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Abstract

Objective: The present study aimed to qualitatively analyze effective human resource management strategies
in support of the career prospects of professional athletes in Iran.

Methodology: This research was applied in nature and conducted using a qualitative approach with a descriptive
phenomenological design. The study participants included experts relevant to the subject. The sampling method
was purposive. Data collection was carried out through 19 semi-structured interviews, and the data analysis was
performed using MAXQDA software version 2020. To assess the validity, the criteria of transferability,
dependability, and confirmability were utilized. Additionally, for reliability assessment, the inter-coder
agreement method was applied, and the feedback from sports management experts was incorporated to enhance
the accuracy and credibility of the analysis.

Results: According to the findings, 121 sub-themes were identified in the form of 8 main themes, training and
development of non-sports skills, development of career opportunities, career path planning, financial support
and economic security of athletes, psychological support, injury management and sports rehabilitation,
continuous monitoring and evaluation of performance, and social and cultural support.

Conclusion: Designing a sustainable career path for professional athletes requires a multidimensional approach
that encompasses all their professional, economic, psychological, social, and cultural aspects. Creating
comprehensive models that benefit from specialized training, psychological and financial support, and the use
of modern technologies helps improve the quality of life of athletes.
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Extended Abstract

Summary

This study explores human resource management strategies that support the career transition of professional
athletes in Iran. Using a qualitative descriptive phenomenological approach, the research collected insights from
19 experts. Thematic analysis revealed eight key strategies: non-sport skill development, job opportunity
creation, career path planning, financial and psychological support, injury rehabilitation, performance
monitoring, and sociocultural assistance. These findings emphasize the need for a multidimensional framework
that secures athletes’ futures beyond their sports careers. The study highlights the importance of early planning
and integrated support systems to enhance the post-retirement quality of life for professional athletes.

Introduction

Professional athletes dedicate most of their lives to training, competition, and peak performance. However, their
careers are often short, and the transition to post-sport life can be tricky (1). Many athletes face challenges such
as identity loss, reduced income, and lack of clear direction after retirement from competitive sports (2). The
end of an athletic career is not just a physical shift, but also a psychological and social one that requires
preparation and structured support (3). In Iran, this transition is challenging due to the absence of national
policies that guide career planning and post-retirement integration for athletes (4). Unlike many developed
countries, where dual-career programs and athlete-centered support systems are in place, Iranian athletes often
leave sports with no clear employment or education path (5). As a result, they may face long-term instability
and emotional distress. This study aims to address this gap by exploring comprehensive human resource
strategies to support athletes during and after their sports careers. Understanding these strategies is essential for
creating sustainable career paths and improving the long-term wellbeing of athletes in Iran's professional sports
system.

Methodology and Approach

This research employed a qualitative methodology with a descriptive phenomenological design to explore the
lived experiences of individuals involved in supporting athletes’ career development. Participants were selected
using purposive sampling and included national team athletes, federation executives, club managers, sport
entrepreneurs, and senior coaches. A total of 19 semi-structured interviews were conducted, each lasting
between 35 and 50 minutes. Data were analyzed using MAXQDA (version 2020) and Colaizzi’s seven-step
method, which includes reading transcripts, extracting key phrases, identifying significant meanings, organizing
themes, forming rich descriptions, and validating findings with participants. This method was chosen for its
rigor in capturing deep experiential insights. To ensure trustworthiness, criteria such as transferability,
dependability, and confirmability were applied. For reliability, two independent sport management experts
coded the data, achieving an 84% agreement rate. Expert review of the coding process and feedback from
participants were used to enhance validity. Demographic diversity among participants ,covering gender,

professional role, and organizational affiliation ,was considered to reflect different perspectives on the issue. All

ethical protocols were followed, and informed consent was obtained from all participants. The method provided
rich, practical insights into how human resource strategies can be shaped to support better athletes' post-career
transitions in the Iranian sports context.

Result and Conclusion:

The analysis led to the identification of 121 sub-themes, organized into eight core strategies for supporting
athletes' career futures. These include: 1. developing non-sport skills such as communication, leadership, and
digital literacy; 2. creating new job opportunities through networking, career forecasting, and collaborations
with industry; 3. career path planning that starts early and is tailored to individual interests; 4. financial support
strategies such as retirement planning, investment training, and income diversification; 5. psychological support
to help athletes manage stress, identity loss, and social reintegration; 6. injury management and rehabilitation
using new technologies and personalized programs; 7. continuous performance monitoring based on physical,
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mental, and behavioral indicators; and 8. social and cultural support, including public awareness, media
involvement, and family engagement.

These strategies collectively offer a comprehensive roadmap for supporting athletes during and after their
competitive careers. The findings emphasize that career sustainability requires an integrated approach involving
education, psychological care, financial security, and social inclusion. Without proper support structures,
athletes may face unemployment, emotional distress, or social isolation. This study highlights the urgent need
for sports organizations in Iran to adopt holistic human resource strategies that bridge the gap between an
athlete's active years and post-retirement life. By doing so, athletes' long-term wellbeing and contribution to
society can be better preserved.
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Figure 1. Final research model
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