between coach and team across the CLT leadership dimensions. Also, we in-
cluded another significant benefit concerning uncertainty avoidance. Here the uncertainty
avoidance is compared to the coach and the team as this is crucial for the strategic position of
the team overall. Are they more risk-taking, or are the less risk-taking? The general assumption
is that convergence towards the same mind-set is necessary to be successful.

The results from the season 2014 until 2018 were used to create a formula that could
predict the placement in the league based on the team composition and the coach. This formula
is only based on the cultural dimensions, and the categorization by Hofstede (1980) and the
GLOBE Study (2014) other performance statistics was not considered in this exploratory re-
search but may be added in the future. The goal was to predict the outcome purely based on
cultural dimensions. Consequently, eight seasons were the basis of this approximation. The
season of 2013 was not included as a coach was not yet mandatory. The spring and summer
season of 2019 was used to test the predictions. Based on that, the following equation that is
conformed to the argument about the pattern one emerged:

Equation: Predicting the Cultural Synergy of a European Lol Team
Cultural Synergy = (IND + HOM « STD(AUT)) + (SIM * FIT) + (UAcoqch — UAteam)

This equation explains in the first bracket, the individualism (IND) and homogeneity
(HOM) as well as the standard deviation of autonomy (AUT) of the team consisting of the five
players under the assumption that the team is following the overall heterogeneity pattern. The
second bracket states the similarity (SIM) and the fit (FIT) of the coach towards the team, and
the final bracket describes the fit concerning the uncertainty avoidance (UA) between coach
and team as an efficiency factor in the equation. Overall the tendency should be lowering the
value in this equation. The closer it gets to zero, the more synergy is observable.

Table 5: Comparison of the Prediction of the League of Legends
European Championship for the Spring Season 2019

League of Legends European Championship Spring Season 2019
Team Predicted Fit Spring Place Difference

1. Excel Esports 155 9. -8
2. Fnatic 172 3. -1
3. G2 Esports 179 1. +2
4. FC Schalke 04 182 7. -3
5. Splyce 203 4. +1
6. Origen 229 2. +4
7. SK Gaming” 241 6. -1
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8. Misfits Gaming 255 8. 0
9. Team Vitality 269 5. -4
10. | Rogue’ 289 10. 0

asterisks are for teams diverging from the pattern one

Based on the equation, we evaluated the predicted fit for the teams in the spring season
2019, and the results are depicted in table 5. These results were compared to the actual place-
ment of the teams. Only SK Gaming and Rogue deviated from the pattern one, and their fit was
multiplied by 1,2 to highlight this deviation as both teams followed a more collectivistic team
composition. Overall, the placement of the teams was relatively close to reality. Only Excel
Esports deviated and is an extreme outlier, and after a bad start into the season, the team tested
around with their academy players. Misfits Gaming and Rogue were correctly predicted, and
G2 Esports and Fnatic were predicted to be in the Top 3 of the spring season.

Table 6: Comparison of the Prediction of the League of Legends
European Championship for the Summer Season 2019

League of Legends European Championship Summer Season 2019
Team Predicted Fit Summer Place Difference

1. Fnatic® 137 2 -1
2. G2 Esports® 143 1 +1
3. Splyce® 176 3 0
4. Excel Esports 182 10 -6
5. Origen 183 8 -3
6. SK Gaming” 195 7 -1
7. FC Schalke 04! 201 4 +3
8. Team Vitality® 215 6 +2
9. Rogue” 221 5 +4
10. | Misfits Gaming 283 9 -1

asterisks are for teams diverging from the pattern one, teams with an s have the same roster
as in the spring season and teams with a 1 had only one change in the roster

In the transfer window between the spring and the summer season, several teams stayed
with their existing roster. This development is quite recent as teams often only had short-term
contracts with the players and, therefore, transfers were quite common. Only a few players
stayed in one team for more than a year. For example, Martin “Rekkles” Larsson is part of
Fnatic uninterrupted since 2015. With the current growth of esports and the increase in profes-
sionalization (Scholz, 2019), many organizations are interested in keeping the team for a more
extended period. Not only for performance reasons but also marketing reasons. Therefore, we
propose that keeping the team together or only changing one player may have a beneficial im-
pact on the cultural synergy. Consequently, if the team stays the same, we predicted fit would
be multiplied by 0,8, and with one substitution, it will be multiplied by 0,9.

Based on these adjustments, teams like Fnatic and G2 Esports improved their fit as they
stayed the same. The prediction of the Top 3 was near to the reality; only that G2 Esports beat
Fnatic. The other teams were quite close to their placement in the summer, and teams like Mis-
fits Gaming or SK Gaming only deviated one place, and Splyce was correctly predicted. Again,
Excel Esports acts like an outlier, even though not so extreme as in the Spring season. Still, it

www.esportslab.org 12



eSports Lab Universitéit Siegen Arbeitspapier #1

seems that some hidden aspects need further investigation as to why this team is performing far
worse than the cultural synergy equation predicted.

