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Objective: Athletes, as social role models, are always in a complex context of interpersonal and social
interactions. However, these interactions are not always positive and, in some cases, can lead to a phenomenon
called "social attrition". This study aimed to identify the antecedents and consequences of social attrition among
Iranian athletes.

Methodology: This is a qualitative study conducted with an inductive approach. Participants included coaches,
referees, professional athletes, club managers, and sports and media experts. Participants were selected
purposively, and data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 18 of them. The reliability of the
interviews was confirmed using the test-retest reliability method. Data analysis was performed using the content
analysis method of Brown and Clark (2006).

Results: Based on qualitative data analysis, social factors, behavioral factors, individual factors, and economic
factors were identified as antecedents, and internal exhaustion and functional decline were identified as
consequences of social attrition.

Conclusion: The results showed that social attrition in athletes is a multidimensional and complex phenomenon
that stems from the interaction of four main categories of social, behavioral, individual, and economic factors.
These results indicate that social attrition is not simply an individual issue, but is rooted in the social, cultural,
and economic context of Iranian professional sports. Therefore, managing and reducing social attrition requires
an integrated and systematic approach. These results can help design and implement effective interventions to
improve the atmosphere, increase professional longevity, and improve athlete performance.
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Extended Abstract

Summary

This qualitative study aims to identify the antecedents and consequences of social attrition among Iranian
professional athletes. Using a grounded theory approach and semi-structured interviews with 18 participants,
including coaches, referees, professional athletes, club managers, sport experts, and media professionals, the
study reveals that social attrition is a multidimensional phenomenon rooted in social, behavioral, individual, and
economic factors. The findings indicate that media manipulation, public opinion, social status, unprofessional
behaviors, coaching styles, interpersonal factors, personality traits, awareness of corruption, career
interruptions, and financial violations constitute the main antecedents, while internal burnout (hopelessness,
anti-social behaviors, negative image broadcasting) and functional decline (performance decline and
relationship damage) are identified as consequences. The study concludes that managing social attrition requires
a systemic and multi-level approach, emphasizing the need for ethical education, psychological support, media
literacy, and financial transparency in professional sports.

Introduction

Professional sports represent a complex arena where intense physical competition intertwines with psycho-
social challenges. Social attrition, defined as negative and undermining behaviors in social interactions, can lead
to reduced psychological support, conflicts, and decreased individual and group performance (1). Theoretical
frameworks such as the Social-Psychological Stress Theory (2), Self-Determination Theory (3), Organizational
Justice Theory (4), and Symbolic Interactionism (5) provide valuable perspectives for understanding this
phenomenon. Despite scattered studies on burnout and stress among athletes, the concept of "social attrition" as
an independent, systematic, and multidimensional construct has not been systematically investigated in the
Iranian sports literature. Therefore, this study aims to explore the antecedents and consequences of social
attrition among Iranian athletes, provide a conceptual model for better understanding this phenomenon, and lay
the groundwork for practical interventions in sports environments.

Methodology and Approach

This applied qualitative study employed the thematic analysis method of Braun and Clarke (2006). Participants
included coaches, referees, professional athletes, club managers, sport experts, and media professionals, selected
through purposive sampling based on criteria including at least five years of professional experience, work with
professional teams or athletes, and willingness to participate. Theoretical saturation was achieved with 18 in-
depth semi-structured interviews, each lasting 30-50 minutes. Interview questions were designed based on
theoretical literature and research objectives, conducted flexibly, and audio-recorded with participants' consent.
Data analysis followed the six-step thematic analysis approach: familiarization with data, generating initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. To
ensure reliability, the test-retest method was employed, where two interviews were randomly selected and coded
twice within a 30-day interval, yielding an overall reliability coefficient of 83%, exceeding the acceptable
threshold of 60% as recommended by Stemler (2001). The analysis identified open codes, underlying themes,
and organizing themes for both antecedents and consequences of social attrition.

Result and Conclusion

The analysis revealed that social attrition antecedents are organized into four main categories: social
factors (media manipulation, public opinion, and social status), behavioral factors (unprofessional behaviors,
coaching styles, interpersonal factors, and profit-seeking), individual factors (personality traits, awareness of
corruption, and career interruptions/jumps), and economic factors (financial violations and financial
deviations). Participants emphasized that media narratives can destroy an athlete's career through digital
lynching, while public opinion often forms judgments based on sensational headlines without verifying facts.
Behavioral factors included unethical competition tactics, coaching styles that fail to adapt to team maturity
levels, and interpersonal pressures from families and social circles. Profit-seeking behaviors, including
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exploiting fame and forming influential networks, were identified as particularly damaging to team cohesion
and public trust.

The consequences were categorized into two major themes: Internal burnout and Functional decline. Internal
burnout encompasses feelings of hopelessness and disappointment (frustration, depression, withdrawal from
goals), anti-social behaviors (doping, substance abuse, migration, law-breaking), and negative image
broadcasting (damage to sports reputation and athlete credibility). Functional decline includes a decline in
athletic performance (lack of focus on technical issues, reduced individual role in team success, leaving sports
and professional activity) and damage to relationships (suspicious interactions with the club, creating family
problems, loss of empathy among players, creating inappropriate role models for adolescents).

The findings demonstrate that social attrition is not merely an individual issue but is deeply rooted in the social,
cultural, and economic context of Iranian professional sports. This phenomenon leads to profound psychological
damage and directly threatens athletes' career longevity and productivity. The study emphasizes that the
consequences of social attrition, particularly internal burnout and functional decline, extend beyond the
individual level to affect team dynamics and the broader sports ecosystem.

Practical recommendations include: (1) integrating ethical and chivalry education into athletic training
programs, (2) strengthening psychological and social support systems for athletes, particularly during
performance slumps or media pressures, (3) revising media policies to ensure ethical representation of athletes
and avoiding sensationalism, (4) establishing transparent financial and contractual systems to prevent
perceptions of discrimination and injustice, and (5) empowering coaches in sports psychology and interpersonal
relationship management to foster healthier team environments.
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Table 4. Open codes, underlying themes, and organizing themes of the consequences of athletes' social attrition
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