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ABSTRACT: Objectives: In this study, we examined the psychological impact of hierarchical and authoritarian
structures in elite sports teams in South Korea on the ego formation and mental health of athletes. We aimed to analyze
how these environments shape psychological well-being in athletes, drawing on Freud’s group psychology theory,
while integrating perspectives from the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Social Identity Theory (SIT). Methods:
We applied a qualitative case-study approach, with data collected through in-depth interviews with eight retired elite
table tennis players from South Korea. These athletes shared their experiences with psychological mechanisms in their
teams and how those mechanisms impacted their mental health throughout their careers. We analyzed the collected
data using thematic analysis. Results: The investigated psychological mechanisms significantly influenced the ego
development and psychological well-being in athletes. In hierarchical and authoritarian environments, identification
and ego idealization suppressed the autonomy of the athletes. Hierarchical order and obedience to authority figures
exert significant pressure on athletes to conform, impeding the development of an independent ego. Furthermore, group
pressure exacerbates ego erosion and psychological stress, while corporal punishment reinforces psychological pressure
and hinders ego integrity. The integration of the SDT highlights the need for autonomy-supportive environments to
mitigate such risks, while the SIT emphasizes balancing individual identity with group cohesion to address identity
conflicts and psychological tension. Conclusion: Hierarchical structures and authoritarian dynamics in South Korean
elite sports teams critically suppress autonomy in athletes, leading to psychological distress and identity conflicts.
This study highlights the urgent need for systemic interventions to reform coaching practices and foster autonomy-
supportive environments. These results contribute to the global discourse on the mental health of athletes in elite
sports and offer actionable strategies for improving long-term well-being. Finally, this study provides practical
recommendations adaptable to diverse cultural and sporting contexts, enhancing athlete mental health worldwide.

KEYWORDS: Ego idealization; elite sports teams; freud’s group psychology; group pressure; identification; mental
health

1 Introduction
South Korea’s elite sports have long been symbols of national pride and international achievement.

This was particularly evident during the 2024 Summer Olympics, where South Korean athletes excelled
in multiple sports and reaffirmed the nation’s global standing. However, these achievements have been
overshadowed by systemic issues that cannot be resolved solely through athletic performance. Reports of
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human rights violations and widespread psychological problems within South Korea’s elite sports groups
have raised significant concerns in the sports community [1–3]. These issues are not limited to individual
cases but are deeply embedded in the elite sports system [3]. A key concern is the mental health of athletes,
as the psychological pressures inherent in elite sports systems have been found to cause a myriad of mental
health issues, such as anxiety, depression, and burnout [4]. Addressing these challenges requires an in-depth
examination of both the structural characteristics of elite sports and psychological mechanisms influencing
athletes’ mental health.

The challenges within South Korea’s elite sports groups are deeply tied to their hierarchical and
authoritarian structures, where coaches and senior athletes exert significant influence over younger athletes.
Several studies on South Korean sports culture have documented how this structure impacts athletes’ mental
well-being [3–5]. These groups are characterized by strict hierarchies that pressure athletes to achieve
high performance [6–8]. From a young age, athletes undergo rigorous training and immense performance
pressure, which is often exacerbated by the inherent hierarchical and authoritarian structures. As such,
young athletes in South Korea’s elite sports systems face immense psychological pressures that influence
their development and mental health [4,5]. The cultural emphasis on conformity and performance over
individual well-being further compounded these challenges, which reinforces the authority of coaches and
senior athletes [6]. This dynamic of internalizing group pressures has been shown to suppress athletes’
autonomy, contributing to long-term psychological distress, including anxiety and burnout [7,8].

Freud’s concept of group psychology provides a critical theoretical framework for understanding
these issues. Freud explored how individuals identify with authority figures within a group and how this
shapes their ego, behavior, and psychological structure. According to Freud, group dynamics can intensify
identification with authority figures, suppressing autonomy and increasing conformity. This phenomenon
is particularly relevant to hierarchical environments, such as South Korea’s elite sports teams [9,10], where
hierarchical and authoritarian structures exacerbate psychological conflicts, as athletes navigate the tension
between group conformity and personal identity. These mechanisms not only hinder personal development
but also exacerbate mental health problems, such as depression and emotional instability. The persistence
of hierarchical pressures and the normalization of conformity within these teams reflects Freud’s concept of
“repression”, where individual desires are subordinated to group demands, leading to long-term psycholog-
ical strain [9,10]. The psychological issues observed in these groups are not merely personal vulnerabilities
or temporary phenomena; instead, they are reinforced and reproduced through psychological mechanisms
within the group [11].

Existing research supports the idea that athletes in such environments experience distinct psychological
challenges. The normalization of authoritarian coaching styles and hierarchical structures in South Korea’s
elite sports teams significantly influences athletes’ psychological well-being [4,12]. For instance, Bourdieu’s
theory of symbolic violence highlights how cultural and systemic pressures can perpetuate authority
structures, impacting athletes’ autonomy and identity [12]. Additionally, repetitive exposure to high-pressure
environments leads to emotional exhaustion and burnout, particularly among young athletes [3,4]. In South
Korea, collectivist values and societal expectations reinforce hierarchical authority and conformity in elite
sports teams, highlighting the need to explore how group pressure and hierarchical authority dynamics shape
athletes’ psychological experiences.

