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ABSTRACT

Objective: Muslim female athletes in the past faced many issues and problems. In addition to
social and cultural obstacles in their own societies, there were also specific regulations approved
by international sports institutions on their sports path that led to more problems for them.
Therefore, in this research, the challenges that Muslim women faced in international sports
events have been analyzed from the perspective of professional female athletes at the
international level.

Methodology: The research method of the present study is qualitative. The participants of the
present research include female athletes from East Azerbaijan province who have been active at
the professional level and have a history of participation in international competitions. A
purposive sampling method was employed, and in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 20 participants. Thematic analysis was applied to analyze the data.

Results: According to the analyizing of research data, 17 organizing themes and 3 main themes
or overarching themes were extracted from the interviews conducted. The three main themes
that were obtained are as follows: Internal obstacles (individual and cultural-social factors),
external obstacles (legal mechanisms and regulations of international communities), and the role
model of Muslim female athletes.

Conclusion: The international sports rules have had an impact on Muslim women's sports in
East Azerbaijan province. However, the existence of gender discrimination and traditional
beliefs about femininity and the role of women becomes a challenge to their presence in sports
events, which requires the efforts of all institutions and stakeholders, including governments,
sports organizations, media and civil society groups.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem

uslim women encounter significant barriers in sports that constrain
their participation and achievement (Mroz, 2022). Cultural and social
limitations, combined with family responsibilities such as marital
obligations and childcare, substantially reduce their sporting
opportunities (Mse & Tusiime, 2022; Agustina et al, 2024). Media
bias, characterized by disproportionate coverage of male athletes and
insufficient attention to Muslim women athletes, impedes the
emergence of effective role models and perpetuates inequitable gender attitudes (Sheffer, 2021).
For Iranian Muslim female athletes specifically, international sanctions across economic,
political, and cultural domains create additional obstacles, including equipment shortages, travel
restrictions, and diplomatic complications (Nazari et al., 2025; Sadeghi et al.,, 2018).
Collectively, these constraints present Muslim women with disproportionate challenges in
international sports participation compared to their counterparts, necessitating targeted
interventions from sports governing bodies and international organizations. This study examines
the specific challenges faced by Iranian female athletes in international sporting competitions
and proposes potential solutions to address these systemic barriers.

Methodology

In this study, a qualitative method employing thematic analysis was used to extract, examine,
and interpret the semantic patterns derived from the qualitative data. This approach relies on
deriving themes — the key elements inherent in words, sentences, and paragraphs — to identify
recurring patterns and provide a deeper understanding of the research topic. The systematic
organization of data through thematic analysis, combined with the method’s flexibility, also
allowed us to scrutinize semantic variations throughout the analysis process effectively.
Considering the multiple techniques available in thematic analysis, including frameworks,
matrices, network analysis, and comparative approaches, this study primarily employed a
network thematic analysis method. Developed by Attride-Stirling, network thematic analysis is
particularly well-suited for transforming scattered data into rich, detailed insights by clearly
mapping the relationships and interactions among emerging themes. This technique enabled the
research team to visually capture intricate thematic connections and thereby enhanced the
overall depth and clarity of the findings (Attride-Stirling, 2001). The sample for this research
was purposefully selected and consisted of East Azerbaijan province (Iran) women athletes and
sports coaches who had previously participated in international events. Participants were
interviewed using a semi-structured format, with interviews lasting an average of 45 minutes
each. Although theoretical saturation was reached by the sixteenth interview, data collection
continued until the twentieth interview to ensure complete and robust insights. For validation
and reliability, member checking was conducted to verify the accuracy of interpretations, and
the calculation of inter-coder agreement -with one coder being an expert- further strengthened
the study’s findings. During the coding process, the recorded interviews were meticulously
transcribed, and significant semantic units (i.e., the basic themes) were identified. Subsequently,



these basic themes were grouped based on semantic commonalities into more abstract categories
and ultimately conceptualized as overarching thematic metaphors. Overall, the methodological
framework adopted in this study proved to be a rigorous and effective means of exploring and
interpreting the complexities embedded within qualitative data. In summary, the adopted
methodological approach provided a comprehensive framework for data analysis, ensuring
robust interpretation and meaningful insight into the lived experiences of the participants.

Results

Historical barriers limiting Muslim women's sports participation are steadily diminishing within
an evolving global framework that emphasizes democratization in international sports policies
aligned with Olympic Charter principles. This progressive shift stems from persistent advocacy
and strategic lobbying by Muslim communities, which have been instrumental in challenging
traditional obstacles previously reinforced by restrictive regulations across multiple sporting
disciplines and competitive levels.

A landmark example of this progress is FIFA's pivotal decision to permit Muslim female
footballers to wear headscarves during matches, implemented after its medical committee
approved two innovative hijab designs as safe for competitive play. This significant policy
revision has expanded opportunities for athletes while simultaneously motivating sportswear
manufacturers, including Nike, to develop high-quality athletic apparel that respects Islamic
dress codes while enhancing performance and comfort (Bahrainwala & O’Connor, 2022). These
developments represent crucial steps toward greater inclusivity within international sports
governance frameworks and demonstrate the effectiveness of evidence-based advocacy.

