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Abstract
Purpose: The present study aimed to model the psychological and self-management factors affecting
the mental health management of professional athletes using a qualitative approach.
Methods: This qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured in-depth interviews with 15
experts (academic, technical, and executive opinion leaders). Purposive and snowball sampling
methods were employed. Data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis through open, axial,
and selective coding with MAXQDA 2020 software. The credibility of the findings was assessed
using Lincoln and Guba's (1985) criteria, and reliability was examined through inter-coder agreement
and test-retest methods.
Results: The findings revealed that the final model consists of three main dimensions: (1)
psychological factors (competitive pressure, social support, psychological counseling); (2) self-
management/personal management (diversity in daily activities, time management, proper work-rest
balance); and (3) skill development (negotiation skills training, problem-solving skills training). In
total, 140 semantic phrases and 70 open codes were extracted, which were categorized into 8 axial
codes and 3 selective codes.
Conclusions: The proposed model can be introduced as a preventive and effective tool in the mental
health management of professional athletes and can contribute to the development of managerial and
educational strategies in this field. It is recommended that sports organizations and federations
consider this model in designing their supportive and educational programs.
Keywords: Mental Health, Mental Health Management, Self-Management, Psychological Factors,
Professional Athletes, Qualitative Research.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

In recent decades, the mental health and
psychological well-being of professional
athletes have emerged as a critical and
vibrant field of research within sport
psychology. Professional athletes are
constantly engaged in a quest for optimal
physical and psychological performance, a
pursuit that can profoundly influence their
overall health status. This research
domain, by bridging the boundaries
between psychology, medicine, and sport,
seeks to identify the factors influencing the
mental health management of professional
athletes, ultimately aiming to enhance
their performance and improve the overall
quality of their psychological and physical
lives. The competitive and tension-filled
nature of professional sports environments
can lead to increased stress levels and
psychological problems. Furthermore, the
relentless pursuit of success in this domain
may result in the neglect of self-care and
personal relationships, thereby
exacerbating mental health issues.
Consequently, athletes' priority must be
their own mental health, and they should
utilize  appropriate  support  and
interventions to mitigate the negative
impacts inherent in the demanding nature
of professional sports.

To analyze the factors affecting mental
health management, it is first necessary to
understand the unique challenges and

pressures faced by these athletes. One
prominent factor is the immense pressure
to deliver peak performance
simultaneously in both physical and
psychological dimensions. Due to constant
scrutiny from fans, coaches, and the
media, athletes operate in an environment
where every movement and performance
is meticulously evaluated. This continuous
evaluation process can lead to elevated
stress levels and is recognized as a
significant factor in the mental health
management of athletes. Moreover, the
pressures stemming from intense training
regimens, recurrent injuries, and the
demand to maintain superior performance
are recognized as contributing factors to
feelings of anxiety, depression, and
fatigue. While the field of sport
psychology is gradually advancing,
researchers increasingly acknowledge the
significant impact of the demanding nature
of professional sports on athletes' mental
health.

Given the complexities outlined, the
primary objective of the present study was
to model the psychological and self-
management factors affecting the mental
health management of professional
athletes using a qualitative approach. The
central research question was: What are
the psychological and self-management
factors influencing the mental health
management of professional athletes, and
how does the resulting model structure
itself?
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Materials and Methods

The present study employed a qualitative
research design. In terms of nature, it was
exploratory-fundamental; in terms of
approach, inductive; in terms of paradigm,
interpretative-constructivist; in terms of
strategy, grounded theory with a structural
approach; in terms of data collection
setting, field and library-based; in terms of
purpose, explanation and modeling; and in
terms of data collection tools, in-depth
interviews and theoretical studies.

