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ABSTRACT

Objective: The purpose of this research was to identify the key drivers affecting the future of
Iran's sports industry with a future-research approach.

Methodology: In terms of nature, the current research method is based on future research and
forecasting, analytical and exploratory methods, which were carried out by using a combination
of quantitative and qualitative methods. The statistical population of the current research was
experts (professors of sports management, sports experts, and athletes) in the field of the sports
industry. Sampling was done way, and 11 people were selected. In this research, data-based
methods that were the result of studies and searches in research and books in the field of sports
industry, as well as methods based on the opinion of specialists and experts, were used
simultaneously. After collecting the data of the first stage, 28 items that had gained more points
were placed in the matrix and were completed and evaluated according to the opinions of the
expert panel and analyzed using the MicMac software.

Results: Based on the research results, various factors influence the future of the sports
industry. The most important factors in the future of the Iranian sports industry are: joint hosting
of major sports events, management stability, support for new sports businesses, meritocracy,
and expertise. Orientation, modern and technological productions and equipment, forming
multinational manufacturing companies, supporting the privatization of clubs, and strengthening
Iran's position in international institutions and seats.

Conclusion: In order to build a bright future for the country's sports industry, one should take
a special look at the identified key factors.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of the Problem
onsidering the current challenges and limitations in lIran's sports industry and
national economy, including insufficient investment, underdeveloped physical
and technological infrastructure, and the lack of comprehensive development
policies, focusing on futures studies can serve as an effective strategy to
identify the key drivers and future trajectories of this sector. At the same time,
the potential capacities of the sports industry, such as its role in social
development (Karimi et al., 2024), its economic contributions to the national economy
(Rostamzadeh & Yadegar, 2024), and its capabilities in economic diplomacy (Naghipour Givi et
al., 2025), underscore the significance of this domain. Despite the growing global importance of
futures thinking, it has not yet secured a prominent position in Iran's sports research.
Accordingly, the present study seeks to identify the key driving forces shaping the future of
Iran's sports industry through a foresight-based approach.

Methodology

The present study, in terms of its nature, is based on the futures studies method with an
analytical (exploratory) foresight approach. Dimensions were established to categorize the key
factors (drivers) influencing the future of the sports industry. For this purpose, four expert
panels were formed, comprising 11 experts and specialists from Iran’s sports industry, selected
through purposeful sampling. The temporal horizon of the study is set for the year 2049 (1428
in the Iranian calendar), thereby classifying it as a long-term foresight study.

The research methodology combined data-driven approaches, derived from a comprehensive
review of literature and scholarly works in the field of the sports industry, with the Delphi
technique. The initial questionnaire consisted of 106 items, each rated on a five-point Likert
scale. After collecting data in the first round, 28 items with the highest scores were selected and
incorporated into a matrix, which was subsequently completed and evaluated based on expert
panel feedback.

It is noteworthy that due to the time-consuming nature of completing the matrix, the sample
size in the second stage was limited to 11 participants. This reduction was justified by the
improved performance of the MICMAC software when analyzing smaller sample sizes. To
assess the degree of influence and dependence among variables (cross-impact matrix), a four-
point scale (0: no influence, 1: low influence, 2: moderate influence, 3: high influence) was
used. Data analysis was conducted using the MICMAC software.

Results

The findings of this study, derived through a systematic foresight process and grounded in the
insights of prominent experts in Iran’s sports industry, present a multilayered and precise
depiction of the key drivers influencing the future of this sector. The demographic composition
of the participants, consisting of 11 experts (8 men and 3 women) with 10 to 35 years of
professional experience in the field of sports and holding academic qualifications at the doctoral
and master's levels in physical education, reflects the scientific richness and adequacy of the
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research sample.

In the first phase, through a comprehensive literature review and in-depth interviews with
specialists, 28 key drivers were identified. These drivers were then structured into a researcher-
developed questionnaire employing a five-point Likert scale. The face and content validity of
this instrument were confirmed by academic experts in sports management, and its reliability
was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (0.81) via SPSS software, indicating an
acceptable level of internal consistency.

