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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to explore the role of leadership style in the architecture of mental health
management among professional athletes, moving from competitive pressure to the achievement of
psychological balance.

Methods: This qualitative study was conducted using a structural grounded theory approach with an
exploratory-fundamental design. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 20
experts (including professors of sport psychology, sport management, professional coaches, sport
psychologists, and federation managers) selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were
analyzed using 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 (89%).

Results: The final model of the study consists of four main dimensions: (1) psychological factors; (2) self-
management/personal management; (3) skill development; and (4) leadership style (transformational leadership
style, supportive leadership style, authoritarian leadership style, and safe team psychological climate), which
functions as the central mediating/moderating construct. In total, 186 semantic phrases and 93 open codes were
extracted from the analysis of 20 interviews and were categorized into 12 axial codes and 4 selective codes.
The analysis of the role of leadership style showed that transformational and supportive leadership styles,
through creating a psychologically safe climate, strengthening social support, and facilitating access to
psychological counseling, play a mediating and moderating role in the relationship between competitive
pressure and psychological balance.

Conclusions: The proposed model can serve as a preventive and effective tool for managing the mental health
of professional athletes and can contribute to the development of managerial and educational strategies in this
field. Accordingly, sports organizations and federations are recommended to pay particular attention to the
leadership style of coaches and managers when designing their supportive and educational programs, and to
facilitate athletes' achievement of psychological balance through training in transformational leadership style.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Contemporary professional sport has
become one of the most complex and high-
pressure domains of human activity, a
space in which the boundary between peak
flourishing and psychological collapse can
be measured in a single moment, a single
decision, or a single error. The
professional athlete faces not only rivals
but also a dense web of expectations,
judgments, and visible and invisible
pressures—from family, coaches, fans,
and the media—that can destabilize
psychological equilibrium. Athletes are
exposed to a broad spectrum of
psychological disturbances, including
anxiety, depression, burnout, and sleep
disorders. Sustained pressure for superior
performance, fear of failure, repeated
injuries, media criticism, and occupational
instability  collectively  shape an
environment in which mental health is
systematically eroded. The World Health
Organization has reported that
approximately 47  million  people
worldwide live with mental health
disorders, underscoring the urgency of
serious attention to this domain. In such an
environment, mental health is no longer a
marginal or luxury concern; it has become
a precondition for survival and thriving
along the professional pathway.

Although sport psychology researchers
have increasingly sought to identify

factors influencing athletes' mental health
and to model these relationships, a review
of the existing literature reveals a
significant gap. Most prior studies have
focused either on a single dimension or on
cognitive factors in isolation, examining
self-management  variables in a
fragmented manner, and have rarely
addressed the role of organizational and
environmental factors—particularly
leadership—in the architecture of athletes'
mental health. In other words, the existing
literature has largely portrayed the athlete
as a passive recipient of pressures rather
than examining how the leadership of
coaches and managers can function as an
active mechanism that paves the path from
competitive pressure to psychological
balance. The fundamental question thus
arises: in a space where competition is
unavoidable, what style of leadership can
guide the athlete from pressure toward
psychological equilibrium?

To address this gap, the study
systematically reviewed three theoretical
frameworks  of  sport leadership.
Transformational leadership theory—the
most influential and best-supported

framework in sport contexts,
conceptualized along four dimensions of
idealized influence, inspirational

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and
individualized consideration—has been
associated  with  increased  athlete
motivation (88% of studies), team
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cohesion (80%), psychological well-being
(72%), and sport performance (68%).
Authentic leadership theory emphasizes
the leader's self-awareness, relational
transparency, balanced processing, and
internalized moral perspective, and has
been positively linked to athletes'
psychological  well-being, happiness,
commitment, and mental health, with
psychological capital and psychological
safety as key mediators. Social identity
leadership theory positions sport as one of
the strongest sources of social identity for
athletes, showing that coaches' social
identity leadership is indirectly related to
athletes' mental health through satisfaction
with performance. In contrast, control-
grabbing leadership suppresses the need
for autonomy through conditional
rewards, threats, controlling language, and
disregard for the athlete's perspective, and
is associated with increased controlled
motivation, lower  well-being, and
increased athlete burnout, mediated by
prescribed perfectionism and amotivation.