Freud’s framework, developed in the early 20th century, provides foundational insights into group
dynamics in hierarchical settings, making it highly relevant to South Korea’s elite sports teams. Nevertheless,
Freud’s framework has limitations in addressing contemporary challenges, such as evolving coaching styles
and the interplay of physical and psychological stressors. To address these gaps, modern theories such as Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) and Social Identity Theory (SIT) complement Freud’s psychoanalytic approach
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by offering empirically grounded perspectives on athlete well-being. SDT underscores the importance of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness in promoting psychological health and intrinsic motivation [13,14].
Autonomy-supportive environments are reported to enhance resilience and mitigate burnout in elite athletes.
Meanwhile, SIT explores the balance between individual identity and group cohesion, highlighting the risks
of over-conformity to group norms in undermining mental health [15,16].

This study aimed to examine how hierarchical and authoritarian structures in South Korea’s elite sports
teams influence athletes’ psychological well-being and their ability to manage performance pressures, using
Freud’s Group Psychology theory and complementing it with SDT and SIT. By integrating SDT and SIT,
this study expands Freud’s framework to better address the psychological challenges faced by athletes in
modern elite sports. This approach not only bridges theoretical insights but also provides actionable strategies
for improving athlete mental health in hierarchical sports environments. Considering the abovementioned
concerns, the key research questions guiding this study are:

Research Question 1: How does group pressure affect ego formation among athletes in South Korean
elite sports teams?

Research Question 2: How do hierarchical authority dynamics influence the mental health of athletes
in South Korean elite sports teams?

Through these research questions, this study seeks to bridge theoretical insights with practical inter-
ventions, providing a nuanced understanding of how hierarchical and authoritarian structures influence the
psychological well-being of athletes. This approach will contribute to the development of support systems
that prioritize mental health alongside athletic performance.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Freud’s Group Psychology and Athletes’ Mental Health
Freud’s theory of group psychology offers a comprehensive framework for understanding how hier-

archical dynamics influence individual behaviors and psychological structures. At its core, Freud’s theory
highlights identification and ego idealization, which explain how individuals internalize the values and
expectations of authority figures. In high-pressure environments such as South Korean elite sports teams,
these mechanisms are particularly pronounced. Athletes often face intense pressures to align their behaviors
with authority figures, such as coaches and senior athletes, which may suppress autonomy and increase
dependency [11,17].

Freud’s theory of leadership within group dynamics helps explain this process. In hierarchical settings,
athletes internalize authority figures’ values and expectations, potentially causing psychological stress,
anxiety, and long-term mental health challenges. Coaches often act as paternal authority figures, exerting
a significant influence over athletes’ self-concept and ego development [13]. This dynamic reflects Freud’s
concept of ego repression, wherein personal desires are subordinated to group demands. Such repression,
while fostering group cohesion, exacerbates mental health issues, including anxiety, burnout, and identity
confusion [17,18].

2.2 Integrating Freud with Modern Theories: SDT and SIT
SDT and SIT offer complementary perspectives that can bridge the gap between Freud’s framework and

contemporary issues in elite sports. SDT emphasizes the fulfillment of three basic psychological needs—
autonomy, competence, and relatedness—as critical to mental well-being and intrinsic motivation [13,14].
In hierarchical sports environments, where conformity is prioritized over individuality, athletes often
experience chronic autonomy suppression. This lack of autonomy has been linked to emotional exhaustion
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and burnout, aligning with Freud’s concept of ego repression while providing measurable constructs for
empirical investigation [13,19]. Promoting autonomy and mental well-being in high-performance sports is
crucial to enhancing athletes’ resilience and supporting their long-term psychological health [20].

SIT focuses on the interplay between individual identity and group membership, which is particularly
relevant in collectivist cultures such as those in South Korea. Athletes who overly identify with group norms
may suppress their individuality, leading to psychological tension and diminished mental health [15,16].
This aligns with observations that group psychology suppresses individual critical faculties, leading to
autonomy loss and increased dependency on authority figures [21,22]. SIT-based interventions, such as team
programs emphasizing individuality within a cohesive group framework, can mitigate these effects and foster
psychological resilience [15].

2.3 Cultural Context and Modern Perspectives
South Korea’s elite sports environment exemplifies how collectivist cultures prioritize group harmony

and hierarchical conformity, often sacrificing individual autonomy and psychological well-being [23]. This
hierarchical structure, combined with intense group conformity, fosters significant psychological transfor-
mations in athletes and undermines their mental health and personal autonomy [11,18]. Freud’s concept of
ego idealization explains how athletes, through intensified identification with authority figures (like coaches),
lose their critical perspective and develop psychological structures that are overly dependent on external
validation [9,11]. This resonates with the observation that group psychology can suppress the critical faculties
of individual members, resulting in a loss of autonomy and increased dependency on authority figures [21,22].
Freud’s concept of group pressure aligns with the societal emphasis on conformity and hierarchy in South
Korean sports teams. Integrating SDT and SIT offers strategies to address these systemic pressures. For
example, SDT-based coaching strategies can enhance autonomy, while SIT-informed team programs balance
personal identity with group cohesion. These approaches provide a nuanced understanding of how systemic
pressures shape athletes’ psychological outcomes.

This integration also provides a robust lens to analyze mental health challenges in hierarchical sports.
Freud’s theory highlights unconscious dynamics, while SDT and SIT introduce empirically validated
constructs for practical interventions. By fostering autonomy and balancing identity within groups, this
integrated framework offers strategies to enhance resilience and support athletes’ long-term mental health
in high-performance sports.

