
Tanja Reither
E-sports Player

“Girls are under ten times more 
pressure than guys. Sometimes I feel 
like we’re just reduced to our looks and 
not really seen for our gaming skills.”

Tanja Reither’s mother used to worry about her. 
A divorced parent of a millennial, she couldn’t under-
stand why her daughter was spending hours in front 
of the computer. Tanja even had to repeat her last 
year of high school because she had skipped so many 
days, after playing video games into the wee hours 
of the morning. 
But Tanja managed to turn her situation around. She 
started playing a bit less, buckled down and started study-
ing, and managed to graduate at the top of her class. 
However, much to her mother’s chagrin, she didn’t stop 
playing. She joined an all-girl e-sports team and started 
playing – and winning – at tournaments, getting invited 
and flown to places like China, Portugal and Sweden.
It wasn’t until a TV crew came to their house in Lower 
Austria to feature Tanja in a news report on female 
e-sports teams that her mother realized she had trans-
formed her addiction into a competitive sport.  It also 
didn’t hurt that she no longer required an allowance, as 
she was earning money on her own.
“I’m so proud of my girl,” Tanja’s mother told the reporter. 
“I didn’t understand it before, but now I get it.”
Despite the success, Tanja, now 23, still has a day job.  
While male League of Legends (Tanja’s game) e-players 
can earn up to $15,000 a month, female players are lucky 
if they can get a couple hundred.  The first place prize pool 
for last year’s male championshipwas nearly €2.5 million, 
but Tanja’s team’s prize money for winning the GIRLGAM-
ER E-sports Festival last year amounted to €4,000.
“Three years ago when I started, there was no female 
scene in Europe,” Tanja said. “But now, a lot of big-name 
organizations are starting to invest in it.”
The e-sports gender divide has unfolded like a con-
densed, accelerated version of the gender divide in soci-
ety in general, not least because much of it takes place 
online. Female players are viciously harassed and  
reviled in the online community. They’ve also been  
rejected by “gaming houses,” where sponsored male 
teams live and train together round the clock.
But Tanja and her peers are persevering. Forming their 
own leagues and competitions was a first step. Ignoring 
the haters was the next. 
Some female players might not be helping matters by 
using feminine wiles online to score free merchandise or 
gain subscribers.
“There’re a lot of differences among the girls on the 
scene. I don’t waste my time on social media posting 
‘hee hee, ha ha’ to get attention,” Tanja said, raising the 
tone of her voice to mimic a “girly girl.”
“I don’t need to be famous,” she added. “I just want to be 
the best.”42   SUMMER  2019 



State 
of Play
These Viennese 
know the thrill  
of the game –  
and the price  
of playing
by Janima Nam
photos Mascha Verkooijen

Karl Schlag
Economics Professor, University of Vienna

“In an unpredictable world, you 
need strategies that do not rely on 
being able to predict others. In this 
way, different people with different 
objectives can live together better.” 

Karl Schlag is not a big fan of games. 
“Games are kind of boring to me,” admitted the 
American-born German, 56. “Most games have a 
solution, so then it becomes boring to play.” 
So, he invented his own game – a card game in 
which only one player knows the rules. The others 
must then try to figure them out.
As a game theorist, this makes perfect sense. 
Despite its name, “game theory” – a mathemati-
cally based approach to analyzing strategic deci-
sions – has little to do with actual games.  Schlag 
compares it more to the model of players sitting 
down at a table to play one.
“In a nutshell, game theory is a theory of how to 
make decisions when you’re influenced by the deci-
sions of others,” Schlag explained. “It’s that simple.”
Easy for him to say. 
Even though his numerous published articles on 
game theory applications are scored with daunting 
mathematical formulas and complex charts and 
graphs, he insists that game theory can be applied 
to everyday life.
“If you can come up with any choice in your life that 
is not influenced by the choices of others – good 
luck!” he exclaimed.
At the Economics Department of the University of 
Vienna – located at Oskar-Morgenstern-Platz, 
named for the Viennese economist who founded 
game theory alongside John von Neumann – 
Schlag is able to circulate his principles outside of 
the confines of his ivory tower.
“Lots of my students, who go on to work in banks 
or corporations, have thanked me for being able to 
apply what I’ve taught them to their everyday life.”
Game theory can be used in fields as diverse as 
high-level auctions to election systems to philoso-
phy. One of Schlag’s own applications was even used 
by biologists to predict fish feeding behavior (don’t 
ask – unless you have a PhD in mathematics).
So how does Schlag apply his teachings to his 
own life? 
Well, since life is one big interaction, suffice it to say 
that Schlag needs to keep his analyzing and strate-
gizing mindsets at bay. 
“I try to be spontaneous,” he said. “I don’t think it 
should enter our lives in every little moment. …That 
wouldn’t be so fun.”
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Dieter Strehl
Managing Director, Piatnik 

“People think that soon, everything will 
be digitalized. That was, is, and will never 
be true. Analog isn’t going anywhere.” 