Despite this maturity, three important gaps
remain: first, most research has been
conducted in Western contexts, and
generalizability to the Iranian cultural
context requires examination; second, the
clear majority of studies have used cross-
sectional and self-report designs, limiting
causal inference; and third, and most
importantly, leadership style has often
been treated as an independent and
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isolated variable rather than as a mediating
mechanism that operates in interaction
with other psychological and self-
management factors. The question of how
leadership style is positioned within the
overall architecture of athlete mental
health management, and how it interacts
with other factors, has not been
systematically explored. The present study
therefore adopts a qualitative approach
using grounded theory to fill this gap and
to present a comprehensive model in
which leadership style, as a mediating and
moderating construct, explains the link
between  competitive  pressure and
psychological balance.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study was conducted
using a grounded theory approach with an
exploratory-fundamental design. From the
perspective of paradigm, the study is
interpretive-constructivist;  from  the
perspective of strategy, it employs
grounded theory with a structural
approach; from the perspective of data
collection, it is field- and library-based;
from the perspective of purpose, it is
explanatory and modeling-oriented; and
from the perspective of data collection
tools, it relies on in-depth semi-structured
interviews and theoretical studies. The
choice of the structural grounded theory
strategy was justified because the research
sought not merely to describe factors but
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to discover relationships, processes, and
mediating mechanisms—particularly the
role of leadership style—among these
factors. In this strategy, coding is
performed in three stages—open, axial,
and selective—and the researcher does not
impose prior assumptions but rather
constructs  theory inductively and
grounded in data.

The statistical population comprised all
individuals with expert knowledge of the
research topic, including academic experts
(professors of sport psychology, sport
management, exercise physiology, and
sport counseling), technical experts
(coaches with experience working with
professional athletes, sport physicians,
sport nutrition specialists, and sport
psychologists), and executive and
organizational experts (managers of sport
federations, managers of professional
sport clubs, managers of sport facilities,
and retired professional athletes).
Selection criteria included: a minimum of
a master's degree in a relevant field; at
least five years of relevant work
experience in the field of professional
athletes' mental health; a research record
and publications in the studied domain;
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 sport; direct experience
working with professional athletes as a

coach, physician, or psychologist;
motivation and interest in participating in
the research; and the ability to express and
convey experiences and knowledge.

Sampling was conducted purposively
using the snowball method, and 22 experts
were subjected to in-depth semi-structured
interviews. Interviews were conducted in
person and by telephone. After the
necessary arrangements and scheduling,
all interviews were conducted by the
researcher and, with  participants'
permission, audio-recorded. The average
interview duration was 60 minutes.
Because writing participants' statements
during in-person interviews is somewhat
difficult, Call Recorder software was used
to record audio so that all statements could
be captured. After each interview, the
audio was transcribed, and a preliminary
analysis was performed to determine
whether theoretical saturation had been
reached. At the thirteenth interview, it
became evident that saturation had
occurred and that the responses were
similar to previous ones and added nothing
new to the findings; however, to ensure
this, interviews continued until the
seventeenth.

Data were coded through open, axial, and
selective coding using MAXQDA 2020
software. In the open coding stage, the
content of all interviews was transcribed
and then coded using the key-points
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method; the collected data were written on
paper and, through line-by-line and
paragraph-by-paragraph analysis, open
codes were generated. In the axial coding
stage, the process of relating categories
and linking them at the level of properties
and dimensions was performed to generate
knowledge of the processes related to the
relationships. In the selective coding stage,
the selected codes derived from the axial
categories were mapped. To achieve
desirable validity of the interview
instrument, the interview findings were
reviewed by experts and professors, and
their comments were applied. The
identified conceptual model and its items
were reviewed by professors, and some
items were corrected and modified.

To assess the quality and validation of the
qualitative results, Lincoln and Guba's
(1985) evaluation criteria were used,
including  credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. To
calculate the reliability of the interviews
using the inter-coder agreement method,
an expert was asked to code three
randomly  selected interviews after
receiving the necessary training and
explanations. By comparing the coding
performed by the research colleague with
that of the researcher, similar codes were
identified as "agreement” and non-similar
codes as "disagreement.” The inter-
subjective agreement percentage was then
calculated using the formula. The results
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showed that the reliability between the two
coders was 89% overall, placing it at a
good level. For test-retest reliability, three
interviews were randomly selected and
each was coded twice by the researcher at
a 30-day interval; the reliability values
were 90%, 89%, and 89%, with an overall
value of 89%.