3 Materials and Methods

3.1 Design
This study investigates the psychological impact of authority and hierarchy in elite sports, integrating

Freud’s theory of group dynamics with principles from SDT and SIT. Freud’s concepts of ego repression
and group identification inform the exploration of hierarchical group dynamics, while SDT and SIT
provide complementary perspectives on autonomy, competence, and group identity. Given the complex and
multidimensional psychological mechanisms being studied (e.g., identification, ego idealization, and ego
repression), the case study method was considered suitable for this study. This method is a well-established
qualitative research approach and is particularly effective in gaining an in-depth understanding of specific
social or psychological phenomena within particular groups or settings [24,25]. It allows researchers to
conduct a detailed examination of individual cases and derive broader theoretical insights, thus contributing
to the development of a more generalized theoretical framework [26].
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This research adopted an interpretive paradigm, emphasizing the understanding of human experiences
from the participants’ perspectives. Ontologically, it assumes that social reality is subjective and constructed
through individual interactions within South Korean elite sports teams. Epistemologically, it posits that
knowledge is co-constructed by researchers and participants, with the researcher interpreting participants’
perspectives within a broader socio-cultural context. This paradigm enables a holistic exploration of the
psychological mechanisms and dynamics in hierarchical, high-performance sports settings. The case study
design followed these steps: defining the research problem, selecting participants, conducting interviews,
analyzing recurring themes, and integrating findings with Freud’s theoretical framework, alongside SDT
and SIT. Methodological rigor was maintained by mitigating potential biases and enhancing data credibility.
For example, Freud’s concepts were integrated with SDT’s focus on autonomy and SIT’s emphasis on group
identity to ensure a balanced and comprehensive perspective on the participants’ experiences.

3.2 Participants
The participants comprised eight retired elite table tennis players who competed at national or

international levels in South Korea. Participant selection employed purposeful sampling [27], focusing on
individuals with direct experience of hierarchical pressure, authority dynamics, and mental health challenges
in elite sports. Purposeful sampling ensured the representation of broader trends in South Korean elite sports
and allowed for a nuanced exploration of the shared psychological dynamics and hierarchical pressures.
Efforts to enhance diversity included capturing varied experiences reflective of cultural and organizational
shifts in elite sports. Data collection adhered to Creswell saturation principles [26], ceasing once no new
insights emerged. Participants, aged 26 to 54, reflected a diverse range of athletic experiences across
generational cohorts.

To address the selection bias inherent in snowball sampling, professional networks, and sports organi-
zations were used for additional recruitment. This strategy enhanced participant diversity while retaining
relevance to elite sports experiences. Variability due to the wide age range was systematically analyzed.
Generational differences in coaching practices and socio-cultural expectations were examined to ensure the
findings accounted for temporal and organizational shifts in South Korean elite sports. For instance, younger
participants in their mid-20s described athlete-centered coaching, whereas older participants recounted
exposure to authoritarian methods prevalent in earlier decades.

After retiring from elite sports, the participants pursued various professional paths, such as leisure
sports instructor, elementary school table tennis coach, early childhood physical education instructor, self-
employment, and physical education teacher. This diversity in post-retirement careers provided a rich set
of perspectives on the long-term impact of elite sports experiences on athletes’ mental health and ego
development. The participants’ detailed reflections on their athletic careers and subsequent life choices added
depth to the research findings and revealed how early experiences in elite sports shaped their psychological
growth and mental health. Table 1 presents the general characteristics of these participants.

Table 1: General characteristics of the participants

Pseudonym Sex Age Duration of athletic career Current occupation
Jung Female 26 11 years Leisure Sports Instructor
Son Female 37 13 years Elementary School Coach
Lee Male 51 17 years Leisure Sports Instructor

Choi Female 27 11 years Early Childhood Physical
Education Instructor

(Continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Pseudonym Sex Age Duration of athletic career Current occupation
Oh Male 37 10 years Self-employed

Park Male 45 13 years Teacher
Ahn Male 54 16 years Teacher
Cha Male 45 15 years Elementary School Coach

3.3 Data Collection
Data collection occurred between April and June 2022 and involved 3–4 in-depth, one-on-one inter-

views with each participant, lasting 60–90 min per session. Semi-structured interview guides ensured
consistency while allowing flexibility for emerging themes [28]. Multiple sessions fostered trust and
enabled participants to share richer and more reflective narratives, accommodating individual differences in
communication styles and openness.

Interview questions addressed Freudian mechanisms, such as identification and ego idealization, along-
side SDT dimensions—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—and SIT’s focus on balancing individual
and group identity. Participants reflected on how team dynamics, authority figures, and hierarchical pressures
influenced their sense of self, autonomy, and psychological well-being. Questions explored experiences with
conformity, the role of coaches and senior athletes, and the mental health impacts of these dynamics.

To ensure participants felt safe sharing sensitive experiences, such as corporal punishment or mental
health struggles, interviews were conducted empathetically, with prior consent and the option to skip
questions. Psychological support resources were offered after each interview, although none were used.

All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and validated through follow-up correspondence
to minimize recall bias. This process ensured the comprehensive capture of participants’ perspectives
while triangulating insights with existing literature on South Korean sports culture. By integrating Freud’s
framework with SDT and SIT constructs, the data collection facilitated an in-depth exploration of the
psychological mechanisms in hierarchical sports environments.

3.4 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was employed to identify and examine patterns in the data, focusing on psychological

constructions such as ego development, group dynamics, and mental health. This approach aligns with
thematic analysis principles, emphasizing flexibility and rigor in identifying recurring themes in qualitative
data [29]. The coding scheme integrated Freudian mechanisms, such as identification and ego repression,
alongside SDT dimensions of autonomy and competence and SIT constructs of group identity vs. individual
identity balance. For example, the theme “loss of autonomy due to hierarchical authority” was analyzed
through SDT, whereas “identity tension within team dynamics” was interpreted using SIT. This multi-
framework approach ensured a comprehensive analysis of the psychological mechanisms in hierarchical
sports teams.

