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ABSTRACT

Objective: The present study aimed to identify and explain the psychological, social, and
structural factors influencing football dropout among Iranian adolescents, with a particular
emphasis on the lived experiences of former youth academy players.

Methodology: This study employed a qualitative approach using a phenomenological design.
Participants included 13 former youth football players who had previously competed at
professional academy levels and had either decided to drop out of football or withdrawn from
elite pathways. Participants were selected through purposive sampling combined with snowball
recruitment. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting between 30 and 45
minutes. The interviews were analyzed using Braun & Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis
framework. To enhance the trustworthiness of the findings, the criteria proposed by Guba &
Lincoln (1994)—including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability—were
applied.

Results: The analysis yielded five main themes: (1) motivational and emotional erosion within
the football pathway, (2) structural ambiguity and instability in career progression, (3)
diminished perceived competence within the competitive football context, (4) disruptions in
professional relationships and experiences of perceived injustice, and (5) psychological, social,
and future-oriented pressures. The findings indicate that football dropout in adolescence is not a
single-cause phenomenon but rather the result of a complex interaction between reduced
enjoyment, coaching style, structural insecurity, perceived injustice, social comparison, and
concerns about future professional prospects.

Conclusion: Football dropout during adolescence is a gradual and multidimensional process
emerging from the interaction of individual, interpersonal, and structural factors. Developing
supportive training environments, enhancing transparency in developmental pathways,
improving coach-athlete relationships, and implementing structured transition support
mechanisms at critical exit points may play a decisive role in reducing youth football dropout.
The findings provide a foundation for designing evidence-based interventions within the Iranian
youth football system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
ootball is widely recognized as the most globally parti
embedded organized team sport. Despite its po
developmental pathways, a considerable proportion

environmental influences. In structured football

systems.

Methodology

nized youth football at competitive
or been released from professional
30 and 45 minutes were conducted to
in depth. Interview questions focused on

in five overarching themes that collectively illuminate the

engagement. Participants described a persistent tension between their early passion for football
and the increasing mental fatigue caused by performance pressure and repeated disappointment.
Many continued attending training despite experiencing internal disengagement, indicating a
transitional phase preceding formal withdrawal. The second theme, structural ambiguity and
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unstable progression pathways, captured the uncertainty surrounding selection
advancement opportunities and role stability within teams Participants frequentl

communication reduced psychologlcal safety and tea
psychological pressure and future-oriented concerns,
performance expectations, fear of injury, and u

cumulative and i i by psych i relational, and structural
influences. Motivati i losgly linked to unwet p gical needs within
the football environment ers percglved limited autono ufficient competence

affirmation, or weakened relatignal ort, intrinsic motivatio
Structural ambiguity functioned axa sigaificant contextual stressor. Unclear progression
diminished athletes’ perceived agency and
contributed to professional insecurity. Relai ynamics further intensified this process.

Rer than a failure. Importantly, these dimensions did not operate
ed one another. Motivational decline intensified under

Originality/Value

Adolescent football” dropout is a gradual, multidimensional process shaped by the interaction of
psychological factors (e.g., reduced enjoyment and motivational erosion), interpersonal dynamics (e.g.,
the quality of the coach-athlete relationship), and structural conditions (e.g., unclear developmental
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pathways and unstable team status). The findings suggest that declining motivation alone d
withdrawal; rather, dropout occurs when it coincides with structural insecurity, diminis
competence, psychological pressures, and future-oriented concerns.

Thus, athlete-supportive coaching, constructive feedback, and targeted support mec
stage near withdrawal can play a decisive role in reducing dropout and su
focusing on the Iranian cultural context and drawing on adolescents’ liv
addresses a gap in indigenous research and offers an evidence-based
interventions in youth football.

, this study
ndation for preventive

Research Limitations/Implications
One of the limitations of this study was the relatively
generalizability of the findings. It should be noted, however, t
qualitative research designs. In addition, the sample consisted
represents another limitation of the study.
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