Of the 20 experts, 9 were women and 11
were men; 12 held doctoral degrees and 8
held master's degrees; 13 were under 50
years of age and 7 were 50 or older; and 8
had less than 20 years of work experience
while 12 had 20 years or more.

Results

From the analysis of 20 interviews, 186
semantic phrases and 93 open codes were
extracted, which were categorized into 12
axial codes and 4 selective codes. The final
model of the research consists of four main
dimensions, each composed of several
components:

Psychological factors: competitive
pressure, social support, and psychological
counseling;

Self-management (personal management):
diversity in daily activities, time
management, and proper work-rest
balance;

Skill development: negotiation skills
training and problem-solving  skills
training;

Leadership style (mediating/moderating
construct): transformational leadership
style, supportive leadership  style,
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authoritarian leadership style, and safe
team psychological climate.

The hierarchical coding structure shows
the central selective code "mental health
management of professional athletes
(psychological balance)" at the highest
level; the four selective codes at the second
level; the twelve axial codes at the third
level; and the 93 open codes extracted
from 186 semantic phrases at the fourth
level. Bidirectional arrows between
leadership style and the other three
dimensions indicate the interactive and
reciprocal relationship of this construct
with the other dimensions. The final
arrows toward the central construct
indicate that the combination and
interaction of the four dimensions leads to
optimal mental health management and
the achievement of psychological balance.

The  first  dimension—psychological
factors—is the first and most fundamental
dimension of the model. Competitive
pressure is one of the most important and
prominent psychological factors that
professional athletes face, originating
from multiple sources: expectations of self
and others (family, coaches, fans), media
pressure and their constant criticism,
dealing with competition pressures and
decision-making moments, the need for
goal-setting and maintaining motivation
along 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. Social
support includes the presence of family,

support from the team and teammates,
positive social interactions with colleagues
and  coaches,  supporting  others,
participation in sport communities and
charitable activities, support for individual
capabilities, interaction with coaches and
technical staff, presence in social
networks, and participation in charitable
activities. This component plays a
protective and moderating role against
psychological pressures. Psychological
counseling includes recognizing the need
for counseling, the ability to establish
positive communication with a counselor,
training in stress management, problem-
solving and decision-making skills,
training in self-confidence enhancement
skills, emotion management, the ability to
self-knowledge, negotiation skills, and
goal development and life planning.

The second dimension—self-management
or personal management—represents the
athlete's ability to organize, plan, and
control their daily life. Diversity in daily
activities includes diversity in the training
program, participation in different sports,
using different educational approaches,
changes in training location and
environment, diversity in recreational
activities, participation in artistic and
creative activities, changes in the daily
program, and testing new techniques. This
diversity can prevent psychological
fatigue and monotony and maintain
motivation and enthusiasm.  Time
management includes planning training,
determining priorities, optimal use of rest
time, managing competition time, using
time management techniques, setting time
for recreational activities, using time
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management tools, and balance between
training time and personal life. Work-rest
balance includes determining a specific
limit for work hours, the ability to
prioritize, managing time for rest,
planning active rest, recognizing fatigue
symptoms, 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 third dimension—skill
development—represents the trans-sport
and life skills necessary for effectively
facing professional challenges.
Negotiation  skills training includes
awareness of the need for negotiation, the
ability to listen actively, the ability to
express one's position and viewpoint,
accepting differences and conflicts, the
ability to manage emotions, the ability to
create agreement, communication skills
training, the ability to manage unexpected
events, and the ability to manage team
communications. Problem-solving skills
training includes problem recognition,
problem analysis, goal-setting, generating
solution patterns, selecting solutions,
implementing  solutions,  evaluating
results, continuous adjustment and
improvement, stress management ability,
and teamwork skills.

