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Abstract

Due to legal gaps and the lack of full legal capacity of players under 18, these athletes face
challenges such as exploitation, economic abuse, unfair contracts, and the violation of their
educational and psychological rights. The aim of this study was to investigate the legal
challenges faced by these players and to propose supportive solutions within the framework of
the Iranian legal system. This research was applied in purpose and qualitative in data collection
and analysis, employing a thematic analysis approach. The participant pool consisted of football
club managers (8 individuals), club legal advisors (4 individuals), official judicial experts in
sports affairs (4 individuals), and adolescent football players (5 individuals). Data collection
was conducted through semi-structured, in-depth interviews, and validation strategies included
continuous engagement with participants, alignment, utilization of critical peers, and rich
description of the research process. The findings identified five main categories of legal
challenges in the sports contracts of these players: 1) Legal and Juridical, 2) Financial and
Economic, 3) Educational and Cultural, 4) Ethical and Protective, and 5) Social and
Psychological. Addressing these challenges necessitates the adoption and implementation of
fundamental solutions to safeguard the rights of these athletes during the contracting process.
Applying the proposed solutions of this research can help prevent exploitation, dissatisfaction,
and social harms on the path to professionalization for young players and establish a sustainable
legal framework for the future of the country's sports.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The increasing institutionalization and commercialization of football have intensified the
involvement of children and adolescents in competitive and professional pathways. Although
these young players constitute the foundation of football’s future, their limited legal capacity and
exposure to power imbalances place them at heightened risk for exploitation, unfair contractual
obligations, and violations of developmental rights. In Iran, where football holds significant social
and cultural influence, the contractual environment surrounding players under the age of 18
remains largely unregulated, inconsistently supervised, and insufficiently aligned with
international safeguards. This context underscores the necessity of a systematic examination of
the legal challenges faced by underage players, as well as the development of coherent, evidence-
based solutions grounded in both national law and global governance standards. Accordingly, this
study investigates the multidimensional contractual challenges confronting Iranian adolescent
football players and proposes strategic mechanisms to protect their rights and ensure healthy
professional development.

Methods

This research employed an applied, qualitative methodology using the thematic analysis approach
proposed by Braun and Clarke. A purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit 22 participants
across four stakeholder groups: football club managers (8), legal advisors to professional clubs
(4), judiciary experts specializing in sports law (5), and adolescent football players (5). Semi-
structured, in-depth interviews were conducted, each lasting between 40 and 75 minutes.
Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and subjected to initial coding immediately
after completion.

The thematic analysis followed six systematic steps: familiarization with the data, generation
of initial codes, theme searching, theme review, theme definition and naming, and final reporting.
To enhance credibility, dependability, and confirmability, multiple validation strategies were
used, including prolonged engagement with participants, alignment of perspectives across
heterogeneous groups, independent coding by two researchers, and peer debriefing with experts
in qualitative research and sports management. Rich methodological descriptions ensured
transparency, while ethical considerations—including confidentiality, voluntary participation,
and protection of sensitive information—were strictly observed. The analytical process resulted
in five major categories of contractual challenges and a set of comprehensive protective and
regulatory solutions.

Results

The findings highlight an interconnected set of legal, economic, educational, ethical, and
psychological challenges experienced by football players under 18 in Iran. These themes reflect
structural shortcomings in national regulatory frameworks as well as systemic deficiencies at the
club and federation levels.

Legal and Juridical Challenges: A primary challenge lies in the contradiction between Iranian
civil law, which classifies individuals under 18 as minors requiring the consent of a guardian, and
FIFA regulations that impose strict conditions on youth transfers and contracts. The absence of
specific legislation for sports contracts involving minors leads to inconsistency in contract
formation, execution, and termination. Participants emphasized that many contracts lack formal
registration, enabling informal agreements, potential manipulation, and legal ambiguity.
Furthermore, the lack of clear oversight bodies and standardized contractual guidelines creates a
vulnerable environment in which the rights of minors can be easily compromised.

