How Heated Rivalry inspired a real hockey player to come out
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A love story about two closeted hockey stars has travelled well beyond the screen. Heated Rivalry’s hopeful finale struck a chord with queer viewers, and Minnesota player Jesse Kortuem says watching the series helped inspire him to come out. Its impact offers a moving glimpse of what positive representation can do, while the realities of hockey culture remain more complicated.
Essential Takeaways
A hopeful ending: The finale gives Shane a compassionate response from his parents when he opens up about his relationship with Ilya.
A real-life response: Jesse Kortuem says the series helped prompt him to share that he is gay.
A wider conversation: The show has drawn new attention to hockey and queer sports-romance stories.
Representation isn't a quick fix: Researchers caution that a TV series can't, on its own, change sporting culture.
A romance that made room for hope
The final drive into the sunset is quiet, but its message is anything but small. In Heated Rivalry, Shane Hollander has spent much of his relationship with fellow hockey star Ilya Rozanov fearing what honesty could cost him; when he tells his parents, the moment brings compassion rather than the catastrophe he expected.
The Associated Press describes the series as an unexpectedly wide-reaching cultural phenomenon, bringing fresh attention to hockey and sports-romance fiction. Creator Jacob Tierney has also spoken about wanting to give the characters a joyful ending, at a time when affirmative queer love stories have been uncommon on screen.
That kind of ordinary happiness matters. A couple being able to drive away together without the story turning their love into a tragedy can feel like a simple image, but it offers viewers a different idea of what a queer future might look like.
Jesse Kortuem found a way to speak
For Jesse Kortuem, the series' fictional players felt close enough to real life to prompt a deeply personal decision. The BBC reports that the Minnesota hockey player says watching Heated Rivalry stirred feelings he had kept suppressed and helped inspire him to come out publicly.
Kortuem has described fearing he wouldn't be accepted in hockey, a sport he loved from childhood. He stepped away at 17, and later found it took time to feel ready to be open with the wider hockey community, even after joining an LGBTQ+-inclusive team.
According to MPR News, Kortuem also recalled how hockey's close-knit team culture could make it difficult to stand apart or share personal information. The bonds built through practices, camps and time with team-mates could feel powerful, but that same emphasis on belonging made him feel he had to hide parts of himself.
The response to his announcement was positive, the BBC reports, and messages from people who said his story helped them talk with their own families showed how one person's honesty can open a door for others.
Fiction can open a conversation, not fix the culture
The stories have helped bring questions about visibility in hockey into the open. Out reports that Kortuem hoped gay and closeted players might recognise themselves in the fictional characters, while also stressing that the characters' lives are not a guarantee of an easy path for real athletes.
Researchers at the University of Windsor point to the gap between positive on-screen representation and the conditions some players face. Human Kinetics professor Sarah Woodruff discusses how teasing, hazing and derogatory remarks can make men's hockey feel unwelcoming; athletes who come out may still face scrutiny or backlash.
So it's worth holding both ideas at once: a fictional romance can give people hope and make it easier to start difficult conversations, but lasting change has to reach the teams, institutions and everyday sporting environments those conversations are about.
Why an ordinary happy ending lands
The Associated Press connects the show's broad appeal with the enduring attraction of queer love stories that are allowed to end happily. That tone gives Heated Rivalry room to be entertaining while also showing a future in which a relationship needn't stay hidden forever.
The finale's family conversation makes that vision especially personal. TVLine reports that Shane's mother's words were written for the adaptation, giving the scene a direct, compassionate resolution rather than treating disclosure as another dramatic cliff-edge.
And that's where the show's hope feels most useful: not as proof that every player will receive the same response, but as a picture of what acceptance could look like. For someone who has been weighing the risks of speaking openly, seeing that possibility on screen can matter.
A hopeful story can't change hockey on its own, but it can help make a more open future easier to imagine.
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