Initial coding was conducted by two independent researchers, prioritizing themes such as “ego repres-
sion due to hierarchical pressure” and “impact of group conformity on mental health”. These themes emerged
iteratively through constant comparison across transcripts, ensuring that the analysis captured the shared
experiences of participants. To ensure methodological rigor, the analysis adhered to the principles outlined
by Krippendorff [30] and Saldana [31], which highlight the importance of consistency and reliability in
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qualitative coding. The inter-coder agreement was established through multiple rounds of coding compar-
isons, where discrepancies were resolved collaboratively. This systemic and iterative process aligns with the
recommendations, enhancing accuracy and relevance in qualitative research [32].

The validation of themes was guided by Creswell et al., emphasizing alignment with the research
framework and participant accounts [33]. For example, the theme “ego repression due to hierarchical
pressure” was substantiated by participants’ descriptions of how hierarchical authority suppressed their
desires and shaped their behaviors. These narratives were cross validated with broader cultural studies,
ensuring relevance beyond the specific dataset. Triangulation with existing literature on South Korean sports
culture enhanced the credibility of the findings. This approach aligns with the emphasis on contextual
validation to strengthen analytic conclusions [34]. For instance, recurring patterns of authority-driven
conformity and its psychological consequences were supported by participant narratives and existing studies,
ensuring theme reliability.

To address challenges in qualitative data reliability, the study incorporated rigorous peer debriefing and
iterative review, ensuring the final themes accurately represented the data. While thematic analysis does not
rely on quantitative measures, future research could integrate standardized psychological assessments, such
as anxiety or burnout scales, for a more comprehensive understanding of hierarchical sports environments.

3.5 Integrity and Ethical Considerations
Several strategies were employed to ensure integrity and ethical rigor. Written informed consent was

obtained from all participants, who were assured of their right to withdraw at any stage. Anonymity was
maintained by using pseudonyms and removing all identifying details from the data. Sensitive topics, such
as corporal punishment and mental health struggles, were approached cautiously, with interview protocols
emphasizing respect and empathy to minimize distress. Psychological support resources were offered, but
no participants reported needing additional assistance during or after the interviews.

The study adopted member reflection to foster collaboration and reduce power imbalances between
researchers and participants. This approach enabled participants to contribute actively to the interpre-
tation of findings, enhancing the study’s credibility [30,35]. Peer debriefing and triangulation reinforced
trustworthiness, aligning with qualitative research recommendations [33].

Additionally, strict data security measures were implemented, including password-protected data files
and secure storage of all research materials. Furthermore, this study adhered to the highest ethical standards
and was approved by the Institutional Review Board at Sogang University, Seoul, Korea (SGUIRB-A-
2204-17).

4 Results
This study examined the psychological mechanisms that shape athletes’ ego formation and mental health

in South Korean elite sports teams, integrating Freud’s theory of group psychology with insights from SDT
and SIT. The findings revealed four major constructs illustrating psychological forces in hierarchical, high-
pressure environments: identification and ego idealization, hierarchical order and obedience, group pressure,
and ego erosion, and the role of corporal punishment.

4.1 Manifestation of Identification and Ego Idealization
Participants frequently described internalizing the values and expectations of authority figures, such as

coaches and senior athletes. These identification and ego idealization processes shaped their sense of self and
ego development, revealing both positive and challenging psychological dimensions.
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Oh described how his coach’s emphasis on perseverance became a defining part of his identity. He
recounted enduring rigorous training from a young age:

“I have this perseverance, you know, until we decide we’re done. I’ve endured tough training since
elementary school, even when I didn’t want to. That endurance still feels like a part of who I am now.”

This quote demonstrates that Oh internalized his coach’s values, particularly perseverance, as core
elements of his identity. Freud’s theory of identification explains how athletes internalize authority figures’
values, making them central to their ego. Oh’s account underscores how his coach’s emphasis on perseverance
became a critical aspect of his self-concept. However, SDT suggests that such alignment with external values
may suppress personal autonomy, potentially contributing to emotional strain if the athlete’s aspirations are
not adequately addressed.

Park offered another perspective, reflecting on how his coach’s encouragement shaped his motivation
and self-concept:

“He was a teacher I could respect. Whether in training or personal life, he always encouraged us, saying,
‘You’re the best, you’ll succeed.’ I loved those words and kept trying not to give up, just as he used to say.”

Freud posited that idealized authority figures shape individual identity by reinforcing motivation
and resilience. Park’s experience illustrates this, as his coach’s affirmations became a source of personal
strength. However, SIT highlights the tension that can arise when athletes prioritize group cohesion or
the expectation of authority figures over personal identity, potentially causing identity conflicts in high-
pressure environments.

Jung recounted her admiration for a senior athlete, which inspired her to emulate their behavior.
“I saw her train alone, even outside of team practice. So, I tried to do more personal training, wanting

to become an ace like her. I realized that becoming an ace doesn’t just happen on its own.”
Freud’s framework explains how identifying with role models reshapes ego structures as athletes align

their behaviors with admired figures. Jung’s actions reflect this process, demonstrating how role models
influence athletes to adopt external values. From an SIT perspective, such alignment may enhance group
cohesion but can create psychological tension if personal goals are overshadowed by group norms.

These findings reveal the influence of identification and ego idealization in shaping athletes’ behaviors
and psychological development in South Korean elite sports teams. While these processes foster group
cohesion and resilience, they pose risks of autonomy suppression and identity conflict. Integrating insights
from SDT and SIT underscores the need for a balanced approach that supports individual autonomy and
identity within team dynamics.

