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Obijective: The present study aimed to explain and model the development of cyber-
psychology in Iranian sport with an emphasis on sport managers, and to propose a
localized framework for managing opportunities and threats of digital environments
in the sport system.

Methods: The research employed a qualitative approach using Grounded Theory
based on Strauss and Corbin’s model. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 10 sport managers and officials at club, federation, and provincial
levels. Purposeful and chain (snowball) sampling continued until theoretical
saturation. Data analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding,
and trustworthiness criteria (Lincoln & Guba) were addressed; inter-coder
agreement reached 0.90.

Results: Findings indicated that the core category was the need to design a policy-
making and supportive structure to integrate cyber-psychology into the sport
system. Causal factors included increasing moral-media crises, expansion of digital
psychological disorders, and long-term costs of ignoring mental health. Contextual
factors—such as a shortage of interdisciplinary experts, the science—practice gap,
financial constraints, traditional management, and managers’ low digital literacy—
and intervening factors—such as the absence of formal structures and behavioral
regulations, lack of indigenous platforms, inter-unit inconsistency, and managerial
instability—shaped action pathways.

Conclusion: Five strategies were proposed: developing a national digital mental
health policy document, establishing an organizational position for “cyber-
psychologist,” implementing indigenous psychological monitoring systems,
empowering managers, and strengthening applied research. The stepwise
implementation of these strategies can reduce crises, enhance psychological
security, and increase the efficiency and structural resilience of sport organizations.
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I n recent decades, the pervasive growth of

digital technologies and communication
networks has profoundly transformed
organizational and managerial structures
globally. The realm of sport is no exception.
The rise of the cyber environment—
encompassing social media, virtual reality,
and digital platforms—has fundamentally
altered management patterns, decision-
making processes, and organizational
interactions within sporting bodies. While
these changes present novel opportunities,
such as enhanced brand building and fan
engagement, they have also introduced
significant new cognitive, psychological, and
social challenges for sport managers. The
modern sport manager's role is no longer
confined to technical planning; it now
demands the ability to navigate and control
the psychological dimensions stemming from
digital presence. Managers face immense
psychological pressure from constant public
scrutiny, which increases the risk of burnout
and negatively impacts decision-making.
Furthermore, they must contend with online
rumors, cyber-attacks, internet harassment,
and data protection issues, all of which
necessitate  advanced media  crisis
management skills.

Within the Iranian context, this challenge is
particularly —acute. Domestic research
indicates that many Iranian sport managers
lack the necessary training in digital space
management, leaving them and their
organizations vulnerable to media and cyber
crises. While a significant body of cyber-
psychology literature has focused on athletes,
the role of managers—the key decision-
makers who must handle cyber crises,
maintain organizational cohesion, and ensure
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staff  well-being—has been critically
overlooked. This gap represents the core
impetus for the present study. There is a clear
and present need for a deeper understanding
of the psychological consequences of the
digital environment and for a strategic model
to harness opportunities while mitigating
threats. This study addresses the lack of a
comprehensive, localized (bomee)
framework in Iran for explaining and
developing cyber-psychology with a specific
emphasis on the role and perspective of sport
managers. Therefore, this research aimed to
explain and model the development of cyber-
psychology in Iranian sport and to propose a
localized framework for managing the
opportunities and threats of digital
environments within the sport system.
Methodology

This study employed a qualitative approach
to explore a phenomenon for which no
established local model exists. We utilized
Grounded Theory (GT), specifically
following the systematic model developed by
Strauss and Corbin. This design was chosen
for its strength in discovering concepts and
the relationships between them directly from
raw, empirical data.

The study's population consisted of sport
managers and officials at various levels,
including clubs, associations, federations,
and general sports directorates. We used a
combination of purposeful and chain
(snowball) sampling to recruit participants.
The criteria for inclusion were having
significant managerial experience, direct
exposure to the cyber-environment in their
sport context, and sufficient awareness of its
psychological and managerial implications.
In total, 10 managers and officials were
interviewed. This sample size was
determined by achieving theoretical
saturation, the point at which no new
concepts or categories emerged from
subsequent interviews. The participant pool
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was diverse: over half held doctoral degrees
in fields such as sport management,
psychology, and strategic management, with
the remainder holding master's degrees; the
group had an average of 15.4 years of
managerial experience; participants included
a mix of high-level (ministry, federation) and
mid-level (club) managers; and the sample
included 7 men and 3 women, with an age
range of 35 to 51, representing a blend of
managerial generations.