Financial and Economic Challenges: Financial opacity emerged as a significant concern.
Youth contracts often lack clarity regarding payments, bonuses, and financial obligations. Long-
term contracts are frequently imposed on young players to secure future economic returns for
clubs; however, these commitments can restrict players’ mobility, academic development, and
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long-term career choices. Unlicensed intermediaries also play a major role in creating exploitative
conditions. Families, often lacking legal knowledge, may be misled by unrealistic promises or
pressured into agreeing to contracts that benefit intermediaries rather than players.

Educational and Developmental Challenges: Participants described a consistent tension
between football commitments and educational responsibilities. Demanding training schedules
often undermine academic performance and limit opportunities for holistic development. Many
clubs lack structured educational support or long-term development plans tailored to minors. A
further difficulty stems from inadequate legal literacy among players and families, diminishing
their ability to understand contractual terms or advocate for their rights. This knowledge gap
contributes to decision-making driven by short-term pressures rather than informed assessments.

Ethical, Cultural, and Protective Challenges: Ethical concerns included emotional
exploitation, coercive persuasion, and psychological manipulation by clubs or intermediaries. In
more severe cases, participants reported instances of harassment, abuse, or inappropriate conduct
toward young athletes. Cultural expectations, particularly those tied to economic mobility or
aspirations of rapid professional success, encourage families to overlook risks and accept
unfavorable conditions. Insufficient institutional safeguards mean that many ethical violations
remain undocumented or unaddressed.

Social and Psychological Challenges: Young players confront intense competitive pressures
and high expectations from coaches, families, and peers. These stressors may result in anxiety,
burnout, or diminished motivation. Early exposure to professional environments also disrupts
normal social development, isolating players from their educational and peer networks.
Disagreements between parents and adolescents regarding career decisions further intensify
emotional strain and complicate contractual negotiations.

Beyond identifying these challenges, the study extracted nine clusters of actionable solutions,
emphasizing regulatory reform, developmental planning, and protective mechanisms. These
include (1) harmonizing Iranian regulations with FIFA’s standards, (2) creating standardized
contract templates, (3) increasing financial transparency through centralized registration systems,
(4) regulating and licensing intermediaries, (5) establishing pre-contractual legal review
committees, (6) implementing combined academic—athletic programs, (7) supporting long-term
athlete development and sports psychology services, (8) forming institutional bodies dedicated to
minors’ rights in sport, and (9) providing ongoing legal literacy programs for families.

Conclusion

This study reveals that the contractual ecosystem governing Iranian football players under 18 is
insufficiently structured to ensure legal protection, developmental balance, and ethical treatment.
Misalignment between domestic legislation and international regulations, coupled with
inadequate oversight, financial ambiguity, and outsourcing of power to unregulated
intermediaries, places minors at risk of exploitation and developmental harm. The findings align
with global literature warning that without structured governance, minors in sport remain
disproportionately vulnerable to rights violations and coercive practices.

The solutions proposed by this research highlight the need for a multi-level approach: legal
reforms, institutional restructuring, educational initiatives, and developmental support programs
must collectively form the foundation for a protective system. Aligning national regulations with
FIFA standards, mandating standardized youth contracts, creating oversight committees, and
supporting families through accessible legal consultancy can substantially reduce contractual
risks. Integrating academic and athletic development, while prioritizing mental health and long-
term career planning, further ensures holistic well-being.

Although the qualitative nature of the study limits generalizability, its findings offer a robust
evidence base for policymakers, sport federations, and legal practitioners seeking to reform youth
football governance in Iran. Future research should expand to include parents, female athletes,
and other sports to develop a comprehensive national framework for protecting minors in sport.
Strengthening the contractual and developmental environment for young football players is
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essential not only for safeguarding individual rights but also for promoting sustainable national
progress in professional sports.
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