The statistical population consisted of all
experts and individuals knowledgeable
about the research topic. This included
academic experts (professors of sport
psychology, sport management, exercise
physiology, and sport counseling),
technical experts (sports coaches with
experience working with professional
athletes, sports  physicians,  sports
nutritionists, and sport psychologists), and
executive/organizational experts
(managers of sports federations, managers
of professional sports clubs, managers of
sports facilities, and retired professional
athletes). The criteria for selecting
interview participants included: holding at
least a master's degree in related fields;
having at least five years of work
experience related to the mental health of
professional athletes; possessing a
research background and having published
scientific-research articles in the field;
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mastery and expertise in at least one of the
areas of sport psychology, sport
management, exercise physiology, or sport
counseling; holding a position or
responsibility related to professional
sports; having direct experience working
with professional athletes as a coach,
physician, or psychologist; having the
motivation and interest to participate in the
research; and possessing the ability to
articulate and convey experiences and
knowledge.

Sampling was conducted using a
purposive  method combined  with
snowball sampling, resulting in semi-
structured in-depth interviews with 15
experts. Interviews were conducted both in
person and by telephone. Following
necessary coordination and scheduling, all
interviews were conducted by the
researcher and audio-recorded with the
participants' permission. The average
duration of the interviews was 60 minutes.
Given the difficulty of writing down
participants' statements during in-person
interviews, Call Recorder software was
used to record the audio so that all
statements could be captured. After each
interview, the audio was transcribed, and a
preliminary analysis was conducted to
determine whether theoretical saturation
had been reached. Saturation was
identified at the thirteenth interview, as the
responses provided were similar to
previous ones and added no new findings;
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however, to ensure this, interviews
continued until the fifteenth.

Data coding was performed using open,
axial, and selective coding. The interviews
were coded using MAXQDA 2020
software. In the open coding stage, the
content of all interviews was transcribed,
and then open coding was performed using
the key-point coding method. In the axial
coding stage, the process of relating
categories and linking them at the level of
properties and dimensions was carried out
to establish knowledge of the processes
related to relationships. In the selective
coding stage, the selected codes derived
from the axial categories were delineated.
To achieve desirable validity of the
interview tool, the interview findings were
reviewed by experts and professors, and
their feedback was applied. The identified
conceptual model and its items were
studied and reviewed by professors, and
necessary corrections and modifications
were made. To assess the quality and
credibility of the qualitative results, the
evaluation criteria of Lincoln and Guba
(1985), including credibility,
transferability, dependability, and
confirmability, were utilized.

To calculate the reliability of the
interviews using the inter-coder agreement
method, an expert was asked to serve as a
research collaborator and code three
randomly selected interviews after
receiving  necessary  training and

explanations. The codes identified by the
collaborator were compared with those
identified by the researcher, and similar
codes were labeled "agreement” while
dissimilar codes were labeled
"disagreement.” The percentage of inter-
coder agreement was then calculated. The
results showed that the overall reliability
between the two coders was 89%, which is
at a good level. For test-retest reliability,
three interviews were randomly selected,
and each was coded twice by the
researcher within a 30-day interval.
Stemler (2000) stated that a reliability
coefficient greater than 0.60 is acceptable.

Results
The findings revealed that the final model

consists of three main dimensions: (1)
psychological factors  (competitive
pressure, social support, psychological
counseling); (2 self-
management/personal management
(diversity in daily activities, time
management, proper work-rest balance);
and (3) skill development (negotiation
skills training, problem-solving skills
training).

In total, 140 semantic phrases and 70 open
codes were extracted from the analysis of
the 15 interviews, which were categorized
into 8 axial codes and 3 selective codes.
The demographic characteristics of the
participants indicated that out of the 15
experts, 7 were female and 8 were male; 9
held doctoral degrees and 6 held master's
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degrees; 10 were under 50 years of age and
5 were 50 or older; and 6 had less than 20
years of experience while 9 had 20 years
or more.

The axial codes for the first dimension,
psychological factors, included
competitive pressure (expectations of self
and others, changes in interest, media
pressure, social interactions, interaction
with competition pressures, goal-setting
and motivation, and diversity in
pressures), social  support  (family
presence, team support, positive social
interactions,  support  for  others,
participation in sports communities,
support  for individual capabilities,
interaction with coaches and technical
staff, presence in social networks, and
participation in charitable activities), and
psychological counseling (recognizing the
need for counseling, ability to establish
positive communication, stress
management skills training, problem-
solving and decision-making, self-
confidence enhancement training, emotion
management, self-knowledge, negotiation
skills, and goal development and life
planning).