The primary data collection instrument was
the semi-structured interview. An interview
guide was developed based on the research
objectives and a review of the relevant
literature. The questions were open-ended,
designed to elicit the participants' lived
experiences and perspectives on the various
dimensions of cyber-psychology in their
managerial roles. Interviews were conducted
both in-person and online, based on
participant accessibility. Each interview
lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. With
participants' permission, all interviews were
audio-recorded and then transcribed verbatim
to create a detailed text for analysis. In line
with Grounded Theory, data collection and
analysis were conducted concurrently.

We analyzed the transcribed data using the
Strauss and Corbin (1998) model, which
involves three distinct coding phases: open
coding, where the text was broken down line-
by-line to extract initial concepts and labels;
axial coding, where through constant
comparison, similar concepts were grouped
into more abstract categories, and these
categories were then organized according to
the paradigmatic model: identifying causal
factors, the core phenomenon, contextual
factors, intervening factors, strategies, and
consequences; and selective coding, where in
the final stage, all categories were integrated
around a single "core category"” to form the
final theoretical model explaining the central
phenomenon. To ensure the study's
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trustworthiness, we applied the criteria of
Lincoln and Guba (credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability). This
involved techniques such as participant
review, expert validation, rich description of
the context, and maintaining a clear audit trail
of the coding process. To ensure reliability,
inter-coder agreement was calculated
between two independent coders, achieving a
high score of 0.90.

Results

The data analysis culminated in a grounded
theory model explaining the development of
cyber-psychology  in Iranian  sport
management. The core category, or central
phenomenon, identified was: "The need to
design a policy-making and supportive
structure to integrate cyber-psychology into
the sport system."

1. Causal Factors (The ""Why""): These are
the primary drivers forcing the issue of cyber-
psychology onto the managerial agenda.
They include: increasing moral-media crises,
a rise in ethical issues and public relations
crises involving athletes and staff in the
digital space (e.g., inappropriate content,
online conflicts); expansion of digital
psychological disorders, increased
prevalence of mental health issues like
depression (from virtual judgment), anxiety,
and burnout linked to constant online
presence; and long-term costs of ignoring
mental health, the growing financial and
organizational burden of not addressing these
issues, including therapy costs,
disciplinary/legal fees, and lost productivity.
2. Contextual Factors (The
"Where™): These are the  specific
environmental conditions in Iranian sport that
shape the phenomenon. They include:
shortage of interdisciplinary experts, a
critical lack of professionals trained in both
technology and sport psychology; science—
practice gap, a significant disconnect
between academic research at universities
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and the practical needs of sporting
organizations; financial constraints, the
absence of dedicated budgets for digital
mental health, which is often viewed as a
"soft” or non-essential cost; traditional
management, a prevailing management
culture that is often skeptical of research,
views technology merely as a tool, and resists
systemic innovation; and managers' low
digital literacy, a general lack of awareness
and training among managers regarding
cyber-psychology concepts and digital
threats.

3. Intervening Factors (The
""Barriers/Enablers'): These factors
modify or mediate the strategies used to
address the core phenomenon. They include:
absence of formal structures, no official
position (e.g., "cyber-psychologist™) in the
organizational charts of clubs or federations;
lack of behavioral regulations, a vacuum of
official policies, codes of conduct, or digital
ethics guidelines for athletes and staff; lack of
indigenous platforms, a reliance on foreign
applications for mental health, which may not
be culturally or linguistically appropriate and
raise privacy concerns; and inter-unit
inconsistency and managerial instability,
poor coordination between departments (PR,
psych, management) and high turnover of
managers, which  disrupts  long-term
initiatives.

4. Action/Interaction Strategies (The
""How"): Based on the preceding factors,
participants proposed five core strategies:
develop a national digital mental health
policy document, creating a formal, top-
down policy and roadmap; establish an
organizational  position  for  "cyber-
psychologist,” formalizing the role within
organizational structures; implement
indigenous  psychological monitoring
systems, developing and using localized
technology (e.g., daily mood tracking panels)
to monitor athlete well-being; empower

managers, providing mandatory training for
managers in digital literacy, media crisis
management, and cyber-psychology
principles; and strengthen applied research,
fostering joint projects between universities
and federations to create an evidence-based
practice.