4.2 Impact of Hierarchical Order and Obedience on Ego Formation
Participants reported that hierarchical structures imposed strict expectations, significantly influencing

their autonomy and self-concept. These pressures often suppress individual autonomy.
Jung recounted the pressures stemming from hierarchical structures:
“The seniors were more intimidating than the coaches. We had no choice but to follow their orders. We

did not even have time to think differently. All we wanted was to get along with them.”
This testimony underscores the psychological toll of conformity in hierarchical environments. Freud’s

theory posits that such pressures compel individuals to suppress personal desires and align their behav-
iors with group norms, a dynamic illustrated by Jung’s account. The relentless demand for conformity
limited her autonomy, fostering an environment where adherence to senior athletes’ authority superseded
personal expression.
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Oh shared his experience of compliance to avoid punishment:
“The team was incredibly strict. In the first week of training, I was late by just five minutes, but the

seniors punished me severely. After that, I made sure I was always ready on time. There was no other way to
avoid punishment.”

This account reveals the fear-driven compliance enforced by hierarchical systems. Freud’s framework
suggests that such compliance reshapes the ego, prioritizing submission to external authority over personal
autonomy. Internalizing fear as a behavioral motivator demonstrates the deep psychological impact of
hierarchical discipline.

Ahn described the continued use of hierarchical punishment within his team:
“At our school, the seniors administered corporal punishment. The coach would leave early, and the

team captain would take over. The punishment would continue down the line. If the coach left early, we
would all be on edge.”

Ahn’s narrative reflects how hierarchical structures enforce conformity and perpetuate punishment
systems that suppress individual autonomy. While fostering discipline, such systems often result in long-term
psychological consequences, including heightened anxiety and diminished self-esteem.

Cha offered a stark depiction of his experience with strict obedience:
“It was like living in darkness. From the very beginning, it was hell.”
This quote highlights the psychological cost of strict obedience, which often leads to the suppression

of autonomy. Freud’s theory explains that such dynamics enforce conformity and alter ego development, as
athletes subordinate their desires to the needs of the group.

The findings reveal that hierarchical structures in South Korean elite sports teams exert substantial
pressure on athletes to conform to authority figures. This conformity suppresses autonomy and reshapes
athletes’ identities to align with external expectations. The process, as outlined in Freud’s theory, links
hierarchical pressure to ego repression, resulting in long-term psychological consequences, such as reduced
self-esteem and heightened anxiety. To address these issues, fostering an environment that balances authority
with autonomy is critical to mitigating the adverse psychological impacts of hierarchical systems.

4.3 Effect of Group Pressure on Ego Erosion and Mental Health
Son’s account illustrates the detrimental impact of group pressure on mental health. Freud’s theory posits

that group norms and external expectations suppress personal desires, fostering ego erosion and increased
vulnerability to mental health challenges, such as anxiety and depression.

Cha reflected on the long-term effects of group expectations:
“I felt like I had no choice but to succeed in table tennis. I couldn’t keep up with my schoolwork, and I

had no confidence. Eventually, I just thought, ‘I have to focus on table tennis.’ It became my only choice.”
Cha’s narrative underscores how intense group expectations reshaped his ego, forcing him to prioritize

sports over academic or personal aspirations. This suppression of autonomy aligns with Freud’s theory,
which explains that conformity to group demands reduces the space for individual growth and fosters
identity conflicts.

In a supplementary interview, Cha elaborated on the psychological toll of hierarchical living
arrangements:

“Living with seniors, training, and sharing a dorm with them... It was like living in darkness. Eventually,
the bullying became so intense that I had to transfer to another school.”
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This testimony highlights the psychological strain caused by hierarchical group dynamics. Freud’s
framework explains that persistent exposure to oppressive group norms and authority figures exacerbates
ego erosion, leading to issues such as social isolation, identity confusion, and chronic stress.

Jung offered a perspective on the emotional consequences of group pressure:
“As a table tennis player, I became increasingly self-conscious. I started to feel small and lost confidence.”
Jung’s experience reflects how group expectations weakened her self-concept and autonomy, diminish-

ing her confidence and exacerbating self-doubt. Freud’s concept of ego repression supports these findings,
emphasizing that suppressing personal desires to conform to group norms can have lasting negative effects
on ego development and mental health.

The findings reveal that group pressure within elite sports teams compels athletes to internalize collec-
tive norms and values, often at the expense of their identity. This suppression of personal aspirations results
in long-term ego erosion and contributes to mental health issues such as depression, identity confusion, and
chronic stress. These outcomes underscore the need for interventions that promote individual autonomy and
psychological resilience in hierarchical team environments.

4.4 Role of Corporal Punishment in Identification and Ego Idealization
Corporal punishment was a key factor in enforcing conformity and reshaping identity among par-

ticipants. This disciplinary method imposed physical and psychological strain, fostering obedience at the
expense of autonomy and long-term mental health.

Son shared her experience of corporal punishment:
“The seniors were extremely strict. We were frequently disciplined, and the seniors would continue the

punishment even after the coach left. That period was very tough, both physically and mentally.”
Son’s testimony highlights the dual impact of corporal punishment: it enforced conformity while

suppressing autonomy. Freud’s theory of ego repression suggests these practices inhibit personal desires,
fostering internal conflict and long-term psychological distress.

Oh shared a similar experience, describing how corporal punishment shaped his behavior:
“Even if it wasn’t my mistake, my coach always punished me. We were hit a lot, and it seemed to work.

That’s why the school had such a strong reputation.”
Oh’s account reflects the immediate efficacy of punishment in enhancing performance but underscores

its psychological cost. While fear-based methods may achieve short-term compliance, Freud’s framework
warns that they foster internalized conflict and contribute to lasting ego distortion.

