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ABSTRACT

Objective: Many female athletes at some point feel that they have to make difficult decisions
between Motherhood and continuing their sports career. Considering the growing trend of
women's participation in championship sports and the simultaneous maternal expectations from
them, this article examined the challenges and facilitators of the motherhood process in Iranian
sports.

Methodology: This research was conducted based on a qualitative approach and using
thematic analysis. Participants included female athletes and experts in the field, with whom 11
semi-structured interviews were conducted. Data analysis was conducted in three stages of
open, axial, and selective coding.

Results: Data analysis led to the identification of 104 basic themes. Also, overarching themes
including legalism, lifestyle, protectionism, Risk-taking, maternal biology, Financial capability,
common discourses, multiple identities, and value were identified, which were divided into
three sections: before, during, and after pregnancy.

Conclusion: It seems that policies and governance in women's sports should be proportionate
to the four dimensions of context, opportunity, expectations and actions from the perspective of
Iranian female athletes in the three stages before, during and after pregnancy. The interpretation
of actions should be proportionate to the characteristics of the athlete, the structure of women's
sports and clubs. In this regard, in addition to efforts to improve the cultural situation of athletes'
motherhood, it is necessary to support and educate women, clubs and society in all three stages.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
ne of the most important stages of any athlete, especially for women, is the
stage of motherhood, which can be a crisis point for the athlete or the club.
Many of these athletes feel they have to make difficult decisions between
motherhood and continuing their sports career, as contracts have become an
essential component of the working lives of professional sport. There is a
need to understand the subtle psychosocial aspects of motherhood and
meaning-making in the socio-cultural context of their sporting career. Since the end of the
twentieth century, elite athlete mothers have become a growing social phenomenon, with an
increasing number of female athletes returning to elite-level sport after childbirth. Allyson Felix
and Serena Williams are two recent elite athletes who have successfully transitioned into their
new identities as elite athlete mothers. However, there is no guarantee that all transition
journeys will be equally successful (Massey & Whitehead, 2022). Although sports organizations
are increasingly paying more attention to the development of the women’s game (Anderson &
Barker-Rakhti, 2018), it is only recently that stakeholders in sports such as football have
developed regulations to protect female professionals during childbirth, which came into effect
on 1 January 2021. Athletes go through a variety of ups and downs in the process of becoming
mothers, each of which can be different according to the characteristics of the sport, club,
community values or family, and therefore each has different concerns. In sport, this transition
often occurs during a phase of an athlete’s competitive career that is strongly linked to changes
in the athlete’s private life (Wilman & Lavallée, 2004). While many athletes may decide to
pursue their sporting life alongside their family commitments and continue their competitive
career, for some athletes, starting a family marks the end of their competitive career. Rotary &
Guar (2025) showed that motherhood during sport also depends on women’s characteristics,
such as patriarchal mothering that deprives women of their identity and power, and empowering
mothering that affirms maternal agency, authority, independence, authenticity and activity, and
allows for an identity outside the home. Johansen et al (2024) showed that these experiences
usually have multiple dimensions that can include physical and psychological. On the other
hand. Mothers are usually categorized in three areas of adaptation between athlete and mother
identities, motherhood as an individual responsibility, and body control during pregnancy, in
which they are challenged. Spavort (2024) examined another part of motherhood and sport and
showed that motherhood discourses, such as the “ethic of care” and intensive parenting, are
powerful and persuasive, and no form of motherhood can be acceptable to everyone. McGregor
et al (2024) noted the successes of mothers in this combination of sport and motherhood, but
acknowledged that for some, pregnancy and motherhood are often one of the main reasons for
ending a sports career. Tekvasi et al (2020) examined motherhood in a long-term process that
included three transitional stages: pre-pregnancy, pregnancy, and return to competitive sport.
From the perspective of Motahari (1984), the individual and social consequences, along with the
inner pleasure that a mother feels when playing the role of a mother, create her satisfaction with
motherhood. In contrast, de Beauvoir (1975) defines motherhood as a sacrifice for the sake of
the self, which leads to alienation at the individual level and inferiority of women at the social
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level, and causes their dissatisfaction with being in the maternal position. Although the
transition to motherhood is a new and unique experience for women, this experience is
accompanied by changes in the context of the transition experience. Also, the changes and
developments in fertility and motherhood in Iran have been very decreasing in recent decades,
from seven children in 1981 to two children in 2016. However, despite the government's
support for mothers in this process, working women face the costs of childbearing and conflicts
between work and motherhood due to the lack of family-friendly programs and their lack of
implementation. The lives of working women change dramatically with the birth of their first
child. Mothers face two roles that are sometimes in conflict with each other: the role of an
employee and the role of a mother. Now, if the mother is a professional athlete, she will be
involved in several aspects of issues and problems. This study will focus on examining the
status of the process of female athletes from their transition to motherhood and how they
combine their sports career with the role of motherhood. Since knowledge about athlete
mothers, especially in sports career transition research, is scarce, our goal is to achieve a
complete and comprehensive insight into how pregnancy and motherhood affect different areas
of women athletes' lives, including sports careers, personal development, social relationships,
and financial status.