Despite the rise of digitalization, board games are experi-
encing a revival. The SPIEL’18 festival held in Essen, Ger-
many, attracted 190,000 fans and buyers and 1,150 ex-
hibitors last year, who all share a passion for analog 
board and card games.
For Dieter Strehl, this comes as no surprise. 
“The so-called ‘revival’ of board games is a never-ending 
story,” said the 59-year-old Wiener and fifth-generation 
head of Piatnik, a Viennese playing card and board game 
company founded in 1824.
“I’ve read articles already proclaiming a revival back in the 
early 1970s, so you could call it a sort of ongoing revival,” 
Strehl – who speaks in a soothing, even baritone voice – 
mused, calmly.
Although Strehl’s own two sons went through a phase of 
playing video games, as adults, they now share their father’s 
passion for tarot card games, and hold regular “game 
nights” with their friends.
“These game nights didn’t exist when I was young,” Strehl 
recalled. Now, the infinite selection of board games out 
there has given rise to a new style of social event among 
younger generations.
Still, despite all the fads and trends, and the enormous num-
ber of new board games that are released every year – about 
3,000 in the German-speaking world alone – it’s actually the 
classics (chess, Scrabble, Monopoly) that remain the bigger 
part of the market – about half, depending on the year.
Each year, thousands of new games are “pitched” to Piatnik, 
with 200 making the cut which are then manufactured and 
released. Trends come and go, but with consistent annual 
revenues (€26 million last year), the company seems to 
know how to ride them. 
The fact that board games are language-based has allowed 
Piatnik to keep its factory and headquarters right in the heart 
of Vienna. 
Each European country requires its own version of each 
game. So manufacturing and shipping from China would 
make no sense. Higher labor and production costs are 
balanced out by lower transportation costs and reduced 
time margins.
Producing a language-based product can be challenging in 
other ways. Writing clear, effective rules booklets is – as any-
one who’s played a new board game can attest to – tricky, to 
say the least. 
“People don’t like having to learn new rules,” Strehl ex-
plained. “And it’s not easy to describe things in a way that 
everyone understands immediately.” 
As the churning and clunking of the box-making assembly 
line thudded away very faintly on the floor above, Strehl’s 
unruffled tone gave way to a barely audible sigh. 
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Izabela Horodecki
Co-president, Spielsuchthilfe

“Obviously, I don’t gamble – apart 
from the occasional lottery ticket. 
It’s like a tax on hope.”

 
For most people, winning big on a night out at the 
casino would be considered lucky. Not for Izabela 
Horodecki. 
“A gambling addiction usually starts with the  
misfortune of winning,” explained the Polish-born 
Viennese psychotherapist who specializes in gam-
bling and betting addictions. She has been working 
with addicts for nearly four decades.
The feeling of pleasure that a player gets from a big 
win can lead to a change in the perception of one’s 
chances, perhaps even an unrealistic spike in opti-
mism. That’s when things can start to go awry.
Roughly 25,000 Viennese suffer from gambling 
addiction, or gambling “disorder,” as it is referred 
to by the World Health Organization – the only  
officially recognized non-substance-related behav-
ioral addiction.
Horodecki was the first woman to be recruited by 
Spielsuchthilfe, the only treatment center in Austria 
that specializes in gambling disorder. The center 
was founded in 1982 by Wilhelm Gizicki, a busi-
nessman who lost everything – some 1.4 million 
euros and his entire company – to his addiction.  He 
persuaded Casinos Austria to be a sponsor – which 
it is to this day.
Although Horodecki is grateful for their contribu-
tion, she is frustrated by how little is provided by 
the government. A small portion comes from the 
City of Vienna (10-15%), but treatment for gam-
bling addiction is still not covered by the WGKK, as 
drug addiction treatment is.
Another concern for Horodecki is the unregulated 
territory of the internet. Even though slot ma-
chines were banned in 2015 for non-casino venues, 
online gambling – which offers even more ano-
nymity and discretion – has quickly taken over as a 
magnet for addicts. 
“Back in 2003, online gambling accounted for 1% 
of the afflicted,“ Horodecki said. “Now, it’s 74%.” 
Even though the Finance Ministry allows only one 
legal online gambling platform (Win2Day), many 
others – which are “EU-licensed” and based in coun-
tries like Malta or Gibralter – can be easily accessed.
Horodecki admits she has little influence on the polit-
ical or legal complexities. But what she can do is help 
the victims. Her job itself is a kind of paradox. 
“Ultimately, the goal of my profession is to obviate 
the need for it in the first place,” she mused.  “In the 
meantime, I try to help where I can.”  
If someone you know has a gambling or betting 
addiction, Spielsuchthilfe offers free counseling:   
01 544 13 57, therapie@spielsuchthilfe.at
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