Communication Management in Sports Media

(Vol. 13(1), (Series 49): 155-176 (2025

g DOI:10.30473/jsm.2025.73090.1928

E-ISSN: 2538-4961

P-ISSN: 2345-5578

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Designing a Model for Athletes’ Income Generation
through Social Media

Mohamad Javad Kakeh?

1. Department of sports
management, Hamedan Branch,
Islamic Azad University,
Hamedan, Iran.

2. Department of Physical
Education and Sports Sciences,
Hamedan Branch, Islamic Azad
University, Hamedan, Iran.

3. Department of Physical
Education and Sports Sciences,
Hamedan Branch, Islamic Azad
University, Hamedan, Iran.

*Correspondence
Sirous Ahmadi
Email:Sirous.ahmadi54@iauh.ac.ir

Receive Date: 15/Dec/2024
Revise Date: 18/May/2025
Accept Date: 14/June/2025

How to cite

Kakeh, M., Ahmadi, S., & Khaksari,
Gh. (2025). Designing a Model for
Athletes' Revenue Generation
through Virtual Platforms,
Communication Management in
Sport Media, 13(1), 155-176.

, Sirous Ahmadi” 2
ABSTRACT
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This study aimed to design a model explaining how athletes generate
income through social media. The investigation adopted a qualitative
strategy grounded in Strauss and Corbin’s systematic approach. The team
gathered data through fieldwork to meet the study’s fundamental
objective. The statistical population comprised 20 individuals, experts in
sports management, elite athletes, and sport-business and commerce
professionals active on social platforms, economic actors, and
information-technology specialists. The researchers recruited them via
snowball sampling. The research team applied grounded theory to
conduct systematic open, axial, and selective coding procedures. They
carried out open coding by thoroughly analysing interview transcripts.
Guided by the resulting open codes, they formulated axial codes and,
through selective coding, constructed the overarching theoretical model.
Subject-matter experts subsequently validated the proposed paradigm
model. The findings show that elite athletes’ ability to earn income via
social media depends on causal conditions, including reliable
technological infrastructure and sufficient digital literacy; contextual
conditions, consistent organisational support and active government
involvement; and intervening conditions, persistent economic pressures
and complex legal constraints. Effective strategies for fortifying
management teams, adopting current technologies, and crafting targeted
digital marketing campaigns can contribute to developing this process.
These actions can yield tangible benefits, including sustained economic
growth, a wider appreciation of sporting culture, and measurable gains in
selected social indicators.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social networks are a group of new types of online media characterized by features such as user
participation, openness to voting, commenting and information sharing, two-way communication for
dialogue, the formation of online communities, and the ability to establish connections. Virtual social
networks are a new generation of social interaction spaces that, despite their relatively short existence, have
found a significant place in people's lives. People of various ages and from different social groups come
together on virtual social networks and connect across vast distances in the real world. One of the most
important advantages of virtual platforms is the direct and unmediated communication between athletes and
their audiences. Through this interaction, athletes can establish deeper engagement with their fans and build
a loyal fanbase willing to provide financial support. However, with the increasing number of users,
stakeholders, and customers in social network businesses—especially in the field of sports—achieving
success in such businesses is becoming increasingly challenging. A key and fundamental factor in the
success of individuals active in this field is having an appropriate strategy, complete and specialized
preparedness, and proper planning to achieve the defined goals. Therefore, considering the importance of
income generation for athletes and the need to mitigate the risks of engaging in virtual business spaces,
identifying the factors influencing their efficient and effective presence in this space—and their readiness to
start and sustain such businesses—is of great importance. Accordingly, this study aims to answer the
following question: What is the appropriate model for preparing elite athletes to generate income through
virtual spaces?

