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PURPOSE This study aims to examine how widespread disclosures of sports violence
in South Korea (2018-2021) were culturally internalized by current university-

level elite athletes who were adolescents at the time. Drawing on Richard Dawkins’
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concept of memes, this study examines the cultural transmission and internalization
of sports violence as a meme and explores how such violent memes may have
ttransformed into ethical ones. METHODS This study employed Giorgi's descriptive

phenomenological method and conducted semi-structured interviews with ten
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collegiate elite athletes recruited through snowball sampling. Data were analyzed
through a four-step process to identify the cultural perception structures underlying
sports violence. RESULTS Participants initially normalized violence as part of
athletic training but later critically reinterpreted it in response to shifting public
discourse and ethics education. They identified performance-driven ideologies and

hierarchical structures as key cultural factors that legitimize violence. Consequently,
many participants rejected such norms and repositioned themselves as ethical
agents. Ethical memes were found to propagate primarily through the practices of
coaches and senior athletes rather than through formal institutional systems. Some
participants demonstrated posttraumatic growth by committing not to reproduce
violent behaviors. CONCLUSIONS Sports violence persists through cultural repetition
and imitation but is increasingly challenged by emerging ethical memes. This
shift necessitates perceptual change and structural transformation within sports
organizations, highlighting the importance of promoting ethical practices through
education, leadership, and policy interventions.
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Cultural Shift in the Perception of Sports Violence: From Justificatory Memes to Ethical Memes 27

Table 1. Characteristics of the participants

Table 2. Semi-structured interview questionnaire

Participants Gender (;ffs) Athl(e;:;rCS? reer
1 F 20 13
2 M 21 15
3 M 20 14
4 F 20 13
5 F 22 14
6 F 23 16
7 M 21 15
8 M 22 10
9 M 23 8
10 F 21 10

Interview Question

Could you describe how you perceived verbal or
physical violence during training or competitions?

In your opinion, what aspects of the sports
Q.2  environment (e.g., performance pressure, hierarchy,
culture) contribute to the persistence of violence?

Have your perceptions of violence in sports changed
over time? If so, what influenced that change?

What kinds of attitudes or values do you believe
Q.4  arenecessary to prevent violence in future sports
environments?

7H 3RS $YSYOM, AHGE MPES YRAL (Table 29 A
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Phase Description
Step 1: The researcher repeatedly read the transcribed interviews to grasp the overall meaning of participants’
PR experiences with sports violence, identifying key elements while minimizing interpretative bias through

Holistic Reading .
peer consultation.
Step 2: Meaning units were segmented from the transcripts by focusing on significant expressions. This process,
Meaning Unit conducted collaboratively with peer researchers, ensured that participants’ emotional and cognitive
Delineation responses were accurately captured and contextually interpreted.

Step 3: Following the principle of imaginative variation, a component of phenomenological reduction, recurring

Transformation into
Disciplinary Language

expressions were translated into academic terms(Kim et al., 2025). Where suitable disciplinary terms
were lacking, the original expressions were retained for analysis(Giorgi, 2004).

Step 4: The transformed units were integrated into a general structure to reveal the essential meaning of the

Structural Integration
of Meaning

phenomenon, illustrating how sports violence was internalized and culturally patterned among adolescent
elite athletes between 2018 and 2021.
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Table 4. Phenomenological structure of cultural perceptions of sports violence

Category Theme clusters Themes
— Violence is accepted as a normative part of athletic training.
Internalized — There is a prevailing belief that enduring violence leads to improved.
culture of — Emotional and verbal abuse is routinely tolerated without resistance.
Change in the justification — Athletes face cultural and institutional barriers in reporting violence.
perception of — Endurance of violence is perceived as a marker of responsibility or commitment.
violence .. .. — Ethics education has contributed to changing perceptions of violence.
Critical transition . . .
. . — An environment is emerging where athletes feel empowered to speak out.
driven by public . . . .
discourse — Ethical standards are becoming a reference point for judgment.
— Previously internalized acceptance of violence is undergoing deconstruction.
. — Violence is justified as a means to achieve athletic success.
Dominance of . .
win-at-all-costs — An absolutist focus on winning permeates the sports culture.
. ideolo — Competitive systems implicitly encourage aggressive behaviors.
Understanding 24 — Performance-based evaluation systems exert undue psychological pressure.
structural causes of Obedi b authority i lized hen abusi
: . . — Obedience to coach authority is normalized, even when abusive.
violence Hierarchical . . oy . .
. . — Hierarchical structures legitimize coercive practices.
relationships

and group norms

— Athletes are socialized to comply through interpersonal dependency.
— The organizational culture suppresses dissent or resistance.

Rejection of
justification

Counter-cultural

— Awareness of violence as a human rights violation is increasing.

— Athletes believe that successful team dynamics are possible without violence.
— Ethical sensitivity is gaining ground as a shared cultural value.

— Traditional justificatory memes are increasingly being challenged.

memes and

resistance Expectations for

sports ethics and
character education

— Ethical behavior by coaches and senior athletes exerts greater influence than
formal instruction.

— Everyday interpersonal practices are perceived as key to cultural transformation.

— The ethical orientation of the coach is recognized as a critical factor in shaping
team culture.

Emotional fatigue

Emotional impact and anxiety

and subject

— Experiences of violence lead to psychological stress.

— Merely witnessing violence increases anxiety and fear.

— Emotional suppression in response to violence undermines performance.
— Long-term trauma remains after the violence ends.

transformation in

sports violence Self-reflection

and recovery of
subjectivity

— Athletes reinterpret their past experiences through reflective understanding.

— There is a conscious commitment not to reproduce cycles of violence.

— A sense of responsibility toward creating a safer environment for younger
athletes is emerging.
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