Media representation of successful Muslim women athletes has catalyzed a transformative
cultural shift wherein the hijab is increasingly recognized as an expression of personal choice
rather than an athletic impediment. This evolving perception encourages more Muslim women
and girls to pursue and excel in sports at the international level, creating powerful role models
for younger generations across diverse Muslim communities worldwide. The visibility of these
athletes challenges stereotypes and demonstrates the compatibility of religious observance with
athletic excellence at the highest competitive levels. Given this progress, Iranian sportswear
manufacturers, with their nuanced understanding of local cultural norms and community values,
should collaborate with experienced designers to create sport-specific attire tailored to Iranian
women athletes' needs. This specialized apparel would address both performance requirements
and cultural considerations, further facilitating participation and removing practical barriers to
entry for aspiring athletes in both individual and team sports contexts.

A comprehensive approach involving sports authorities, women's rights advocates, athletes,
and international organizations remains essential for revising policies and sanctions that
continue to disadvantage Iranian women in sports (Prouse, 2013). Educational program
expansion, sports infrastructure enhancement through dedicated facilities and appropriate
funding allocation, and unbiased media representation constitute critical measures for creating a
more supportive and inclusive environment across both recreational and competitive sporting
contexts (Kotschwar, 2014). Success models from countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia
demonstrate that dismantling longstanding barriers requires persistent societal commitment
alongside comprehensive policy reforms, robust cultural awareness campaigns, and sustained
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economic support. The integration of cultural sensitivity with athletic development programs in
these nations provides valuable frameworks that could be adapted to other contexts with similar
cultural considerations. By reinforcing inclusivity and equality through collaborative action, the
athletic potential and quality of life for Muslim women athletes can be significantly improved.
This research underscores the necessity for coordinated efforts among policymakers, industry
stakeholders, and media professionals to ensure sports environments worldwide become truly
representative of diverse talents and contributions. Through strategic measures and an
environment of mutual respect, continuous innovation, and dedicated support, the sports
community can effectively empower Muslim women athletes, thereby promoting sustainable
development in global sports and ultimately achieving broader social progress that extends well
beyond the playing field.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examines the challenges faced by Muslim women (East Azerbaijan province, Iran) in
international sports events. The discussion is organized around three main thematic areas:
internal barriers, external constraints, and the emerging role model patterns among Muslim
sportswomen. Internal barriers encompass individual and socio-cultural factors that originate in
early childhood, when gender distinctions are imposed from the outset, and develop into
persistent societal expectations that confine women to traditional domestic roles (Kaim, 2015).
These deeply ingrained cultural norms not only limit women's athletic aspirations but also create
internal conflicts between personal ambitions and the expectations of families and communities.
In addition, patriarchal influences, such as the enforcement of restrictive dress codes and
stringent modesty requirements, further constrain athletic participation by imposing standards
that often conflict with the functional requirements of competitive sports (Rahbari &
Mahmudabadi, 2022). Although Islamic teachings value physical strength and activity, distorted
interpretations and extremist ideologies have often been used to restrict female athletic
engagement (Hoseini et al., 2022; Farzadfar et al., 2019). External constraints, meanwhile,
include legal frameworks and international regulations that disadvantage Muslim women
athletes. Sports governing bodies have historically implemented policies that restrict culturally
appropriate attire, such as the hijab, and some proposals to enhance the visual appeal of
women's sports have resulted in standardized, inflexible dress codes. Such measures not only
undermine the inclusive spirit of international sports but also reinforce global gender
stereotypes, thereby marginalizing Iranian sportswomen in competitive environments.
Moreover, economic instability, political sanctions, and international regulatory pressures
exacerbate these obstacles by limiting access to adequate training facilities and competitive
opportunities. Societal sanctions, manifested in both overt and covert discriminatory practices,
further restrict the professional and personal development of female athletes, placing them at a
distinct disadvantage compared to their male counterparts (Feizabadi et al., 2015) .The
discussion also considers divergent national approaches towards women's sports within Muslim
societies. For instance, countries like Turkey have implemented progressive policies that have
effectively reduced traditional restrictions and fostered more favorable conditions for female
athletes. In contrast, nations such as Iran and Iraq continue to adhere to conventional norms that
impede the full engagement of women in sports (Agustina et al., 2024). This discrepancy



highlights the complex interplay between cultural, religious, and regulatory factors in shaping the
sports environment for Muslim women.

Overall, the challenges confronting Iranian Muslim women in international sports are
multifaceted, arising from a blend of internal socio-cultural limitations and external institutional
barriers that jointly restrict their capacity to achieve their full athletic potential. The challenges
discussed illustrate that systemic barriers, deeply rooted in both cultural and institutional practices,
continue to impede progress for female athletes, necessitating further examination of viable
strategies for reform rather than offering definitive solutions at this stage. In considering these
multifarious challenges, the discussion avoids presenting a conclusive verdict, instead
emphasizing the need for more discussion to better understand and ultimately dismantle the
intricate web of barriers that hinder the full participation of Iranian Muslim women in the global
sports arena.

Originality/Value
This study is valuable because it comprehensively examines not only internal socio- cultural
barriers but also international regulatory obstacles faced by Iranian Muslim women athletes.

Reasech Limitations/Implications

Due to the significant cultural variations among women in different Iranian cities, generalizing
certain findings to all of Iran may be inaccurate, underscoring the need for further localized
research.
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Table 2. A Sample of Basic Themes Extracted from the Interviews
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