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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

The rapid evolution of communication
technology and the expansion of social media
have fundamentally transformed the public
image and communication channels of elite
athletes. Today, an athlete’s persona is
continuously shaped not just by their
performance on the field, but through digital
content on self-representational platforms like
Instagram and YouTube. This shift empowers
athletes to bypass traditional media
gatekeepers and narrate their own lives and
identities. Social media has evolved into a
powerful tool for individual marketing and
commercialization, enabling athletes to
become active, independent public figures and
thought leaders, rather than just hero-centric
figures.

However, this accelerated growth presents a
complex set of challenges. Research shows
that platform algorithms (e.g., TikTok) often
prioritize  non-sporting aspects such as
entertainment, personal life, fashion, and
controversy. This commercializing trend can
overshadow the athlete's genuine professional
image, transforming national heroes into
commercialized celebrities and blurring the
boundaries between their professional and
private lives. The lack of a strategic plan in this
environment exposes athletes to significant
psychological  pressures, instant public
judgment, misinformation, and the risk of
compromising their professional integrity.

Given this precarious environment, the study
argues that there is an acute need for a multi-
dimensional framework to guide professional
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athletes. The primary goal of this research was
therefore to design an optimal social media
usage model for elite athletes.

Methods

This study employed an applied qualitative
research design using the Grounded Theory
methodology, specifically following the
systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin.

The research utilized purposeful sampling to
select participants who possessed both deep
academic knowledge and significant practical
experience in the field. The process continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. The
final study sample comprised 12 participants:
8 elite athletes (4 team sport, 4 individual
sport; 4 national, 4 international level) and 4
academic/media experts. The participants,
consisting of 6 men and 6 women, had an
average age of 29.1 years and an average of
5.3 years of experience on social media
platforms, with Instagram being the dominant
channel for nearly all.

Data were collected through deep, semi-
structured interviews , focusing on the factors
driving social media use, the obstacles to
optimal use, proposed strategies, and potential
outcomes. The data analysis was performed
using thematic analysis, involving the three
stages of open, axial, and selective coding.

To ensure the trustworthiness and rigor of the

findings, the researchers implemented several

validation techniques:

» Credibility: Ensured by involving 8
specialists and two independent coders in
the process.

+ Transferability: Verified by consulting
three external experts not involved in the
study.

» Dependability and Confirmability:
Established  through ~ comprehensive
recording of all interviews, detailed field
notes, and using the test-retest method and
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calculation of the Kappa coefficient for
inter-coder agreement.

Findings

The open coding stage yielded over 185 initial
conceptual codes centered on optimizing
social media use for branding and professional
advancement. These codes were subsequently
categorized into core components of the
optimal usage model:

1. Causal Conditions (Drivers/Pressures):
These included technological advances
(e.g., increased high-speed internet access),
the emergence of content-sharing
platforms (YouTube, TikTok), the decline
of reliance on traditional media, and the
direct impact of online image on attracting
sponsors. Conversely, pressures included
the media's focus on non-sporting aspects
(lifestyle, fashion) and the sudden,
disruptive impact of algorithmic changes.

2. Contextual Conditions (Internal & External
Environment): This covered factors like the
need for personal brand differentiation, the
role of the brand in non-sports career
opportunities, and the influence of cultural
and religious values on content acceptance.

3. Intervening Conditions (Obstacles): Major
impediments included the lack of formal
media guidelines and structured media
literacy training, the absence of
professional media teams in clubs, legal
ambiguities, and infrastructure issues (e.g.,
poor internet quality and platform
filtering).

4. Action/Interaction Strategies (The Model's
Core): The key strategies identified for
optimal use include:

e Identity and Coherence: Maintaining
message  consistency and  visual
coherence through a stable visual
identity, utilizing a unique slogan or
hashtag, and adopting a coordinated
communication tone.
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¢ Authenticity and Relevance: Selecting a
style and tone that genuinely reflects the
athlete's personality, and crucially,
incorporating local cultural elements to
ensure authenticity and acceptance.
This also involves leveraging personal
storytelling to strengthen the brand
narrative.

e Optimization and Engagement:
Strategically optimizing content release
timing based on peak interaction hours
and capitalizing on major sporting
events as key visibility milestones.
Strategies also included engaging in
social/charitable activities and using
online data analysis to improve
marketing.

Conclusion

The research successfully developed a robust,
grounded model for the optimal use of social
media by elite athletes. The central finding is
that successful social media presence is not
accidental but requires a strategic and
conscious balance between the demands of
platform algorithms (which favor non-
sporting, emotional content) and the necessity
of maintaining a professional, value-driven
identity. Optimal utilization is achieved when
athletes establish an authentic, consistent
digital identity that is strategically timed to
maximize engagement, leading to enhanced
personal brand stabilization and greater
opportunities for sponsor attraction and non-
sports career diversification. The model

Dadashzadeh et al.

underscores the critical need for institutional
support in the form of media literacy training
and dedicated professional teams to mitigate
the psychological and reputational risks
associated with digital communication.

The core message of this article is that elite
athletes are now multi-role media actors who
must actively manage a complex public
identity. To succeed in the digital age, they
must transition from simple content posting to
adopting a strategic, multi-dimensional model
that consciously integrates brand authenticity,
cultural relevance, and technical optimization.
Furthermore, sporting organizations and
federations have a clear responsibility to
provide the necessary support—including
structured training and professional media
guidance—to enable athletes to utilize social
media's power without jeopardizing their well-
being or professional integrity.

Key Words: Elite Athlete, Social Network,
Strategy.
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