The equation predicts the placement in the seasons of 2019 to a certain degree. But still,
using these cultural dimensions is an experimental approximation of the cultural context in
these professional eSports teams. Many other variables may influence, but the prediction also
highlights that the fit between team and coach is also essential for the success of a team, and
this can be interesting for future iterations of the equation. As the transfer window is still open,
a prediction of the spring season in 2020 is not yet possible.

5. Discussion and Implications

This exploratory analysis shows some interesting aspects to discuss and scrutinize. The focus
on cultural diversity is highly relevant for cultural optimization. Teams need to be optimized
around the team-building strategy. Selecting a team is not only dependent on the team members
but also the coach or team leader will influence the intercultural diversity in teams. Focusing
on the different team composition patterns identified in the course of our research may be useful
to find a needed harmony in the team. The team can work together, even if they are individual-
istic, heterogeneous, and lack similarity to their coach.

Furthermore, it becomes evident that cultural diversity is useful only for achieving a
creative outlet, as well as cultural synergy, which is useful for repetitive tasks. This may not be
new knowledge, but the esports context shows quite clearly that the simultaneous focus on
cultural diversity and cultural synergy can lead to a competitive advantage. Purely individual-
istic teams were successful as well as collectivistic teams. However, it is not observable that
the concentration of individualistic versus collectivistic alone leads to a competitive advantage.
The other teams are also following specific patterns; therefore, the DotA 2 Team of Team Liq-
uid is quite entertaining, as it is highly diverse, but the coach was able to create a team by a
collectivistic focus and a good fit in autonomy.

Patterns are useful, but they are no guarantor of success. This can be an exciting impli-
cation for intercultural management as well; the best practices may sound helpful. However,
they could not be adequate for their organization. Following the standard understanding of in-
tercultural management may not lead to a competitive advantage. However, it may also not lead
to a competitive disadvantage.

The fit between coach and team members led to a further interesting implication. Alt-
hough the hypothesis 2 on the coach’s preferences on autonomy sounded reasonable, the data
showed that an autonomy fit between coach and team is a necessity. Every team should have a
secure fit on the autonomy cultural leadership dimension. It is the foundation to work from. But
it also highlights the aspect that the dimension of autonomy is seemingly irrelevant. There is a
strong focus, not only autonomy, to generate a great fit between coach and team.

The analysis was done descriptively and looked into past tournaments. The predictive
formula can explain some of the results in the seasons 2019 but needs more testing and im-
provement. Especially the case of Excel Esports is difficult to explain, there are some hidden
factors that lead to these discrepancies. Furthermore, the recent years revealed another trend,
that teams stay the same throughout the seasons, five teams kept the roster from the spring
season in the summer season. This development might have an impact and should be factored
in, how much it affects is not yet predictable. At the moment, the formula has no calculation
included for the performance statistic, and this will be added in a future version of the equation.
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Interestingly, many esports teams, even though using digital tools and are globally re-
cruited, are in one location. In the case of the League of Legends European Championship,
most of the teams are located in Berlin. These high-performance teams seem to only work in a
face-to-face environment, even though the technology could enable them to be a virtual team.
In a global and digital environment, teams and organizations are opting out of the virtual world
is an intriguing insight for research in intercultural administrators and highlights the importance
of “analog” communication in teams.

Intercultural management could learn from this research, as it is not contradicting exist-
ing research, but showing that there are interesting patterns available. However, they do not
describe all the effects on team composition in esports. They are looking into this phenomenon
in more depth could be interesting, as teams need to find the right team composition quickly.
Many leagues have only small transfer windows, and so coaches are stuck with their players
for months. Furthermore, many teams do not have substitutes and cannot replace players easily.
The team must fit. Although many companies could replace their team members in intercultural
teams, it would be more cost-efficient to have the right team composition from the beginning.
Thinking about the team composition from the intercultural management gains relevance from
understanding the esports context.

6. CONCLUSION

The paper highlights the potential of cultural optimization first and foremost in esports. But, as
esports is highly volatile, it will be interesting if those patterns will evolve in the related context
of accelerating business as well. In a highly global, highly digitized business context, the cul-
tural dimensions of people still have an impact on team compositions. And even in business,
the “gamer culture” gains relevance, since gamification permeating it (e.g., Cardador et al.
2017; Oprescu et al. 2014).

Consequently, intercultural management covers both business and esports and is re-
quired to be performed professionally. As familiar research context, intercultural management
research leads to insights that might contribute to a mutual, novel understanding how to build
culturally mixed teams effectively, broadening the perspective from the concentration on iso-
lated intercultural fits to the combination (or: “configuration”) of multiple intercultural fits to
reach team success. Therefore, a significant contribution of esports is towards the Framing of
research on cultural diversity in virtual teams (Han and Beyerlein 2016).

Furthermore, understanding international teams and how cultural distance or cultural
void influences such teams in the digitization, esports is a valid research context. These esports
teams are born digital and understand the benefit of digitization; at the same time, they know
that the best team can be recruited globally. In the end, the cultural fit requires the best players
and, most importantly, a fit with the coach and the vision of that coach.
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