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Abstract

The aim of the present study was to explore approaches to achieving cultural objectives in sports from the perspective of
sports elites. Methodologically, this study employed a qualitative design, specifically the method of reflexive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The research environment consisted of all sports elites. The participants included twelve
individuals selected through purposive sampling. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation, which occurred after
eight participants; however, recruitment was extended to twelve participants. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were used to extract the components of approaches to achieving cultural objectives in sports. For data analysis,
and given that the researchers sought to identify the underlying constructs of approaches for cultural enhancement in sports,
the six-phase thematic analysis method of Braun and Clarke (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was employed. The findings revealed
that the perspectives of sports elites on culture in sports can be categorized into three major themes: (1) the essence of culture
in sports arenas, with organizing codes including attention to ethics and moral values; (2) approaches to achieving cultural
objectives, with organizing codes including clarification of values, defining objectives based on values, and actions aligned
with objectives and values; and (3) barriers to achieving cultural objectives, with organizing codes including systemic
barriers, individual barriers, and social barriers. Based on these results, it can be concluded that cultural development in
sports requires an understanding of the nature and importance of culture in sports by athletes, the provision of contextual
factors that facilitate the optimization of achieving cultural objectives in the sports environment, and effective management
of barriers that hinder the realization of cultural objectives.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Culture has long been recognized as a foundational element in shaping individual and collective identities
within societies. In the field of sports, culture is not only a background variable but also an active framework
that directs ethical behaviors, social values, and the sustainability of athletic systems (Sanei & Mohammadi
Rezini, 2024). Sports, as a deeply embedded social phenomenon, provide an arena where cultural norms,
values, and ethical principles are reinforced, challenged, or redefined. This dual relationship highlights that
sports both influence and are influenced by culture, making the pursuit of cultural objectives in sports an area
of significant scholarly interest (Pashaei, 2024).

Research suggests that sports can act as a vehicle for strengthening identity, transmitting cultural heritage, and
enhancing social cohesion. However, without a conscious framework of cultural objectives, sports may also
lead to the erosion of values and the dominance of short-term achievements over ethical concerns
(Mohammadi & Bastami, 2024). As such, understanding the mechanisms through which cultural goals are
integrated into sports practices is vital, particularly from the perspective of elites whose experiences and
insights shape the direction of policy and practice (Mahidashti et al., 2024).

Professional ethics and value-driven approaches are at the heart of cultural objectives in sports. Studies show
that ethical principles in sports not only improve athletes’ behavior but also build trust among stakeholders
and foster long-term legitimacy for sports institutions (Karimi & Bastami, 2024). Similarly, organizational
culture and management strategies in sports industries play a decisive role in embedding ethical standards into
the daily practices of athletes and managers (Hamoud et al., 2024). This aligns with the argument that
designing cultural models for sports requires both top-down institutional structures and bottom-up ethical
practices from athletes and fans (Fallah et al., 2024).

Cultural development in sports is also tied to the recognition of indigenous and traditional practices. For
example, traditional sports such as Zourkhaneh and Pahlevani wrestling embody a heritage of values and ethics
that reflect historical notions of chivalry and community spirit (Agharazi et al., 2023; Fahim Devin &
Asadollahi, 2022). These practices demonstrate how culture and sports are mutually reinforcing and why their
preservation is critical for sustaining ethical values in modern sporting contexts.

At the same time, challenges to cultural development in sports are evident. Individual-level barriers such as
emotional instability, unhealthy ambition, or the prioritization of fame may undermine adherence to ethical
standards (Safari Dolou et al., 2021). Institutional-level constraints, including weak managerial commitment
or insufficient financial support, also limit the effectiveness of cultural initiatives (Molanorouzi, 2021).
Additionally, the rise of social media has amplified both opportunities and risks, as it can promote cultural
engagement but also spread behaviors that weaken cultural integrity (Latififard & Safari, 2021).

Evidence indicates that systemic implementation of ethical management is essential to overcoming these
challenges. For example, ethical management frameworks ensure that cultural goals are not symbolic but
actionable, enabling sports to function as a platform for cultural development (Derakhshandeh Ghaferokhi
et al., 2021). Beyond domestic impacts, sports have also been identified as a tool for public diplomacy,
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enhancing national image and transmitting cultural values across borders (Abdollahi et al., 2021). This
suggests that the integration of cultural objectives in sports is not confined to national boundaries but also
resonates with international engagement.

