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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to develop a model for managing the ethical behavior of
prominent athletes in virtual spaces. A qualitative research design was
employed using a thematic analysis approach. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling and included media specialists, faculty members
with expertise in the research topic, coaches, and high-profile athletes active in
virtual spaces. Theoretical saturation was reached after 12 interviews, with
three additional interviews conducted to enhance reliability, resulting in 15
participants. Data were collected through exploratory, semi-structured
interviews. The validity of the research tool was assessed and confirmed based
on sample credibility, expert evaluations, and inter-coder agreement. Thematic
analysis was conducted following the methodology proposed by Attride-Stirling
(2001). Interview data were analyzed using MaxQDA Pro software, while
iMindMap version 10 was utilized to visualize the thematic network. Findings
from the comprehensive thematic analysis, supported by expert insights and
theoretical foundations, indicate that managing the ethical behavior of athletes
and prominent sports figures requires structured interventions across several
domains, including planning, coordination and organization, monitoring and
evaluation, and financial (budgeting) considerations. The results of this study
offer valuable insights for developing and implementing effective strategies to
regulate the ethical conduct of prominent athletes in virtual spaces.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid emergence and expansion of the internet and social media have drastically changed the
way people communicate, offering unprecedented opportunities for social interactions. In today's
digital era, cyberspace has become one of the main platforms for communication and information.
Social media networks like Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook provide a direct and unmediated
connection between celebrities and their followers. Among them, sports celebrities, who often have
a large following, play a significant role in shaping public opinions and social behaviors.
Therefore, their actions on social media can have widespread effects on society. Designing a
comprehensive model for managing the ethical behaviors of sports celebrities in cyberspace is
crucial. This model should be based on ethical theories and scientific findings, providing effective
tools and strategies for preventing and managing unethical behaviors. Professional athletes, due to
their special position in society, play an essential role as social and cultural role models. Adhering
to sportsmanship and ethical behaviors is of great importance and has significant effects on various
aspects of society. These effects include social modeling, maintaining and enhancing public image,
promoting positive values, preventing legal and ethical issues, having a positive impact on sports
performance, strengthening international relations, and creating a healthy sports environment.
Overall, maintaining sportsmanship and ethical behaviors by athletes benefits not only themselves
but also society as a whole, potentially leading to the creation of a better and more sustainable
social and sports environment. Given the increasing presence of famous athletes on social media,
providing practical models for managing their ethical behaviors is important and noteworthy. Due
to the limited research in this area, the purpose of this study is to design a model for managing the
ethical behaviors of sports celebrities on social media.

Methods

The research method is based on thematic analysis using the model proposed by Attride-Stirling
(2001). This thematic analysis method is recognized as a comprehensive and structured qualitative
tool capable of identifying, categorizing, and interpreting themes in qualitative data. It is
particularly suitable for studies aiming to uncover hidden concepts within the data and develop
theoretical models based on those findings. It also enables the extraction of overarching,
organizing, and basic themes, making it highly suitable for designing a comprehensive model. The
study's statistical population included media specialists, faculty members familiar with the research
topic, and famous athletes and coaches active on social media, selected using purposeful sampling.
A total of 12 interviews were conducted until theoretical saturation was reached, and then, to
ensure reliability, three more interviews were conducted, resulting in 15 participants. MaxQDA Pro
software was used for data analysis, and iMindMap version 10 was used for mapping the themes
network.

Results

The results of the thematic analysis and the creation of a themes network, based on the opinions of
experts and the study of theoretical foundations, revealed that in order to manage the ethical
behaviors of athletes and sports celebrities, measures need to be taken in various areas such as
planning, coordination and organization, monitoring and evaluation, and economics (budgeting).
Sports celebrities, as public figures in society, play a key role in shaping public attitudes and
behaviors. Their ethical behaviors, especially on social media, can have a profound impact on their
followers, particularly young people. In this context, education, as one of the main components of
managing ethical behaviors, can help improve and stabilize positive behaviors while reducing
negative ones. These educational programs should be planned and executed in both short-term and
long-term formats. Athletes should familiarize themselves with the positive and negative impacts
of cyberspace on their personal and professional lives through short-term educational courses,
which can be provided via webinars, online courses, and workshops. Such programs can
significantly enhance the knowledge of prominent athletes in this field. Athletes should understand
that their behavior on social media can serve as a model for adolescents.



Saboonchi et al: Designing a Model for Managing the Ethical Behavior of Prominent

Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to design the purpose of this research was to design a model for
managing the ethical behaviors of sports celebrities on social media. The results of the thematic
analysis and creation of the themes network showed that effective management of athletes' and
sports celebrities' ethical behaviors requires measures in several areas, including planning,
coordination and organization, monitoring and evaluation, and economics (budgeting). In the
planning area, emphasis should be placed on training and hiring specialized personnel to foster
ethics and spirituality in athletes. Both short-term and long-term educational programs can raise
athletes' awareness of the impacts of cyberspace on their behaviors and performance. Strategic
planning should focus on cultural transformation in young people and athletes, improving the
culture of using cyberspace, and encouraging the sharing of valuable and ethical content. In the
areas of coordination and organization, coordination between various organizations, such as the
Ministry of Sports and Youth, provincial offices, cultural and educational institutions, and media
outlets, is essential. Assigning responsibilities for the development and management of ethical
behaviors in athletes on social media, and defining the roles of these responsible entities within the
organizational structure, is also critical. In the monitoring and evaluation areas, it is essential to
supervise the behavior of sports celebrities within the framework of social media laws, monitor the
dissemination of news and information, prevent public opinion manipulation, and provide
continuous feedback while adhering to network regulations. Legal monitoring in case of violations
could also enhance the management of ethical behaviors. In terms of economics (budgeting),
allocating funds for hiring specialized personnel, creating educational and ethical content in sports,
and developing Iranian social media networks are key measures. Investment in these areas can
improve and enhance athletes' ethical behaviors. Furthermore, establishing specialized
organizations to manage and monitor the ethical behaviors of athletes on social media is
recommended. The findings of this study can contribute to the development and implementation of
effective strategies for managing the ethical behaviors of sports celebrities in cyberspace.
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