
My heart was beating out of my chest; my hands started dripping.  Was I climbing up a fifty foot rock wall?  Singing before a packed theater?  Staring at a black lightning storm about to reign down on my flimsy tent?  No.  None of these events has provoked such a violent reaction in me.  I was sitting at my computer about to play a video game.

I belonged to a select group of gamers known as competitive gamers.  While other gamers played to increase their scores or show off to their friends, I played to win tournaments and capture prizes.  The games I played weren’t just time wasters—though my parents certainly thought they were—they were fast paced, thought provoking tugs-of-war that rivaled any varsity sport in terms of talent, competition, and dedication.


The specific game I played was Counter-Strike, the most popular first person shooter, a style of game that puts the player in the eyes of the character, in the world.  There are over four million users that own this game as of December 2008.  Out of this number only about thirty-thousand people play competitively; however, since this game is played over the internet, the best players are truly the best in the world.


Competitive play is carried out through teams: each time has five players that play in a match and a few backups who sit out.  These teams are static, often playing together throughout a whole four-month season.  The object of the game is to either eliminate all of the members of the opposing team or plant a bomb in one of the two bombsites; one team protects these sites while the other attacks them.  The game is played in two-minute rounds; at the end of these rounds, the players are reset to their original starting positions—“spawns”—and a new round begins.  At this level of play, the violence in the game becomes a non entity—a “kill” is only as valuable as its contribution to the win of a round.  The mindless score raising of regular video game players is replaced with tactical teamwork designed to exploit the weaknesses of the other team.

I was the leader of my team.  My job in game was to know my players’ strengths and weaknesses, analyze the play style of the other team, and send my players where they needed to go to win the round.  This can be compared to playing chess, controlling five pieces at once without turns, competing against those old chess masters who play every day outside of central park.  The amount of quick-thinking, communication, and perception that go into this game is enormous.  While we weren’t in the game, my job was to schedule and make sure everyone showed up to practice as well as to come up with strategies to use in matches.  Getting people on for practice was a chore, especially since we weren’t usually competing for anything besides glory that only a couple thousand people would recognize.  Coming up with the strategies was the best part—fakes, double fakes, pushes, rushes, passives ones, aggressive ones—I always excelled in using creativity to outsmart the other team.

For the amount of time that I put in, the couple hundred bucks I won throughout my entire video game career seem worthless to most people; but to me this time was invaluable.  This game created a one-of-a-kind leadership experience that could never be replaced.  There is something uniquely empowering about being a group of guys’ leader and friend, commander and comrade, without ever getting up from the computer.

