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Introduction:

Since 2012, the systematic development of sport social work has been initiated at
universities such as the University of Michigan. Given the vulnerability of athletes,
professionals providing psychosocial services have increasingly engaged with this
target group across various domains. However, sport social workers are
distinguished from other specialists by two key factors: their focus on enhancing
athletes’ social functioning and their emphasis on environmental and contextual
determinants of health and well-being. This study was conducted as a systematic
review of literature related to sport social work, aiming to examine its scientific
characteristics and domains of practice. The purpose is to assess the feasibility of
introducing sport social work into Iran’s academic and professional landscape
particularly in the areas of education, research, and practical intervention. The
review focuses on identifying key concepts, target groups, practice domains,
professional roles, and the core principles and values guiding sport social workers.
The findings are expected to inform social work education programs in universities,
sports organizations, practicing social workers, managers, policymakers, and sports
program planners.

2. Literature Review:

The theoretical framework contributes to understanding the multifaceted roles of
sport social workers, including supporting athletes through professional transitions,
addressing psychosocial challenges, confronting structural inequalities, and fostering
awareness and social change within the context of sport to enhance athletic
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performance. These perspectives offer a multidimensional view of sport social work
that extends beyond individual-level interventions and engages with cultural,
identity-based, and historical structures. Sport social work is thus positioned not
only as a provider of psychosocial support but also as a critical force that views
athletes as agents of change and seeks to reimagine justice within sport spaces
through structural transformation. These theoretical approaches can be categorized
into three main domains:

(a) Structural-Systemic Theories: Systems theory emphasizes the interaction
between individuals and their environments; the ecological approach focuses on
cultural, environmental, and historical factors; and human development perspectives
highlight the diverse social experiences of athletes.

(b) Psychosocial Theories: Object relations theory centers on interpersonal
relationships, while empowerment theory underscores the enhancement of athletes’
self-efficacy, agency, and participation.

(c) Critical Theories: Freire’s critical pedagogy advocates resistance to oppression
and promotes structural and cultural transformation; Mullali’s structural model
foregrounds justice-oriented practice and the identification of inequalities within
sport spaces; and Fook’s critical lens calls for the deconstruction of dominant
narratives and the creation of empowering counter-narratives for athletes.

3. Methodology:

A scoping review was conducted on August 19, 2024, to explore the concept of
sport social work. The search was performed without time restrictions across
international databases (e.g., Scopus, Web of Science), national databases (e.g.,
Noormags, SID, Magiran, ISC), the Sport Social Work Journal, search engines, and
relevant websites. A total of 73 scientific records were identified and analyzed. The
sampling process involved reviewing the titles and abstracts of the identified
documents. Documents were included if titles or abstracts addressed both social
work and sport/athletes, while sport-based interventions for non-athlete, non-
English, or inaccessible full texts were excluded.

4. Results and Discussion:

Research shows that most sports social work publications are U.S.-based articles
(76.92%), beginning in 1993 and peaking in 2022 (25.30%), with a majority using
document analysis (46.99%). Frequently used keywords include maltreatment,
violence, mental health, well-being, sexual violence, coping skills, delinquency,
depression, family dynamics, life skills, social justice, social policy, social support,
and social systems—recognized as both theoretical and practical pillars of sports
social work.

Notably, no sources containing the keyword “sports social work” were found in
national academic databases, indicating a lack of scientific research in Iran. This
study may serve as a starting point for developing sports social work in Iran and for
identifying its potential and designing specialized roles for social workers in athletic
contexts.

The findings of this study were analyzed across three levels: micro, mezzo, and
macro. Sport social workers operate within these levels across domains such as
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education, research, intervention and practice, sport-based fieldwork, and policy
engagement. At the micro level, sport social workers engage directly with athletes in
roles such as counselor, supporter, therapist/ empowerer, and educator. At the mezzo
level, they serve as mediators, coaches, facilitators of inter-professional
collaboration, group therapists, supporters, and empowerers of sports coaches. Their
target groups include athletes’ families, sport coaches, sport managers,
organizational staff, referees, fans, sport professionals, sport teams, and sport
activists. At the macro level, sport social workers act as policymakers, developers of
community sport programs, guides, social advocates, social planners, and social
organizers, working with target groups include local communities and sport
organizations.

5. Conclusion:
The findings of the scoping review indicate that sport social work has emerged as a

growing and evolving domain within the broader profession of social work over the
past decade. This growth is reflected in expanding efforts across education, research,
field development, and professional interventions. The diversity and complexity of
needs among sport-related target groups have led to the emergence of varied,
multifaceted, and context-specific professional roles for sport social workers..

Keywords: Promoting Athletes, Health, Psychosocial Support, Empowerment,
Professional Roles, Sport Social Workers, Advancement of Knowledge in Sport
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Search Strategy in Web Of Science (WOS):

1. ("sport social work" OR "social work sports" OR "social work in sport") OR
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OR "athletic") AND ("social work" OR social AND workers))

2. Select Topic: title, abstract, author keywords, Keywords Plus
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Search Strategy in Scopus:

1. ("sport social work" OR "social work sports" OR "social work in sport") OR
("sport social workers" OR "social workers in sports") OR (("sports" OR "athlete"
OR "athletic") AND ("social work" OR social AND workers))

2. Select Subject area: (Social Sciences, Psychology, Health Professions, Arts and
Humanities)

3. Select Article title, abstract, keywords
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