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Abstract

This research aimed to design a model for the recovery management of elite
sports athletes, including champions, coaches, referees, and managers, based
on the circular economy approach. The research was fundamental and
qualitative in nature and with a data-based theory strategy. The participants
were retired elite sports athletes and experts in the field of sports and
economics in Iran, who were selected through theoretical and purposeful
sampling. Data collection was conducted through 15 semi-structured
interviews, and data analysis was conducted simultaneously with collection in
three stages of open, axial, and selective coding. In the initial stage, 974 codes
were extracted, which were reduced to 394 codes, 171 concepts, and 31
subcategories after refinement. Then, the relationships between causal,
contextual, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes were explained
in the form of a paradigmatic model, and finally, the final theory was
formulated. The findings showed that the model for the recovery management
of elite sports athletes with a circular economy approach provides a
comprehensive framework for the sustainable use of human capital in sports.
This model emphasizes the management of the elite cycle, including
attracting, nurturing, retaining, and returning elites, so that the experience and
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knowledge of the elites are transferred to the next generations. Also, the
circular economy approach in this model means the optimal use of human
resources and capacities and preventing their waste. The results of the research
indicate that effective management of the elite cycle can pave the way for
sustainable development in sports.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Circular economy, as an emerging method in social innovation, increases the
economic value of countries by reducing waste and reusing resources. This
approach, emphasizing resource efficiency and end-of-life considerations,
seeks to minimize waste and maximize resource use. In this regard, returning
sports elites to the sports cycle is not only a humane act, but also an action to
increase resource efficiency and extend their useful life. By examining the
position of sports as an important industry in the 21st century, this research
seeks to design a model for managing the recovery of sports elites (champions,
coaches, referees, and managers) with a circular economy approach. The aim
of the research was to design a model for managing the recovery of sports
elites (champions, coaches, referees, and managers) with a circular economy
approach.

Methods

The present study is grounded theory in terms of its fundamental purpose and
based on a systematic or systematic approach, and due to the use of a
gualitative method. The strategy of this grounded theory research is based on
the principle of epistemology and the type of interpretive research. The
participants of the qualitative part of the research were all retired sports elites
(champions, referees, managers, referees) and experts in the field of sports and
economics in Iran (until theoretical saturation was achieved) (N=15). The data
collection method in this research strategy was semi-structured interviews
based on purposeful theoretical sampling. Data analysis was based on open,
axial and selective coding. The final theory was developed by writing a
narrative around a specific axis and it was stated how specific factors affected
the central phenomenon and, as a result, specific relationships were adopted
with specific outcomes. And finally, the paradigm model was refined and
presented in the form of a final model or theory. This research has been studied
and reviewed by three sports management professors, and finally, at the
beginning of the research, the tendencies and directions of this research were
clearly explained. Due to the audit method of this research, which was semi-
structured interviews, the derived categories were shown to the interviewees
at each stage of data collection and analysis to verify the accuracy of the
content. After the formation of the theory, the prepared paradigm model was
presented to all these people so that they could express any ideas for changing,
deleting, or modifying it, and some suggestions were made for correcting or
changing the theory.
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Results

There were 15 participants in this study, 12 of whom were male and 3 were
female. 12 of the participants had a PhD; 2 were PhD students; and 1 had a
master's degree. Almost all of the participants except 1 had more than 20 years
of service experience and were active in executive and academic fields. In the
initial coding stage, all key points of the interviews were listed and a code (a
title) was assigned to each point, and a total of 974 primary codes were
obtained, including 220 background conditions, 176 causal conditions, 207
focal phenomena, 226 intervening conditions, 92 strategies and necessary
actions, and 53 consequences. In the secondary (open) coding stage and the
formation of subcategories, the primary codes (one reason for their large
number) were converted into secondary codes. Each secondary code itself
represents several primary codes, and several secondary codes became a
concept. And from the obtained concepts, subcategories were formed. The
results of open coding included 394 secondary codes (70 background
conditions, 63 causal conditions, 90 central phenomena, 103 interfering
conditions, 46 strategies, and 22 consequences), 171 concepts (37 background
conditions, 27 causal conditions, 36 central phenomena, 43 interfering
conditions, 17 strategies, and 11 consequences), and 31 subcategories (6
background conditions, 5 causal conditions, 7 central phenomena, 8
interfering conditions, 3 strategies, and 2 consequences). After determining
the 31 subcategories, the stage of constructing the main categories of the
theory was presented. In the central coding stage, a grounded theory analysis
was performed. And the relationship between the categories produced in the
open coding stage was established. In the theorizing stage (selective coding),
the categories were systematically linked to each other to transform the
analyses into theory. In a way that the central category was systematically
linked to other categories and their relationship was presented within the
framework of a narrative, and the categories that needed further improvement
and development were modified.

Conclusion

It showed that the final model, the theory of management of recovery of sports
elites (champions, coaches, referees and managers) with a circular economy
approach, provided a comprehensive framework for understanding and
managing the recovery of sports elites with a circular economy approach. And
the management of the elite cycle for sustainable development is the final
result of this model. With the effective management of the elite cycle
(attracting, nurturing, retaining and returning elites), sustainable development
in sports can be achieved. This cycle includes the entry of new talents, their
cultivation by experienced coaches and managers, retaining elites in the field
of sports and finally returning their experiences and knowledge to the next
generations. And the circular economy approach in this model means the
optimal use of resources and capacities and preventing their waste.
Considering the consequences: the results of actions and interactions, such as
managing the elite cycle in sports, the circulation of sports elites or the elite
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cycle in sports, and optimizing the elite cycle in sports with a circular economy
approach, it is suggested that incentive systems be developed to attract and
retain elites in the sports cycle. So that: A comprehensive strategic document
for managing the elite cycle in sports should be developed, which includes
goals, policies, programs, and evaluation indicators. This document should be
periodically reviewed and updated. A specialized institution or committee
should be formed at the level of the Ministry of Sports or sports organizations
to be responsible for planning, implementing, and monitoring the elite cycle.

Keywords: recovery management, sports elites, circular economy, elite cycle,
sustainable development

JEL Classification: Sports Economics: Labor Issues, Environment and
Development; Sustainability, Human Capital; Skills; Labor Productivity
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