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Abstract:

The present study aimed to validate the factors influencing the enhancement of athletes” social competence and to develop a comprehensive
model explaining the key dimensions contributing to social competence in sports settings. This study employed a mixed-methods design. In
the qualitative phase, grounded theory methodology was used, and data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 16 sports
management scholars, experts, coaches, and national-level athletes. The interviews were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding.
In the quantitative phase, 385 professional athletes from individual and team sports were selected through multistage sampling. A researcher-
developed questionnaire based on the qualitative findings was administered. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, confirmatory factor
analysis, and Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The qualitative analysis yielded 80 initial concepts, 20
subcategories, and 10 core categories. Confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated that all indicators had significant factor loadings exceeding
0.40. Reliability indices, including Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and Rho_A, exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70 for all
constructs. Convergent validity was confirmed through AVE values above 0.50, while discriminant validity was supported by HTMT values
below 0.90. The results identified ten major determinants of athletes’ social competence: communication skills, emotional capabilities, social
interactions and team roles, cognitive abilities, ethical and cultural responsibility, motivation and social identity, psychological and cultural
sports competence, experiential and social learning in sport, social identity capabilities, and social experience and learning. The structural
model demonstrated satisfactory fit and strong construct validity. Athletes’ social competence is a multidimensional construct shaped by
communication, emotional, cognitive, cultural, and identity-related factors. The validated model provides a robust framework for designing
educational, psychological, and social development programs aimed at enhancing athletes’ social competence, interpersonal effectiveness,
and overall sporting and social success.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent decades, sport has evolved beyond its traditional role as a means of physical fitness and competitive achievement
and has become an important social institution that contributes to personal development, social integration, and community
engagement. Athletes are increasingly expected not only to demonstrate excellence in performance but also to possess the
interpersonal and social competencies necessary to function effectively within complex social environments. Consequently,
social competence has emerged as a critical construct in sport sciences, psychology, and sociology due to its influence on
interpersonal relationships, emotional adjustment, team cohesion, and overall well-being (Engelari, 2023; Marin-Gonzélez et
al., 2024).

Social competence is generally understood as an individual’s ability to establish, maintain, and effectively manage social
relationships while adapting appropriately to various social situations. It encompasses a broad range of cognitive, emotional,
behavioral, and interpersonal abilities that enable successful social functioning. Previous studies have emphasized that social
competence is associated with positive developmental outcomes, psychological health, peer acceptance, and effective social
participation (Gomez-Ortiz et al., 2017; Huber, 2019; Luna, 2020). In the context of sports, social competence is particularly
important because athletes are continuously engaged in interactions with coaches, teammates, managers, supporters, and media
representatives.

Participation in sport has been recognized as an effective avenue for fostering social skills, leadership abilities, teamwork,
responsibility, and life skills. Sport environments provide opportunities for social learning, experiential development, and the
acquisition of interpersonal competencies through repeated interactions and collaborative experiences (Fraser-Thomas et al.,
2005; Gould & Carson, 2018). Research has shown that sport participation contributes to increased self-efficacy, confidence,
communication skills, and social adaptation among participants (Williams, 2022). Moreover, structured sport programs can
facilitate positive youth development and enhance social functioning through meaningful social engagement and role
acquisition (Ferguson & Shapiro, 2024; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005).

The social nature of sport also highlights the importance of peer relationships and social interactions. Positive peer
relationships within sport settings contribute to emotional support, identity formation, motivation, and social growth.
Conversely, deficiencies in social competence may lead to interpersonal conflicts, reduced motivation, social isolation, and
psychological distress (Engelari, 2023). Therefore, identifying the factors that influence athletes’ social competence has become
an important research priority.

Existing literature suggests that social competence is influenced by multiple factors, including emotional regulation,
communication skills, cognitive abilities, social responsibility, self-efficacy, social identity, and environmental conditions
(Goémez-Ortiz et al., 2017; Marin-Gonzalez et al., 2024). In addition, emotional self-efficacy and mindfulness have recently

been identified as important mechanisms underlying athletes’ adaptation and psychological functioning (Khaleghi et al., 2025).
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Research conducted among lIranian professional athletes has further emphasized the role of individual, familial, cultural,
technical, and environmental factors in social development (Askarnia, 2021).

Despite increasing scholarly attention, there remains a lack of comprehensive and validated models capable of explaining
the multidimensional nature of athletes’ social competence. Many previous studies have examined isolated components of
social competence without integrating them into a unified framework. Furthermore, the cultural and contextual characteristics
of athletes may influence the manifestation and development of social competence, making it necessary to develop context-
specific models.

From a methodological perspective, mixed-method approaches provide an effective strategy for exploring complex social
phenomena. Qualitative methods allow researchers to identify underlying dimensions and contextual factors, whereas
quantitative techniques enable empirical validation and generalization of findings (Danaeefard et al., 2019; Skinner et al.,
2014). In this regard, Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) has become a widely accepted analytical
approach for validating multidimensional conceptual models and examining relationships among latent variables (Hair et al.,
2017; Hair et al., 2019; Hair et al., 2012; Hair et al., 2018). Moreover, advanced validity assessment techniques such as the
HTMT criterion have enhanced the rigor of construct validation procedures (Ghasemy et al., 2020; Henseler et al., 2015).
Therefore, the present study aimed to validate the factors affecting the enhancement of athletes’ social competence through the
development and empirical testing of a comprehensive conceptual model.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, a
grounded theory approach was adopted to identify the factors influencing athletes’ social competence. Participants included
university professors, sport management experts, coaches, and national-level athletes with substantial knowledge and
experience related to the research topic. Purposeful sampling with maximum variation was used, and interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Ultimately, 16 experts participated in semi-structured interviews.