Methodology
This research was conducted based on a qualitative approach and using thematic analysis
method. Its main goal is to identify the expectations and challenges that Iranian female athletes
have on the path to motherhood. In this regard, the researchers tried to identify various issues
and dimensions related to the process of motherhood in sports through in-depth semi-structured
interviews. Therefore, to achieve this goal, a qualitative inquiry was selected using semi-
structured interviews that allowed the researcher to identify themes. The entry criteria for
selecting interviewees were that they either had experience of motherhood and being an athlete
or were knowledgeable about the value and cultural aspects of sports or motherhood. Initially,
participants were selected from the group of interviewees through acquaintance with one of the
female authors, and the rest of the participants were selected through the snowball method. In
this regard, 11 mother athletes who currently or previously had motherhood experience or who
have not yet become mothers and are engaged in sports were interviewed according to Table 1.
Each person was asked questions appropriate to their expertise and experiences, and if allowed,
the interviews were recorded. Some mother athletes were not willing to do this, and some who
had retired from sports were more cooperative with the researchers in this regard. Before the
interview, the participants reviewed all the interview conditions again, the most important of
which were the confidentiality of the answers, maintaining the confidentiality of names, and
consent to record the interview. On average, the interviews lasted up to an hour and the
participants answered questions or their experiences regarding mother athletes. After the
interview, all of them were converted into text and the coding was done by one of the
researchers, and the second researcher also re-coded for confirmation.

The six-step method (Brown & Clark, 2006) of thematic analysis was used to analyze the
data. In the first step, the interview transcripts were read several times to familiarize the
researcher with the content of the data. In the second step, open coding was performed;
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semantic units related to the emotions, attitudes, behaviors, and media interactions of the
educators were extracted. In the third step, similar codes were grouped into initial themes. The
fourth step involved reviewing the themes and ensuring their conceptual overlap. In the fifth
step, the final themes were named and defined, and in the sixth step, an analytical narrative of
the relationships between the themes was developed. The research tool will be semi-structured
interviews, which were conducted in person if individuals were available and by telephone if
they were not.

Results

The data were coded by the researchers and themes were identified after three coding stages. In
this study, initial interviews were conducted in an exploratory and descriptive manner and after
each interview, the coding process of the collected data began. Using the method of continuous
data comparison, theoretical codes were extracted through open coding. Similarly, the interview
coding was conducted along with library studies. The details are given below:

Finally, 104 basic themes were identified and 24 organizing themes were identified,
including the values of motherhood, working mother, athletic mother, personal identity, social
identity, sports identity, social media, government media, patriarchal culture, sacrifice culture,
unfair wages, informal contracts, physical characteristics of the mother, psychological
characteristics of the mother, judgmental risk, maternal risk, family support, club support,
organizational support, personal skills, job skills, social skills, positive rules and basic rules.
Finally, 10 overarching themes were identified, including legalism, lifestyle, protectionism,
maternal biology, risk power, financial empowerment, common discourses, multiple identities,
content makers, and value.