Finally, empirical studies underscore the necessity of designing structured models to institutionalize ethics in
sports. This includes efforts to codify values into policies, foster cross-sector collaboration, and address the
socio-cultural diversity within sports communities (Mand Alizadeh, 2020; Safari Dolou et al., 2020). Such
frameworks are essential to ensure that cultural development in sports is both context-sensitive and sustainable.
In line with this, attention to ethnic cultures within sports development has been shown to reinforce social
cohesion and mitigate fragmentation (Ghasemian et al., 2019). Similarly, analyzing the role of culture creators
and social actors highlights that families, institutions, and communities collectively influence cultural
advancement in sports (Khosromanesh et al., 2018).

Historical perspectives also highlight that ethical principles such as fair play are indispensable for sustaining
sports as a moral and cultural institution (Nadayi & Alavi, 2009). Without embedding these principles, sports
risk being reduced to mere competition devoid of broader societal impact. Taken together, the literature
underscores that achieving cultural objectives in sports requires multi-level attention to individual,
organizational, and societal factors, as well as a conscious effort to preserve heritage while adapting to
contemporary challenges. Against this backdrop, the present study set out to analyze the methods of achieving
cultural objectives in sports from the perspective of sports elites.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative methodology using in-depth thematic analysis to capture the perceptions of
sports elites regarding methods of achieving cultural objectives in sports. The research environment included
a wide range of sports elites such as national champions, sports managers, sociologists of sport, and legal
experts in the field. Twelve participants were selected through purposive sampling, with data collection
continuing until saturation was reached after the eighth interview, although four more were included to enrich
the dataset.

Semi-structured interviews served as the main data collection tool. Interview questions were developed based
on theoretical foundations and prior research, and validated through consultations with academic advisors.
Interviews were conducted face-to-face in environments chosen by participants, recorded with consent, and
supplemented with field notes. Each interview lasted between 35 and 50 minutes.

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach to thematic analysis. Transcriptions were
reviewed thoroughly, initial codes were generated line-by-line, and codes were iteratively clustered into
higher-order categories. Through this process, three overarching themes were derived, representing the key
perspectives of sports elites regarding cultural objectives in sports.

Findings

The thematic analysis resulted in three overarching categories derived from 120 initial codes, 32 base codes,
and eight organizing themes.

The first category concerned the essence of culture in sports fields. Participants emphasized that athletes
should pay attention to ethics alongside physical training and competitive achievements. They highlighted the
importance of valuing authentic human values, showing responsibility toward both self and society, and
prioritizing team and community development over purely individual success.

The second category focused on the methods of achieving cultural objectives in sports. Central to this was
the need for clarity of values within sports federations, adherence of managers and institutions to ethical
principles, and alignment of laws and regulations with cultural values. Participants noted the importance of
defining ethical goals alongside performance goals, training coaches in line with ethical standards, and
integrating ethical education into professional training. They also stressed the importance of monitoring ethical
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objectives at both professional and grassroots levels, creating enforcement mechanisms against unethical
behavior, and promoting role models of ethical and chivalric conduct.

The third category identified barriers to achieving cultural objectives. Individual barriers included emotional
instability among athletes and managers, unhealthy ambition, and fame-seeking behaviors. Systemic barriers
were linked to insufficient attention to culture by sports organizations, formation of informal networks within
federations, and a lack of financial resources for cultural initiatives. Social barriers included the influence of
media, dominance of Western lifestyles over athletes’ behaviors, and spectators’ unrealistic expectations and
pursuit of sensationalism.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight that achieving cultural objectives in sports is a multifaceted process
requiring simultaneous attention to values, methods, and barriers. Elites emphasized that defining the essence

of culture in sports is a prerequisite for designing strategies to promote ethics and values. Clarity of values at
the organizational level ensures that cultural goals are embedded in federations’ missions and regulations,
while role modeling and ethical education at the individual level cultivate a sustainable cultural environment.
The study also revealed that systemic and social barriers pose significant challenges. Informal networks,
insufficient managerial commitment, and the pressure of media-driven behaviors collectively undermine
cultural development in sports. These results underscore the need for integrated frameworks that align
institutional policies, athlete development programs, and societal engagement mechanisms.

In conclusion, cultural development in sports requires a holistic approach that bridges individual responsibility,
organizational accountability, and social influence. By addressing barriers and strengthening enablers, sports
can become a platform not only for physical excellence but also for ethical growth and cultural sustainability.
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