The axial codes for the second dimension,
self-management/personal management,
included diversity in daily activities
(diversity  in  training  programs,
participation in various sports, use of
different educational approaches, changes
in training location and environment,
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diversity in  recreational activities,
participation in artistic and creative
activities, changes in daily routines, and
trying new techniques), time management
(planning training sessions, prioritizing,
optimal use of rest time, managing
competition time, using time management
techniques,  scheduling  time  for
recreational  activities, using  time
management tools, and balancing training
time with personal life), and proper work-
rest balance (setting specific limits for
work hours, ability to prioritize, managing
time for rest, planning active rest,
recognizing signs of fatigue, preventing
anxiety and stress, recreation and
entertainment, maintaining a balanced
limit between work and personal life,
accepting help and support, and evaluating
the effects of work-life balance).

The axial codes for the third dimension,
skill development, included negotiation
skills training (awareness of the need to
negotiate, active listening skills, ability to
express one's situation and point of view,
accepting differences and disagreements,
ability to manage emotions, ability to
reach agreement, communication skills
training, ability to manage unexpected
events, and ability to manage team
communications) and problem-solving
skills training (problem identification,
problem analysis, goal setting, generating
solution patterns, selecting solutions,
implementing  solutions,  evaluating
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results, continuous adjustment and
improvement, stress management
capability, and teamwork skills).

Conclusion
The aim of the present study was to model

the psychological and self-management
factors affecting the mental health
management of professional athletes using
a qualitative approach. Professional
athletes, due to the competitive and
tension-filled nature of professional
sports, are constantly exposed to various
psychological  pressures  that can
negatively impact their performance and
mental health. Therefore, identifying the
effective factors and designing a
comprehensive model for managing the
mental health of this group is an
undeniable necessity. The findings of the
present study indicated that the final model
consists of three main dimensions:
psychological  factors  (competitive
pressure, social support, psychological
counseling),  self-management/personal
management (diversity in daily activities,
time management, proper work-rest
balance), and  skill  development
(negotiation skills training, problem-
solving skills training).

The psychological factors dimension, as
the first and most fundamental dimension
of the model, includes three components:
competitive pressure, social support, and
psychological counseling. This dimension
serves as the primary antecedent and
moderator of professional athletes' mental

health management. The findings showed
that competitive pressure is one of the
most important  and prominent
psychological factors faced by
professional athletes. These pressures
originate  from  multiple  sources:
expectations of self and others (family,
coaches, fans), media pressure and
constant  criticism, interaction  with
competition pressures and decision-
making moments, the need for goal-setting
and maintaining motivation in the
professional path, and the diversity of
pressures  experienced in  different
situations (training, competition,
interviews, personal life). These pressures
can lead to anxiety, stress, reduced
concentration, and even depression in
athletes.

The social support component, which
includes family presence, team and
teammate  support, positive  social
interactions with colleagues and coaches,
support for others, participation in sports
communities and charitable activities,
support  for individual capabilities,
interaction with coaches and technical
staff, presence in social networks, and
participation in charitable activities, plays
a protective and moderating role against
psychological pressures. The
psychological counseling component,
which includes recognizing the need for
counseling, ability to establish positive
communication with a counselor, stress
management skills training, problem-
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solving and decision-making, self-
confidence enhancement training, emotion
management, self-knowledge, negotiation
skills, and goal development and life
planning, serves as an interventional and
therapeutic tool. The self-
management/personal management
dimension, as the second dimension of the
model, represents the athlete's ability to
organize, plan, and control their daily life.
This dimension includes three
components: diversity in daily activities,
time management, and proper work-rest
balance. The findings showed that
diversity in daily activities can prevent
psychological fatigue and monotony in
athletes and maintain their motivation and
enthusiasm. Time management, which
includes planning training sessions,
prioritizing, optimal use of rest time,
managing competition time, using time
management techniques, scheduling time
for recreational activities, using time
management tools, and balancing training
time with personal life, enables athletes to
better manage the pressure of time
constraints and simultaneous tasks. Proper
work-rest balance, which includes setting
specific limits for work hours, ability to
prioritize, managing time for rest,
planning active rest, recognizing signs of
fatigue, preventing anxiety and stress,
recreation and entertainment, maintaining
a balanced Ilimit between work and
personal life, accepting help and support,
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and evaluating the effects of work-life
balance, leads to better mental health and
less vulnerability to psychological and
physical burnout.