Table 1. Inclusive themes in the three stages of motherhood

Before pregnancy During pregnancy Being a mother
Valuability Valuability Valuability
discourses Common discourses Common discourses Common
Legalism Legalism Legalism

Risk ability
Maternal biological Maternal biological
Multiple identity Multiple identity
Protection protection
Financial empowerment Lifestyle

Financial empowerment

Finally, the themes that are common to the three stages of motherhood were re-examined and
divided into sections. As is clear from the table, some themes are related to all three periods and
some are related to only one or two stages of motherhood. Thus, in the pre-pregnancy stage, the
themes of legalism, risk power, common discourses, and value were identified; in the pregnancy
stage, the themes of legalism, support seeking, maternal biology, common discourses, multiple
identities, and value were identified; and in the motherhood stage, the themes of legalism,
lifestyle, support seeking, maternal biology, financial empowerment, common discourses,
multiple identities, content makers, and value were identified.
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Discussion and Conclusion
This study examines the challenges facing sports during pre-pregnancy, pregnancy, and post-
pregnancy. Interviews with mothers and athletes showed that various psychological, economic,
and social dimensions before, during, and after pregnancy can accompany women, which
always leave them hesitant or hesitant about important decisions, or they are repeatedly
confronted with these issues.

One of the most important challenges facing women was decision-making and concerns
about pregnancy and motherhood, which includes a wide range of issues that can include value,
risk power, legalism, and common discourses. The results showed that the concerns of Iranian
female and female athletes are similar in many ways to women in other parts of the world. In
fact, some female athletes are concerned about the end of their professional lives, which may
coincide with the decision to become a mother, so it is one of the important and vital decisions
for every female athlete. This decision is especially important at certain times, which may have
a greater impact on the professional life of a female athlete, for example, during selection for
competitions or preparation periods for important competitions. In fact, for some athletes, this is
a symbol of commitment to starting a family, indicating the end of their competitive career.
Therefore, the transition from the competitive stage to private life and pregnancy is highly
dependent on changes. In addition, common discourses, especially gender stereotypes, can be a
challenge for Iranian female athletes before becoming mothers. The category of value was also
important as an important category in women's decisions to decide to become mothers. Value
includes a wide range of women's internal, religious, and social values. The theme of legalism
was also identified as an important issue in all three periods before, during, and after pregnancy
because in the eyes of women, good laws facilitate this important process in their sports and
family lives. Indeed, they acknowledged that attention to improving regulations to ease and
reduce the alarms and suffering of pregnancy and motherhood should be limited to anywhere
but sports organizations, as was the case in the National Women's Basketball Association's
collective bargaining agreements and Allyson Felix's maternity battle with Nike. Also, themes
in the pregnancy phase included legalism, protectionism, maternal biology, popular discourses,
multiple identities, and value, with protectionism and maternal biology being important. Women
who follow physical activity programs and recommendations are more likely to achieve an
adequate ideal weight after delivery and return to their pre-pregnancy body mass index. During
pregnancy, the body changes dramatically in appearance and function. Just as families make
financial decisions to choose a product, they also consider their preferences, interests, and
income, and the costs associated with having a child in general, and decide to have a child based
on costs and income. It should be noted that the dominant narrative in media coverage of elite
athlete mothers is one of “return,” whereby the bodies and abilities of female athletes are placed
at the heart of the conversation about what it means to become an elite athlete mother.

Ultimately, it seems that Iranian sports, in order to further develop women’s sports and
create a cultural space, must take the identified points and themes seriously, as well as sports
management practices and policies that create opportunities for mothers to achieve and maintain
the status of elite athletes.
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Originality/Value

The results of this study show that success in the motherhood process not only requires the enhancement
of the athlete's personal and psychological characteristics to manage multiple identities, but also requires
a change in media discourses from crisis narratives to empowerment narratives, as well as a review of the
support structures of clubs and legislative institutions. Therefore, becoming a mother should not be
considered the end of the professional life of female athletes; rather, a change in approach towards a
systematic support model should be made to utilize the maternal capacities to enhance the athletic
personality of women.

Research Limitations/Implications

This study is limited by its qualitative design and focus on women and mothers in a specific culture,
which may not fully represent all global perspectives. Future research could examine lived experiences in
more detail and compare them with the experiences of women in other countries or different sports.
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Table 1. Participant characteristics
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Table 2. Results of the Inter-Coder Reliability Assessment
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Table 3. Coding the themes of the views of mother athletes
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Figure 1. 4-dimensional approach of female athletes in the motherhood process
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Table 5. Inclusive themes in the three stages of motherhood
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