Interview data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding procedures. The coding process resulted in the
extraction of concepts, subcategories, and core categories that formed the foundation of the proposed model.

The guantitative phase was conducted to validate the qualitative findings. The statistical population consisted of professional
athletes participating in both team and individual sports. A sample of 385 athletes was selected through multistage cluster
sampling. A researcher-developed questionnaire based on the qualitative findings was used for data collection. Responses were
measured using a five-point Likert scale.

Data analysis involved confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling using the Partial Least Squares (PLS)
approach. Reliability was assessed through Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and rtho A coefficients. Convergent
validity was evaluated using Average Variance Extracted (AVE), while discriminant validity was assessed using the
Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT).

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of 80 initial concepts, 20 subcategories, and 10 core categories related
to athletes’ social competence. These categories included communication skills, emotional capabilities, social interactions and
team roles, cognitive capabilities, ethical and cultural responsibility, motivation and social identity, psychological and cultural

sport competence, experiential and social sport learning, social identity capabilities, and social experience and learning.
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The first-order confirmatory factor analysis indicated that all measurement items possessed acceptable factor loadings
exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.40. All factor loadings were statistically significant, confirming the adequacy of
the measurement model.

Reliability analysis demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency across all constructs. Cronbach’s alpha, composite
reliability, and rho_A coefficients exceeded the acceptable threshold of 0.70 for all dimensions. The AVE values for all
constructs were greater than 0.50, indicating adequate convergent validity.

Discriminant validity was assessed using the HTMT criterion. All HTMT values were below the recommended threshold
of 0.90, confirming that the constructs were empirically distinct from one another. The overall measurement model
demonstrated strong psychometric properties.

The structural model evaluation further indicated an acceptable level of model fit and construct validity. The findings
confirmed that athletes’ social competence is influenced by multiple interconnected dimensions. Communication skills
emerged as a significant component encompassing verbal communication, nonverbal communication, conflict resolution, and
interpersonal interaction. Emotional capabilities included emotional self-awareness and emotional regulation. Social
interactions and team roles comprised teamwork, leadership, and social networking. Cognitive capabilities involved critical
thinking and social problem-solving. Ethical and cultural responsibility included social responsibility and the promotion of
ethical values. Motivation and social identity reflected self-confidence, social achievement motivation, and social identity
formation. Additional dimensions included psychological and cultural sport competence, experiential learning, social identity
capabilities, and social learning experiences.

Overall, the results supported the validity and adequacy of the proposed model and demonstrated that athletes’ social
competence is a multidimensional construct shaped by cognitive, emotional, behavioral, cultural, and social factors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide substantial evidence that athletes’ social competence is a complex and multidimensional
phenomenon that cannot be explained by a single factor. Instead, social competence emerges through the dynamic interaction
of communication abilities, emotional capacities, cognitive skills, social experiences, ethical responsibility, and identity-related
processes.

The prominence of communication skills within the model underscores the central role of interpersonal interaction in sport
settings. Athletes constantly engage in collaborative and competitive relationships that require effective communication,
conflict management, and mutual understanding. Similarly, emotional competencies appear to be fundamental for managing
the psychological demands associated with competition and social expectations. Athletes who can recognize, regulate, and
appropriately express emotions are better equipped to establish positive social relationships and adapt to challenging situations.

The identification of social interactions, team roles, and social networking as major determinants further highlights the social
nature of athletic participation. Through repeated engagement in team activities and group processes, athletes develop
interpersonal competencies that contribute to broader social functioning. Cognitive capabilities, including critical thinking and
problem-solving, also emerged as essential components, suggesting that successful social functioning requires more than
behavioral skills alone.

The inclusion of ethical responsibility, cultural competence, social identity, and experiential learning within the model

demonstrates that social competence extends beyond interpersonal interaction to encompass broader social and cultural
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dimensions. Athletes function within diverse social systems and therefore require the ability to navigate cultural differences,
assume social responsibilities, and contribute positively to their communities.

The validated model developed in this study provides a comprehensive framework for understanding athletes’ social
competence and offers valuable guidance for researchers, coaches, sport organizations, and policymakers. By addressing the
multiple dimensions identified in the model, sport development programs can enhance not only athletic performance but also
athletes’ social functioning, psychological well-being, and long-term personal development.

In conclusion, the study confirms that athletes’ social competence is influenced by a broad set of interconnected factors
encompassing communication, emotional, cognitive, cultural, ethical, and identity-related dimensions. The proposed model
demonstrated satisfactory validity and reliability and can serve as a foundation for future interventions aimed at promoting

athletes’ social competence and overall social success.
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