Methods

The present study employed a qualitative research method using the grounded theory approach. This
method was selected due to the exploratory nature of the research and the need to design a theoretical
model for athlete income generation in virtual spaces—since no comprehensive model currently exists
in this area. A qualitative approach was essential for identifying the dimensions and factors
influencing this phenomenon. The Strauss and Corbin systematic method was used for data analysis,
which involves three main stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The structure is
based on six fundamental dimensions: causal conditions, core phenomenon, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. The statistical population consisted of sports
management experts, athletes, professionals involved in sports business and trade via social media,
economic actors in this domain, and information technology specialists. Sampling was done using the
snowball method. Initially, some participants were identified through the researchers’ professional
networks, federations, sports organizations, and social media contacts (Instagram, Linkedin, and
messaging apps). Subsequently, through chain referrals, other participants with relevant experience
and expertise were identified and invited to participate. The sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved, resulting in a total of 20 interviews. Depending on participants’ availability,
interviews were conducted in person, by phone, via video calls, or through written responses sent by
email and messaging platforms such as WhatsApp, Telegram, and Eitaa. In cases where in-person or
video communication was not possible, text-based interviews were conducted using semi-structured
questions. It is worth noting that this data collection method is valid and reliable in qualitative
research under certain circumstances and allows access to in-depth data.

Results

Based on the identified open codes, axial codes were formed, and with the help of selective coding, a
theoretical model was developed. Subsequently, the paradigm model was validated by expert opinion.
The findings indicate that the monetization of elite athletes through social media is influenced by
causal conditions such as technological infrastructure and digital knowledge, contextual conditions
including organizational support and the role of the government, and intervening conditions such as
economic and legal challenges. Effective strategies such as strengthening management teams, utilizing
modern technologies, and designing digital marketing campaigns can contribute to the development of
this process. The outcomes of this process include economic growth, the promotion of sports culture,
and improvement of social indicators.

Conclusion



The aim of the present study was to design a model of the factors affecting the monetization of
athletes through social media. The findings show that the monetization of elite athletes is influenced
by causal conditions such as technological infrastructure and digital literacy, contextual conditions
such as organizational support and governmental roles, and intervening conditions including economic
and legal challenges. Effective strategies like reinforcing managerial teams, leveraging innovative
technologies, and designing digital marketing campaigns can aid in the development of this process.
The consequences of such development include economic growth, the spread of sports culture, and
improvement in social indicators. In this regard, the government and related organizations must invest
more in the development of digital infrastructures. Providing access to high-speed internet, developing
powerful local platforms, and supplying digital equipment are essential steps to create a suitable
environment for athletes’ engagement in the digital space. Sports organizations and federations should
also develop programs to support athletes in building their digital brands. This support may include
financial resources, professional consultations, and assistance in managing their social media
accounts. Moreover, the government should formulate supportive and facilitative policies for athletes.
These policies may include reducing taxes on digital income, offering financial incentives for digital
activities, and enacting laws to protect athletes' intellectual property rights in the digital environment.
Sports federations and clubs can establish specialized units in digital management, with their primary
role being to assist athletes in managing their social media presence, negotiating with sponsors, and
designing advertising strategies. These results can help athletes improve their digital skills, strengthen
personal branding, and enhance engagement with their audiences. Additionally, sports organizations
and the government can use these findings to design support programs and develop digital
infrastructure. This study also provides a foundation for future research on the role of emerging
technologies and digital marketing in sports and can serve as a basis for further innovation in this
field. The present study faced certain limitations, such as cultural and social differences compared to
leading countries in the field of athlete monetization via digital platforms, and research-related
constraints. Therefore, it is recommended that future researchers focus more on cultural development
in this area and prioritize empowering athletes for monetization.
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Table 4. Coding of a sample of the interview transcripts
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Table 5. Causal conditions affecting the income generation of athletes through virtual space
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Table 6. Background conditions affecting the income generation of athletes through virtual space
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Table 7. Intervening conditions of factors affecting the income generation of athletes through virtual space
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Table 8. Effective strategies on the income generation of athletes through virtual space
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Table 9. Consequences of earning money for athletes through cyberspace
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Figure 1. Model for the income generation of athletes through cyberspace
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