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Objective: The emigration of elite athletes from Iran has adversely affected the
nation's growth and development. This study seeks to identify the determinants
influencing the migration of elite Iranian athletes.

Methods and Materials: This research utilized a qualitative approach employing
systematic grounded theory methodology. Participants were purposefully selected
and included male and female national athletes who had changed citizenship and
relocated abroad for athletic purposes. Data collection was conducted through 10
Persian and English articles and 16 interviews.

Findings: The data analysis resulted in the identification of 136 initial codes.
These codes were consolidated into 12 subcategories, which included personal
reasons, sports growth and development, favorable conditions in the destination
country, personal weaknesses and psychological elements, resources, facilities and
infrastructure, economic problems in the country, financial issues for athletes,
sports management weaknesses, political restrictions, cultural challenges, and
social issues. Furthermore, these subcategories were organized into three main
categories: intra-personal factors, economic factors, and extra-personal factors.
Conclusion: The study suggests that senior officials should address discriminatory
perspectives, ensure justice within the sports sector, provide equal opportunities,
enhance management practices, offer economic support to athletes, combat
discrimination, decouple politics from sports, and respect the privacy of athletes,
particularly women.

Keywords: Migration, Intrapersonal factors, Extra-personal factors, Economic factors,
Sports elites.

1. Introduction

mmigration stands as one of the most critical social
issues today, carrying profound economic and cultural

has garnered significant attention from scholars in the
humanities and social sciences. The post-World War I
increase in immigration and the number of immigrants
intensified scholarly focus on this issue. Immigration

implications for countries. This demographic phenomenon
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encompasses all types of population movements between
territories, resulting in a permanent or semi-permanent
change of residence (Zarghani & Mousavi, 2013).
Sociologists define immigration as the movement of a
population from one geographical location to another for
work or life. It is associated with factors such as poverty,
unemployment, natural disasters, war and insecurity, lack of
essential services like education and healthcare, suitable
living conditions, and political, social, and cultural freedoms
(Kostakopoulou & Schrauwen, 2014). Experts consider
immigration a significant form of population movement,
reflecting remarkable diversity. Elite migration is influenced
by various internal and external factors, including political,
social, scientific, cultural, economic, educational,
occupational, and livelihood factors (Wollmann et al., 2015).

Between 2013 and 2018, a substantial number of
immigrants, primarily Syrians, Iragis, and Afghans fleeing
armed conflicts, entered the European Union, leading to a
surge in asylum applications. This movement, often termed
the "refugee crisis," had profound economic, legal, political,
and religious implications, straining resources and sparking
political tensions within the EU (Williams & Carlson, 2020).

In today's world, a significant number of people
experience immigration at some point in their lives. This
pivotal event shapes the foundation of an individual's daily
life, making it crucial to thoroughly examine the various
dimensions and consequences of immigration. According to
data from the International Monetary Fund, Iran leads in the
immigration of young elites globally. A challenging
business environment, unstable employment conditions, and
low salaries are just a few of the issues faced by Iranian
elites. These challenges, combined with a lack of social and
spiritual support, have driven many of these individuals to
immigrate to foreign countries. Due to the absence of
comprehensive planning to address these problems, a
substantial number of the country's elites have chosen to
leave Iran (Heidari et al., 2023). The departure of elites and
specialized professionals from the country is a sociological
phenomenon resulting from economic, political, and
professional factors, and it has had detrimental effects on the
country's growth and development processes.

When elite immigration is discussed, the focus tends to
be on scientific elites, yet the immigration of sports elites,
who represent a nation on the international stage, can have
equally significant and adverse effects on the country
(Hosseini et al., 2020). This includes the immigration of
athletes or sports coaches, a social phenomenon driven by
various factors and yielding both positive and negative
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consequences (Erkkila, 2019). Following the "long
immigration summer" of 2015, many European countries
found themselves embroiled in contentious political debates
concerning the social integration of refugees. These
discussions also delved into the role of sports, often seen as
a catalyst for integration (Résch, 2010). Immigration is an
issue that institutions and organizations have not adequately
addressed or provided scientific solutions to resolve this
national loss. Unfortunately, the significance and position of
expert and professional forces in third-world countries have
yet to be fully recognized. Consequently, this research seeks
to answer the question, "What factors are related to the sports
immigration of Iran's elite athletes?"

2.  Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach
and the grounded theory method, aligning with the study's
subject and purpose. Additionally, the study received
approval from an ethics committee. The participants
consisted of national male and female athletes who had
changed their citizenship and relocated to another country to
pursue their sports activities. The sample selection was
based on data saturation, expertise, experience, and
willingness.