Choi’s experience portrayed corporal punishment as a tool for not only discipline but also psychologi-
cal control:

“We would be suddenly beaten, and it was terrifying. It had a mental toll on us. I felt that I performed
better because I was afraid of being punished.”

Choi’s narrative illustrates how fear-driven discipline suppresses autonomy, aligning behavior with the
expectations of authority figures. Freud’s theory posits that this suppression leads to the restructuring of the
ego, often resulting in diminished self-identity and heightened psychological stress.

Lee elaborated on how fear influenced his performance:
“The coach was terrifying, and that fear made us more focused. We practiced more, and, of course, our

skills improved. Somehow, getting hit made us better.”
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Lee’s account acknowledges the short-term performance benefits of corporal punishment but aligns
with Freud’s caution regarding its long-term costs. Persistent fear undermines resilience, fostering anxiety
and a loss of autonomy.

The findings reveal that corporal punishment in South Korean elite sports teams serves as both a
disciplinary tool and a mechanism for reshaping ego. While enforcing conformity and temporarily enhancing
performance, Freud’s framework highlights its detrimental effects on mental health, including anxiety,
diminished self-identity, and chronic insecurity. These outcomes emphasize the need for supportive coaching
methods that maintain discipline while prioritizing athletes’ psychological well-being and autonomy.

5 Discussion
This study examined the psychological mechanisms underlying athletes’ ego formation and mental

health in South Korean elite sports teams, using Freud’s theory of group psychology as the primary theoretical
framework. The findings highlight how identification, ego idealization, hierarchical obedience, and group
pressure shape athletes’ psychological experiences within high-performance, hierarchical environments.
These mechanisms erode personal autonomy and exacerbate mental health challenges, such as anxiety,
burnout, and identity conflicts [20,36]. To address these challenges, integrating Freud’s insights with
contemporary theories like SDT and SIT offers a more holistic understanding of how group dynamics
influence mental health outcomes.

First, our results showed that identification and ego idealization are key psychological mechanisms that
shape the egos of South Korean elite athletes. Aligning with Freud’s theory of identification [36], athletes
tend to internalize the values, behaviors, and expectations of authority figures such as coaches and senior
teammates. This internalization fosters dependency on external validation, often at the expense of personal
autonomy. One participant noted how aligning their identity with their coach’s expectations became central
to their self-concept, reinforcing Freud’s notion that identification suppresses individual desires and fosters
conformity to authority figures [37].

In hierarchical sports environments, identification is reinforced by group pressure to conform to
shared norms and expectations. This dynamic appeared in participants’ accounts of modeling their behavior
on idealized authority figures. Freud’s concept of the group leader as a “father figure” underscores the
psychological influence of authority figures in shaping ego development [11]. However, such environments
often suppress personal growth and autonomy, increasing athletes’ reliance on external expectations [38,39].

SDT emphasizes that environments fostering autonomy are crucial for psychological well-being [20].
Athletes’ accounts revealed how hierarchical dynamics limited their autonomy, increasing psychological
tension and vulnerability to mental health challenges. Rice et al. [20] emphasized that elite athletes in
such environments face heightened risks of anxiety and depression, aligning with Freud’s assertion that
identification leads to internal conflict and mental strain.

In addition to Freud’s framework, SIT provides valuable insights into the identity tension athletes
experience. SIT posits that excessive alignment with group norms can diminish individuality and increase
psychological stress [13]. Participants described the emotional toll of prioritizing team cohesion over
personal aspirations, highlighting the interplay between identification and group identity as a source of
psychological tension.

Overall, these findings underscore the need for targeted interventions that address the psychological
challenges associated with identification and ego idealization. Programs promoting autonomy in ego
development, reducing dependency on external expectations, and fostering psychological resilience are
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essential [36,40]. By integrating insights from SDT and SIT, such interventions can provide a comprehensive
approach to enhancing mental health and well-being in hierarchical sports settings.

Second, our results showed that hierarchical structures and obedience (particularly athletes’ relation-
ships with their coaches and seniors) play a crucial role in shaping their ego formation. Freud’s theory
of group psychology emphasizes that obedience to authority suppresses individual autonomy and leads to
heightened psychological pressure. Hierarchical settings compel individuals to align their behaviors with
external expectations, reinforcing conformity at the expense of personal autonomy [11,41].

SDT emphasizes that hierarchical sports environments hinder basic psychological needs—autonomy,
competence, and relatedness—diminishing intrinsic motivation and increasing psychological distress [13].
Similarly, SIT highlights how conformity to group norms creates identity conflicts, forcing athletes to
prioritize group cohesion over personal identity, and exacerbating mental health challenges [15]. This study
found group pressure and corporal punishment to be closely intertwined. Group pressure drives athletes to
suppress autonomy and conform to collective expectations, while corporal punishment enforces conformity,
creating a cycle of obedience and dependency. Freud’s theory of ego repression suggests these dynamics
contribute to anxiety and identity conflicts by suppressing personal desires [20].

Testimonies from participants, such as Park and Oh, illustrate how hierarchical settings suppress
autonomy and reinforce conformity through fear and strict discipline, leading to long-term psychological
challenges such as anxiety and diminished self-concept [37,42]. From an SDT perspective, these environ-
ments amplify stress and mental health risks by inhibiting autonomy and competence, while SIT explains
how prioritizing group norms over individual identity increases psychological tension [13,15]. Accounts from
Ahn and Choi highlight the role of corporal punishment in reinforcing obedience, eroding independence,
and fostering internal conflict, aligning with SDT’s assertion that autonomy suppression heightens the risk
of burnout and mental distress [13].