5. Consequences (The "Outcomes™): The
stepwise implementation of these strategies is
expected to lead to: reduction of crises, a
decrease in the frequency and severity of
moral and media-related crises; enhanced
psychological security, improved mental
well-being, emotional stability, and a greater
sense of organizational support for athletes;
increased efficiency and structural resilience,
making sport organizations more proactive,
data-driven, efficient, and capable of
withstanding  digital-era  shocks; and
improved performance, better long-term
athlete  performance and  motivation
sustainability.

Discussion

Our findings provide the first qualitative
model for cyber-psychology development in
Iranian sport, rooted in the lived experiences
of its managers. The causal factors we
identified—media crises, psychological
disorders, and long-term costs—are strongly
supported by international literature.
Managers confirmed that media crises are a
primary driver, aligning with Cotterill (2022)
on the stress of social media. The rise in
digital burnout and anxiety echoes
McCormack et al. (2018) on digital fatigue.
The "invisible costs” managers described
(legal fees, lost productivity) confirm
Hurley's (2018) assertions that ignoring
digital mental health has tangible financial
consequences.

However, our model's contribution lies in its
illumination of the unique contextual and
intervening factors in lIran. The discussion
highlighted that the problem is not a lack of
awareness of the problem, but a lack of
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capacity to solve it. The contextual factors
form a reinforcing barrier: a shortage of
hybrid experts (psychology + tech), a deep
science-practice gap, a lack of funding, and a
traditional management culture create an
environment where change is difficult. As
managers noted, even if they wanted to act,
they lack the trained personnel and budget.
The intervening factors reveal the structural
and procedural vacuum. The lack of a formal
position for a cyber-psychologist, the absence
of a digital code of conduct, and the high
turnover of managers mean that even well-
intentioned efforts remain sporadic and
personal, failing to become institutionalized.
This aligns with research by Cotterill (2022)
and Hurley (2018), who argue that formal
structures and high-level commitment are
essential for success.

Therefore, the five strategies proposed by the
participants are a direct and logical response
to these specific barriers. They represent a
multi-level approach: top-down
(policy/structure), where the call for a
national policy and a formal "cyber-
psychologist” role addresses the structural
and legal vacuum; bottom-up
(education/research), where the demand for
manager training and applied research aims
to fix the knowledge and literacy gap; and
technological (systems), where the strategy to
build indigenous monitoring platforms
directly  counters the reliance on
inappropriate foreign tools and moves
practice toward a data-driven model.

The expected consequences are
transformative. Beyond simply reducing
crises, the model aims for a paradigm shift.
By implementing these strategies, the Iranian
sport system can move from a reactive,
traditional mode of "control" to a proactive,
cognitive-technological mode of
"management,” ultimately enhancing
organizational resilience and athlete well-
being in the digital age.
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Conclusion

This study aimed to model the development
of cyber-psychology in Iranian sport from the
perspective of its managers. Our findings
show that this development is driven by the
urgent need to manage escalating media
crises, digital-related psychological
disorders, and their associated long-term
costs. However, progress is significantly
hampered by deep-seated contextual
factors—including a shortage of
interdisciplinary experts, a gap between
science and practice, and traditional
management ~ mindsets—as  well  as
intervening factors like the absence of formal
organizational structures and policies.

To overcome this, our research proposes a
five-pronged  strategic framework: (1)
developing a national digital mental health
policy, (2) creating the formal position of
"cyber-psychologist,” (3) implementing
indigenous  psychological monitoring
systems, (4) educating managers, and (5)
strengthening applied research. While our
study is limited by its qualitative nature and
small sample size, it provides the first
empirical roadmap for this critical issue. The
implementation of this model can help
Iranian sport organizations reduce crises,
enhance psychological security, and, most
importantly, increase their  structural
efficiency and resilience in the face of digital-
era challenges.

Keywords

Cyber-Psychology, Sport Management,
Grounded Theory, Sport Managers, Digital
Mental Health, Policy-Making.

Article message

The digital world has created profound
psychological threats for sport organizations,
from media crises to athlete burnout. Our
research found that Iranian sport managers
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are acutely aware of these dangers but are ill-
equipped to handle them. They are
constrained by a lack of interdisciplinary
experts, traditional mindsets, and a complete
absence of formal structures or policies for
digital mental health.

Our study provides the first localized
roadmap to address this. We demonstrate that
developing cyber-psychology is not a luxury
but an urgent necessity for organizational
stability. By creating national policies,
establishing the formal “cyber-psychologist"
role, and educating managers, Iranian sport
can finally move from a state of reactive
crisis management to one of proactive,
structural resilience.
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