2.2.  Measures
2.2.1. Semi-Structured

Data collection involved interviews and reviewing
relevant documents and reports. The interviews followed a
semi-structured format. Prior to the interviews, all
participants were presented with a consent form outlining the
study's purpose and assuring the confidentiality of their
information. Simultaneously, qualitative data were analyzed
using the Strauss and Corbin method (open coding). The
sampling process continued until data saturation in the
categories was achieved. The qualitative research was
evaluated using both quantitative and qualitative criteria.

2.3. Data analysis

The research methodology encompassed a document
study and semi-structured interviews. Factors were extracted
through the examination of documents, books, and articles
from Persian and English databases (10 in total), as well as
16 interviews. The data analysis utilized the Strauss and
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Corbin method (open coding). The coding of articles and no new data was added, leading to the conclusion of the
interviews involved using the letter A for articles and P for interviews.

participants. The data collection continued until data

saturation was reached, ensuring that no new material was 3. Findings and Results

added to the researcher's knowledge. After conducting 16

. . L The demographic characteristics of the interviewees are
interviews over three months, the data analysis indicated that

presented in Table 1.

Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of the Interviewees

Immigration destination Education Sports experience (Years) Kind of Sport Gender Age Interviewee code
Germany Master’s 19 Individual Male 35 P1

Azerbaijan Bachelor’s 24 Individual Male 38 p2

Australia Bachelor’s 20 Individual Male 32 P3

Belgium Bachelor’s 25 Individual Female 34 P4

Azerbaijan Diploma 12 Individual Male 26 P5

Norway Bachelor’s 19 Individual Male 34 P6

Germany Diploma 30 Group Male 41 P7

Germany Diploma 18 Individual Male 30 P8

Germany Bachelor’s 15 Individual Female 28 P9

Germany Bachelor’s 21 Individual Male 32 P10

Germany Diploma 22 Group Male 44 P11

Germany Bachelor’s 14 Individual Female 28 P12

Italy Master’s 12 Individual Male 25 P13

Switzerland Diploma 18 Individual Female 32 P14

Turkey Bachelor’s 15 Individual Male 29 P15

Turkey Associate’s 16 Individual Male 29 P16

The findings in Table 2 indicate that among the categories personal reasons, sports growth and development, personal
associated with the immigration of elite Iranian athletes, 41 weaknesses, psychological elements, and favorable
primary codes out of a total of 136 are linked to intrapersonal conditions in the destination country.

factors. These factors encompass five sub-categories:

Table 2

Categories Related to Intrapersonal Factors

Main Category  Sub-category Primary codes
Intrapersonal Personal reasons Seeking new experiences; Uncertainty regarding future post-retirement; Earning potential; Financial security;
factors Modern environment; Personal and emotional considerations; Influence of family and friends; Support from

family, friends, and agents; Life skills acquisition; Personal growth and development; Employment opportunities;
Long-term career aspirations; Talent nurturing.

Sports growth and  Enhancing athletic abilities; Demonstrating expertise; Potential for progress; Achieving peak performance; Sports

development commercialization; Professional incentives; Type of sport.
Personal Decreasing spirituality; Erosion of national identity; Pressure; Material focus; Family financial constraints;
weaknesses Diminished national allegiance; Lack of support; Struggles in destination country.
Favorable Suitable platforms for professional activities; State-of-the-art facilities; Infrastructure services; Supportive
conditions facilities; Wage disparity; Favorable immigration laws; Secure future for children.
Psychological Shortage of psychologists; Neglect and lack of empathy; Emotional turmoil post-championship; Mental struggle;
elements Elevated stress levels; Fatigue and disillusionment.
The findings in Table 3 indicate that among the categories resources, facilities, and infrastructure; economic challenges
associated with the immigration of Iranian elite athletes, 27 within the country; and financial difficulties faced by
primary codes out of a total of 136 are linked to economic athletes.

factors. These factors encompass three sub-categories:
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Table 3

Categories Related to Economic Factors

Main Sub-category Primary codes

Category

Economic Resources, facilities, and  Insufficient facilities; Lack of laboratory equipment; Inadequate sports infrastructure; Lack of welfare and
factors infrastructure medical coverage; Resource constraints.

Economic problemsofthe  Inadequate investment; Suboptimal budget utilization; Lack of specialized budgets; Economic instability;

country Reliance on imported sports items; Neglect of economic issues.
Financial problems of Inadequate rewards; Ineffective salary system; Lack of financial support during championships; Reduction
athletes of payments in case of failure; Costs related to international competitions; Official negligence.
The findings presented in Table 4 indicate that out of a factors. These factors can be categorized into four sub-
total of 136 primary codes related to the immigration of elite categories: sports management weaknesses, political
Iranian athletes, 68 are associated with extra-personal restrictions, cultural problems, and social issues.