Freud’s theory of obedience explains how excessive conformity to authority figures distorts the ego
and contributes to mental health problems, such as identity confusion and anxiety [43]. Freud’s ideas
have provided a foundation for understanding how these issues are exacerbated by group dynamics,
particularly those in hierarchical settings [10,11]. Empirical evidence also supports this notion by highlighting
that the burden of conforming and performance expectations in elite sports exacerbates mental health
issues [7,20]. By integrating SDT and SIT, this study emphasizes the need for interventions in hierarchical
sports environments to prioritize autonomy-supportive practices and balance individual identity with team
cohesion. These frameworks emphasize that fostering intrinsic motivation and aligning athletes’ identities
within group dynamics can alleviate the psychological burden of hierarchical conformity [13,15].

Overall, there is an urgent need for psychological interventions that mitigate the negative effects of
hierarchical structures on athletes’ autonomy and mental health. These interventions should reduce excessive
reliance on authority figures, foster autonomy, and promote healthy coping mechanisms to manage the
psychological burden of conforming [7,8,43]. SDT-informed approaches enhance athletes’ autonomy and
competence, while SIT-based strategies foster team environments valuing individual identities alongside
collective goals, reducing identity conflict and promoting mental well-being [13,15].

Third, our results showed the salient role of group pressure in ego formation in South Korean
elite sports teams. Freud’s theory suggests that group pressure is a strong force for ego repression, as it
pushes individuals to conform to external norms and expectations [40,44]. Freud explained that group
dynamics undermine individual autonomy. Over time, this continuous pressure erodes athletes’ autonomy
and propagates psychological conflict, stress, and long-term mental health issues [11,37,45].
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Purcell et al. [46] found that young elite athletes are particularly vulnerable to long-term mental health
problems due to the intense performance pressures they face early in their careers. These early pressures
shape their ego development and often lead to identity confusion and ego suppression, which can persist into
adulthood. In South Korean elite sports teams, such pressures are exacerbated by hierarchical structures that
demand conformity from a young age, mirroring Freud’s concept of ego repression. External pressures during
key developmental stages inhibit autonomous ego formation, deteriorating one’s mental health over time.

Pervasive group pressure in hierarchical sports forces athletes to prioritize team expectations over
autonomy. As pressure builds, athletes’ ability to maintain a distinct personal identity is suppressed. SDT
highlights that autonomy suppression contributes to emotional exhaustion, burnout, and decreased intrinsic
motivation [13]. Autonomy-supportive interventions can alleviate these effects by enabling athletes to make
self-directed decisions. SIT underscores that excessive group identification at the expense of personal identity
results in identity conflicts and psychological tension [15].

Feddersen et al. [47] found that hierarchical structures in elite sports exacerbate pressures through
fear, punishment, and isolation, enforcing group conformity. These findings parallel the dynamics in South
Korean elite sports, where constant pressure to conform, coupled with the fear of punishment or exclusion,
intensifies the psychological toll on athletes, suppresses their autonomy, and represses their ego.

Son’s and Cha’s experiences exemplify Freud’s theory of ego repression, where external pressures erode
autonomy, increase anxiety, and suppress personal identity under group expectations. Purcell et al. [46]
argued that early experiences of pressure, particularly in youth, increase vulnerability to mental health
problems in later life. Freud’s theory aligns with this, suggesting that autonomy suppression causes long-
term psychological tension and conflict. SDT complements these insights by emphasizing that environments
failing to satisfy basic psychological needs, such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness, significantly
impair mental well-being [13].

Choi’s case also demonstrated how group pressure stifles ego independence. As a table tennis athlete,
she struggled to meet external expectations, which hampered her self-esteem and increased mental health
risks. This reflects Freud’s view that group conformity fosters psychological tension and conflict [43]. SIT
highlights how Choi’s experience illustrates the detrimental effects of prioritizing team norms over individual
identity, causing unresolved identity tension. Team-building programs that celebrate individuality can help
mitigate these risks [15].

Feddersen et al. [47] reported that destructive sports environments, particularly those with hierarchical
dynamics, create conditions in which athletes’ autonomy is continuously eroded, causing burnout, anxiety,
and depression. Purcell et al. [46] further emphasized that young athletes exposed to these pressures without
adequate mental health support are at a heightened risk of long-term psychological issues (e.g., burnout and
identity confusion) as they transition to adulthood. Furthermore, Kumar et al. [8] warned that unresolved
group pressure can not only cause mental health problems (e.g., depression and burnout) but also affect
athletic performance.

Integrating SDT and SIT offers practical pathways for interventions. SDT approaches should foster
autonomy and intrinsic motivation, while SIT strategies should balance individual and group identities
to enhance psychological resilience. Effective interventions should include mental training programs to
strengthen athletes’ resilience and promote autonomy. Coaching practices must shift from authoritarian
models to foster psychological safety and encourage individuality. These efforts could mitigate group
pressure’s psychological effects and support athletes’ mental health and well-being [47,48].

Fourth, our results showed that corporal punishment significantly influences athletes’ ego formation
in South Korea’s elite sports groups. A review of mental health risk factors identified corporal punishment
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as a key environmental risk factor that exacerbates psychological stress and undermines autonomy [48].
Freud suggested that authority figures (such as coaches) can suppress personal autonomy, contributing to
heightened psychological stress [11,49]. This suppression extends beyond physical discipline and functions
as a form of psychological repression, significantly influencing ego development [37].