In the second phase, the analysis of the expert-evaluation questionnaires and t-test results led to
the selection of 13 final drivers from the initial 28, categorized across the political, economic,
social, technological, legal, cultural, human resources, and environmental dimensions. In the third
phase, structural analysis of the interrelationships among these drivers was conducted using the
Cross-Impact Matrix Multiplication Applied to Classification (MICMAC) method. The
standardized cross-impact analysis questionnaire was distributed among experts, and responses
were collected and entered into the MicMac software for detailed analysis. This stage facilitated
the assessment of both direct and indirect influences each driver exerted on the others.

In the fourth phase, findings indicated that the interrelationships among the drivers were
characterized by a high level of complexity and instability. The matrix analysis, with a filling
rate of 93% and a desirability rate of 100%, confirmed the statistical adequacy of the model.
Ultimately, based on the influence-dependence analysis, eight final key drivers were identified:
joint hosting of sports events, management stability, support for innovative sports businesses,
meritocracy, modern technology, multinational corporations, privatization of sports clubs, and
enhancement of Iran's international position. These drivers demonstrated the highest levels of
influence and dependence and play a pivotal role in shaping the future trajectory of Iran’s sports
industry.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study, employing a futures studies approach, aimed to identify the key driving
forces shaping the future of Iran’s sports industry. Given the increasing complexities and
uncertainties in global environments, the use of foresight methodologies is vital to proactively
prepare and guide strategic development. The findings of this research revealed several major
drivers that are expected to significantly influence the evolution of the sports sector in Iran.
Among the most critical are: joint hosting of major international sporting events, managerial
stability, support for emerging sports businesses, meritocracy and specialization, advanced
production and sports technology, formation of multinational manufacturing firms, privatization
of sports clubs, and strengthening Iran’s representation in international sports organizations.

The joint hosting of large-scale sports events emerged as one of the most influential factors.
Hosting international events, such as the Olympic Games, can bring extensive economic and
social benefits to the host country. These include job creation, increased tourism, and global
exposure. Sports events serve as catalysts for infrastructure development and community
engagement, which justifies a focused strategic effort by policymakers to secure hosting rights
as a developmental priority.

The second prominent driver is managerial stability, which significantly affects long-term
planning and institutional maturity. While stability enables the accumulation of managerial
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experience and facilitates strategic continuity, it may also foster organizational stagnation if not
complemented by performance-based evaluations. Hence, managerial continuity should be
supported, but only in tandem with merit-based promotion systems that ensure dynamism and
adaptability.

Another vital force is support for innovative sports businesses. As the global sports
landscape through digitalization and innovation, Iran’s sports industry must embrace change by
nurturing start-ups and fostering entrepreneurship in sports-related fields. The rise of esports,
wearable technologies, and virtual fitness platforms demonstrates the increasing integration of
technology and sports. Therefore, public and private sector support is essential to create an
ecosystem where novel sports business models can thrive.

Meritocracy and professional specialization constitute the fourth critical factor. Appointing
individuals based on expertise, knowledge, and competency is fundamental to effective
decision-making and governance in sports organizations. The advancement of sports systems
hinges upon a culture that values scientific management and the inclusivity of experts.
Developing standardized procedures for performance evaluation and human resource
development ensures that leadership positions are filled by capable individuals, aligning
organizational actions with strategic objectives.

The fifth identified driver involves modern technologies and the production of advanced
sports equipment. Technological advancements have become a central component of
contemporary sports practices. The integration of engineering and innovation in the design of
sports tools and infrastructure contributes to better performance and safety for athletes. To
remain competitive, Iran must invest in the technological modernization of its sports equipment
industry, aligning with global standards and trends.

In conclusion, these five key drivers—hosting major events, managerial stability, support for
sports entrepreneurship, meritocracy, and technological advancement—are foundational to
shaping a progressive and resilient future for Iran’s sports industry. Policymakers are urged to
develop long-term, evidence-based strategies to leverage these drivers for sustainable sports
development.

Originality/Value

This study is among the first to systematically identify and analyze the key drivers shaping the future of
Iran’s sports industry using a futures studies approach. The findings offer a strategic foundation for long-
term planning and policy-making in the field of sports development.

Research Limitations/Implications

The main limitation lies in the inherent uncertainty of long-term foresight and reliance on expert
judgment. Nonetheless, the implications of this research can support scenario development and strategic
foresight planning for Iran’s sports industry.
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Compliance with ethical guidelines

All research procedures were conducted in full compliance with ethical standards, including informed
consent from all participants and approval from the relevant institutional ethics committee.
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Figure 1. Representation of Direct Effects Between Key Factors
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