The skill development dimension, as the
third dimension of the model, represents
the meta-sport and life skills necessary for
effective  coping with  professional
challenges. This dimension includes two
components: negotiation skills training
and problem-solving skills training. The
findings showed that negotiation skills
training, which includes awareness of the
need to negotiate, active listening skills,
ability to express one's situation and point
of view, accepting differences and
disagreements, ability to  manage
emotions, ability to reach agreement,
communication skills training, ability to
manage unexpected events, and ability to
manage team communications, can
significantly help reduce athletes' stress
and anxiety. Problem-solving skills
training, which  includes problem
identification, problem analysis, goal
setting, generating solution patterns,
selecting solutions, implementing
solutions, evaluating results, continuous
adjustment and improvement, stress
management capability, and teamwork
skills, helps athletes choose the best
solution calmly instead of reacting
emotionally when facing challenges and
problems.
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An important point in the present model is
the synergistic interaction of the three
dimensions. None of the three dimensions
alone can guarantee mental health
management; rather, it is the combination
of psychological factors (as antecedent
and moderator), self-management (as an
executive  mechanism), and  skill
development (as long-term capacity
building) that leads to optimal mental
health  management.  This  three-
dimensional model is consistent with the
results of Walton et al. (1) and Chrétien et
al. (2), which emphasized the need for a
comprehensive and  multidimensional
approach to athletes' mental health.

Overall, the proposed model, by
emphasizing these three dimensions,
enables sports managers and coaches to
create programs compatible with these
factors and  achieve  significant
improvements in the mental health of
professional athletes. These actions can
not only contribute to improved athletic
performance but also lead to an overall
improvement in athletes' lives.
Consequently, this model is introduced as
a preventive and effective tool in the
mental health management of professional
athletes and can contribute to the
development  of  managerial  and
educational strategies in this field. The
three-dimensional model presented in this
study has extensive practical and
theoretical applications for various
stakeholders in professional sports. Sports

managers and policymakers can use this
model as a framework for designing
mental health policies and programs in
federations and  clubs, including
establishing  psychological counseling
units, organizing support programs, and
incorporating mental health indicators into
athlete performance evaluation systems.
Coaches and technical staff can also use
the findings to better identify athletes'
psychological  pressures, create a
supportive and encouraging atmosphere
within the team, and teach coping skills
such as stress management and problem-
solving to athletes. Sport psychologists
and counselors can use the present model
as a basis for designing specialized
interventions tailored to athletes' needs
and evaluate the effectiveness of their
services. Athletes themselves, by being
aware of the model's components, can
strengthen self-management skills (time
management, work-rest balance, diversity
in activities) and life skills (negotiation
and problem-solving) and maintain their
psychological balance when facing
competitive pressures. In the educational
dimension, the present three-dimensional
model can serve as a theoretical
framework for developing curricula in
sport psychology, sport management, and
sport counseling courses and as a basis for
designing training workshops for coaches
and athletes. In the research dimension,
this model can serve as a starting point for
designing  future quantitative and
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qualitative studies, testing hypotheses, and
evaluating the effectiveness of
interventions. In the social dimension,
given the role of media pressure in the
psychological dimension, the media can
use the findings of this study to review
their coverage of athletes' news and reduce
the psychological pressure caused by
constant criticism. Furthermore, public
institutions and sports organizations can
design awareness programs about athletes'
mental health based on this model and, by
early identification of signs  of
psychological burnout, anxiety, and stress,
provide the basis for timely interventions
and reduced treatment costs.
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