Corporal punishment in hierarchical sports settings exacerbates the psychological strain on athletes,
reinforcing group conformity. Athletes are conditioned to comply with strict norms, using corporal punish-
ment as a tool to enforce conformity. This suppresses autonomy and distorts athletes’ sense of self as they
align their behavior with authority figures’ expectations. From an SDT perspective, punitive environments
suppress the fulfillment of basic psychological needs, particularly autonomy and competence, which are
essential for mental well-being [13]. SIT posits that coercive conformity through corporal punishment
amplifies identity conflicts, forcing athletes to prioritize group cohesion over personal authenticity [15].

Son’s experience illustrated that corporal punishment not only has a physical impact but also induces
psychological pressure. This pressure forces athletes to internalize fear, which compels them to align
their egos with the expectations of authority figures. Consequently, their autonomy is suppressed. This
aligns with the findings of previous studies showing that harsh disciplinary practices increase the risk of
long-term psychological issues in athletes, thus necessitating targeted interventions [50]. Similarly, Oh’s
case demonstrated that recurrent corporal punishment forces athletes to conform to external standards
and modify their ego to meet these expectations. Over time, this erodes their autonomy, as individuals
over-identify with the authority figure [21,44,51].

Choi’s experience further exemplified that corporal punishment is a powerful tool for psychological
repression. Because of fear, athletes are compelled to conform to the demands of coaches and senior athletes.
This process not only impacts immediate behavior but also has long-term mental health consequences,
such as anxiety, internal conflict, and depression [8,43]. SDT emphasizes that coercive practices undermine
intrinsic motivation and emotional well-being. Similarly, SIT suggests that such environments heightened
dependence on group validation, amplifying the psychological toll of hierarchical conformity [13,15]. These
examples emphasize that corporal punishment can severely impact both ego development and mental health,
reinforcing Freud’s theory that repression under external pressure leads to psychological distress. Integrating
SDT and SIT, these findings highlight that fear-driven, coercive environments undermine the psychological
resilience required for long-term mental health [13,15].

Overall, our findings demonstrate that identification, ego idealization, hierarchical obedience, group
pressure, and corporal punishment significantly shape athletes’ mental health in South Korean elite sports
teams. These mechanisms, especially in high-performance, hierarchical environments, suppress autonomy
and heighten mental health risks. Freud’s framework provides foundational insights into unconscious group
dynamics, while SDT and SIT offer strategies to foster autonomy and balance individual and group identities.
SDT emphasizes autonomy, competence, and relatedness, offering a framework to alleviate psychological
pressures in hierarchical sports settings. Similarly, SIT highlights the importance of balancing team cohesion
with individual identity to mitigate identity conflicts and promote psychological well-being [13,15].

Our study highlights the urgent need for interventions to address group pressure and corporal
punishment in elite sports. Psychological support programs are needed to promote autonomy, resilience,
and long-term mental health. These programs can help athletes manage the psychological dynamics of
identification and ego idealization, offering a pathway to improved well-being [20,36]. Additionally, the
replacement of corporal punishment with supportive coaching practices that prioritize psychological safety,
mental well-being, and autonomy is urgently needed. Coaches should receive training to develop supportive
relationships with athletes and to promote an environment that enhances both independent ego formation
and mental health [11,45,47,49].
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5.1 Limitations
This study, despite its contributions, has several limitations. The small sample size and retrospective data

limit the findings’ generalizability. Future research should use larger, more diverse samples and longitudinal
designs to explore the long-term psychological impacts of hierarchical structures and disciplinary practices.
Integrating quantitative mental measures, such as validated anxiety or burnout scales, would enhance the
findings’ robustness. Extending the study to various sports contexts could provide broader insights into how
hierarchical dynamics affect athletes in different settings.

5.2 Conclusions
This study examined the effects of identification, ego idealization, hierarchical order, obedience, group

pressure, ego erosion, and corporal punishment on the ego formation and mental health of athletes in South
Korea’s elite sports groups using Freud’s theory of group psychology. The findings illustrate that these ele-
ments play a critical role in shaping the psychological development and well-being of athletes. Identification
and ego idealization in hierarchical environments were found to suppress athletes’ autonomy, while group
pressure and corporal punishment exacerbated psychological distress, anxiety, and identity erosion.

To address these challenges, systematic psychological support programs tailored to the unique pressures
faced by elite athletes are urgently needed. These programs should include regular individual counseling
and team-based workshops to build psychological resilience and foster autonomy. Structured discussions on
managing external pressures and improving self-awareness can empower athletes to navigate hierarchical
environments. Coaching practices must shift from punitive approaches to autonomy-supportive strategies
that prioritize athletes’ psychological safety and well-being. Coaches should be trained to offer constructive
feedback, involve athletes in decisions about training and competition schedules, and reduce fear-based
discipline. These strategies align with SDT, which emphasizes fulfilling athletes’ psychological needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Additionally, interventions rooted in SIT should balance individual
identity with group cohesion. Team-building activities integrating personal goals with collective objectives
can foster a sense of belonging while preserving individual identity. For instance, group workshops could
focus on enhancing mutual respect among team members while allowing athletes to articulate and pursue
their aspirations within the team dynamic. Finally, corporal punishment should be replaced with reinforce-
ment methods that respect athletes’ dignity and promote psychological well-being. Coaches should learn
alternative disciplinary strategies, such as positive reinforcement and goal-setting, to create a psychologically
safe and supportive environment. For example, replacing punishment with incentives for teamwork and
effort can motivate athletes without compromising their mental health.

This study underscores the urgent need for systemic changes in elite sports culture and practices.
Evidence-based psychological interventions and supportive coaching can help sports organizations promote
athletic success and long-term psychological well-being.
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