Table 4

Categories Related to Extra-Personal Factors

Primary codes

Main Sub-category

Category

Extra- Social issues

personal

factors
Sports
management
weaknesses
Political

restrictions

Cultural

problems

Lack of social recognition of sports; Inappropriate attitudes towards women's sports; Disrespect towards athletes;
Failure to implement social benefits laws; Undefined social position of athletes; Status and socio-economic disparities;
Social status of athletes; Lack of respect from officials; Public suspicion towards athletes' incomes.

Lack of government jobs; Injustice and discrimination in sports fields; Inappropriate selection mechanisms; Lack of
meritocracy; Failure to employ experienced trainers; Non-regular holding of leagues; Neglect of basic level athletes;
Not sending teams to competitions; Lack of effective unions; Weak laws supporting sports elites; Overreliance on
camps; Officials' lack of sports familiarity; Inappropriate behavior from federation officials; Poor management;
External pressures; Negligence in athlete support; Inability to organize major events.

Prohibition of competition against certain countries; Inefficient management; Instrumental view of athletes; Lack of
planning for military service; Lack of job security; Injustice in team selection; Religious, ethnic, or gender
discrimination; Sports not prioritized; Political interference; Managers' self-interest; Unprofessional management;
Political divisions; Transportation restrictions; Federation's involvement in private issues; Centralization of resources.
Restrictions on women's sports attire; Lack of behavioral protocol; Imposed behavior patterns; Religious restrictions;
Unfavorable conditions for women; Discriminatory views towards athletes from certain provinces; Promoting a culture

of immigration.

The conceptual framework derived from the research
findings is depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1

The Conceptual Framework

Eesources,
facilities and
infrastructure

m anagem ent
wedlmesses

4. Discussion and Conclusion

This research aimed to investigate the primary factors
influencing the immigration of elite Iranian athletes abroad.
Through a review of documents, articles, and interviews
with 19 elites, three main categories were identified:
intrapersonal factors, extra-personal factors, and economic
factors. The first category, intrapersonal factors,
encompassed five sub-categories: personal reasons, sports
growth and development, favorable conditions in the
destination country, personal weaknesses, and psychological
elements. These findings are consistent with previous
studies (Agergaard & Ronglan, 2015; Heidari et al., 2023;
Maguire & Pearton, 2000).

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that some elite
Iranian athletes choose to immigrate primarily for personal
and family reasons, aiming to secure a better future for
themselves and their children. Regarding sports growth and
development, previous studies have highlighted the desire to
enhance skills, gain recognition as professional athletes,
achieve peak performance, and commercialize their sports
abilities (Allen & Hopkins, 2015). The favorable conditions
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in the destination countries, including advanced sports
facilities, infrastructure services, and higher wages,
significantly influence their decision to immigrate. Personal
weaknesses such as materialism, lack of support, and weak
patriotism are also cited, along with psychological elements
such as pressure and burnout.

Economic factors, including financial problems and the
country's economic situation, are also crucial considerations.
Overall, the findings suggest that a combination of
intrapersonal, extra-personal, and economic factors
contribute to the immigration of elite Iranian athletes.
Concerning the financial problems faced by athletes,
previous studies (Mutuku et al., 2017) have emphasized the
insufficient and ineffective salary and benefits system for
sports champions in international arenas, the lack of proper
financial support for national athletes during championship
periods, delayed payment of bonuses and approved awards,
inadequate bonus points for special competitions, lack of
awards for champions, insufficient salaries, officials'
indifference to athletes' livelihood issues, and reduced
payments when there are no results.

Interviewees also mentioned the imposition of expenses
related to sending athletes to international competitions, the
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lack of financial support from federations, and domestic
clubs' failure to fulfill their financial obligations towards
athletes. Additionally, the interviewees highlighted other
factors related to weaknesses in sports management.
Therefore, based on these findings, it can be concluded that
managerial weaknesses in lran's sports sector are a
significant factor contributing to the decision of elite Iranian
athletes to emigrate abroad. This issue has wide-ranging
implications, particularly the presence of non-sports
managers at high levels of sports management, which has
caused significant damage to Iran's sports sector.

5. Limitations & Suggestions

Based on the research findings, several recommendations
can be made to prevent the immigration of elite Iranian
athletes. Policymakers should focus on utilizing sports
managers and formulating an effective management system,
eliminating instrumental thinking towards athletes,
developing facilities and infrastructure, addressing the
economic issues and living conditions of professional
athletes, providing job opportunities and security, separating
politics from sports, and creating appropriate banking
facilities for athletes. Officials and coaches should eradicate
discriminatory and biased views, establish justice within and
between sports disciplines, prioritize meritocracy and create
equal opportunities, eliminate injustice and bias in national
team selection, address religious, ethnic, and gender
discrimination seriously, commit to athletes' duties, and
avoid interfering in the personal issues of athletes.

However, some limitations of the research, such as the
non-cooperation of some athletes, failure of some
interviewees to provide detailed information, and difficulties
in communication due to internet limitations, should be
considered when interpreting the results.
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