The fourth dimension—Ileadership style—
is the main innovation and most important
finding of the present study: the
identification of leadership style as the
central mediating/moderating construct in
the architecture of professional athletes'

Sports Psychology, Volume 15, No 2, 2023

Shekhzadeh Marand & Khalifeh Soltani

mental  health  management.  This
dimension includes four axial codes:
transformational leadership style,
supportive leadership style, authoritarian
leadership  style, and safe team
psychological climate. The findings
showed that:

Transformational leadership style

(including idealized influence,
inspirational ~ motivation, intellectual
stimulation, and individualized

consideration), by strengthening social
support and facilitating access to
psychological counseling, reduces the
intensity of competitive pressure. A
transformational coach, by articulating a
shared vision and attending to individual
needs, moves the athlete out of a passive
state and toward active self-management.
Supportive leadership style (including
active listening, empathy, encouragement,
and appreciation), by strengthening
athletes' self-management (time
management, work-rest balance),
contributes to psychological balance. One
participant stated: "When the coach
understands my feelings and gives me the
opportunity to participate in decisions, |
feel less pressure on me and | can better
manage my time and energy."
Authoritarian leadership style (including
strict control, frequent criticism, and
disregard for individual needs) intensifies
competitive pressure and increases the risk
of psychological burnout. This style acts
not merely as a management deficiency
but as an active factor in athletes'
psychological burnout.

Safe team  psychological climate
(including mutual trust, a sense of worth,
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and freedom of expression) was identified
as the main mechanism through which
leadership style affects athletes’ mental
health. This construct is the bridge
between leadership style and the other
three dimensions of the model; that is,
leadership style, through creating (or
destroying) a safe psychological climate,
affects the effectiveness of psychological
factors, self-management, and skill
development.

An important point in the present model is
the synergistic interaction of the four
dimensions. None of the four dimensions
alone can guarantee mental health
management; rather, it is the combination
of psychological factors (as a context-
setting and moderating factor), self-
management (as an executive
mechanism), skill development (as long-
term capacity-building), and leadership
style (as the central mediating/moderating
mechanism) that leads to optimal mental
health management. Competitive pressure
(from the psychological dimension)
increases the need for time management
and work-rest balance (from the self-
management dimension). On the other
hand, effective self-management can
reduce the intensity of competitive
pressure. Social support and psychological
counseling strengthen the athlete's ability
for self-management. The development of
negotiation and problem-solving skills
acts as a mediating mechanism; on the one
hand, it helps the athlete better manage
competitive pressure, and on the other
hand, it increases the effectiveness of
psychological counseling and self-
management. Leadership style, as the

central mediating mechanism, through
creating a safe psychological climate,
provides the ground for the effectiveness
of the other three dimensions.
Psychological factors (especially social
support and counseling) provide the
context; self-management forms the
executive mechanism; skill development
ensures long-term capacity-building; and
leadership style acts as the overarching
umbrella over all these processes.

Conclusion

The purpose of the present study was to
explore the role of leadership style in the
architecture of mental health management
among professional athletes, from
competitive pressure to psychological
balance, using a qualitative approach
based on structural grounded theory. The
findings showed that the final model
consists of four main dimensions:
psychological factors  (competitive
pressure, social support, psychological
counseling),  self-management/personal
management (diversity in daily activities,
time management, proper work-rest
balance), skill development (negotiation
skills training, problem-solving skills
training), and leadership style
(transformational, supportive,
authoritarian, and safe team psychological
climate).

The main innovation of the present study
is the identification of leadership style as
the central mediating/moderating
construct in the architecture of
professional athletes' mental health
management. Transformational leadership
style, by strengthening social support and
facilitating access to psychological
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counseling, reduces the intensity of
competitive pressure and moves the
athlete from a passive state toward active
self-management. Supportive leadership
style, by strengthening self-management,
contributes to psychological balance.
Authoritarian leadership style intensifies
competitive pressure and increases the risk
of psychological burnout, acting not
merely as a management deficiency but as
an active factor in athletes' psychological
burnout. Safe team psychological climate
is the main mechanism through which
leadership style affects mental health,
serving as the bridge between leadership
style and the other three dimensions.

The proposed model, by emphasizing four
dimensions, enables sport managers and
coaches to achieve significant
improvements in professional athletes'
mental health by creating programs
compatible with these factors. These
measures can not only help improve sport
performance but also lead to an overall
improvement in athletes' quality of life.
The 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.
Accordingly, it is recommended that sport
organizations and federations pay special
attention to the leadership style of coaches
and managers in designing their
supportive and educational programs, and
facilitate  athletes' achievement of
psychological balance through training in
transformational leadership style.
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