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Abstract

The Iranian football transfer market suffers from structural inefficiencies—
lack of transparency, subjective pricing, legal gaps, and unregulated
intermediaries—trapping it in a vicious cycle of instability and corruption.
International leagues use sophisticated valuation models, but Iran relies on
informal relationships and short-term decisions. EXisting research is
fragmented, lacking a comprehensive model. This study used grounded theory
with 15 expert interviews to design an indigenous model. The core
phenomenon is "managing transactions in an unstable and opaque
environment," influenced by causal, contextual, and intervening factors.
Actors adopt strategies like player swaps and short-term contracts, producing
paradoxical outcomes—competitiveness and talent discovery alongside
instability and price bubbles. Reform strategies include revising regulations,
mandating transparency, strengthening oversight, professional training, and
data-driven management.

1. Introduction

The football industry has evolved into a complex global ecosystem, with the
player transfer market serving as its primary engine for allocating human and
financial capital. The efficiency of this market directly impacts a club's
sporting competitiveness, financial health, and league attractiveness. Despite
its importance, many transfer markets, particularly in developing football

* Corresponding Author: e.alidoust@ut.ac.ir

How to Cite: Ashoori, S., Alidoust Ghahfarokhi, E. & Dehghan Ghahfarokhi, A. (2026).
Designing a Local Framework for the Iranian Premier League Transfer Market. New
Approaches in Sports Mmanagement, 14(53), 167-191

Received: 25/12/2025 Original Research

Accepted: 7/7/2026 Revised: 5/7/2026

Release: 23/7/2026


https://ntsmj2.issma.ir/article_737674.html
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-1555-2295
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8909-7122
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8696-0894

168 | Ashoori, et al.

nations, are plagued by a lack of transparent structures, subjective valuation
methods, and weak regulatory frameworks, creating fertile ground for
corruption and financial crises (Hernandez-Hernandez et al., 2023). The
Iranian Premier League transfer market is a stark example of such
inefficiency. Non-transparent transactions, subjective pricing, significant
legal loopholes, and unregulated intermediaries trap the market in a vicious
cycle, fostering instability and corruption.

In contrast, leading European leagues have embraced advanced
methodologies for player valuation using econometric models and machine
learning algorithms (Lenten & Kendall, 2022; Li et al., 2022). Research in
Iran has highlighted the multi-faceted nature of player value, noting it must
incorporate qualitative variables like media popularity (Tayebi et al., 2024).
Lack of financial transparency leads to market distortions including price
bubbles (Zolfaghari et al., 2023). Studies show data mining and Al enhance
valuation accuracy (Yu & Li, 2024), and blockchain improves transparency
(Bucea-Manea-Tonis, 2024).

Legally, the Iranian market lacks comprehensive regulations aligned with
FIFA standards, creating financial risks and international isolation (Ghorbani
Asiabar et al., 2025), compounded by failure to implement minimum contract
standards (Asgharian & Sarbaha, 2020). UEFA enforces strict Financial Fair
Play rules (Urdaneta-Camacho et al., 2025). Research has explored digital
popularity and market value (de Noronha, 2025), and attracting foreign
investment (Nowland & Sankara, 2024; Ma'mun et al., 2024). Technical
methods like clustering have increased valuation accuracy (Behravan &
Razavi, 2021), and foreign investment positively influences transfer
spending—TIargely absent in Iran (Xu et al., 2021).

Within Iran, research has identified barriers including political
interference, financial constraints, legal deficiencies, and weak oversight
(Solatin Eslamieh et al., 2023; Asadollahi et al., 2023; Darvishi et al., 2021).
Asadollahi et al. (2023) pinpointed root causes of legal failures, while Sadat
al-Hosseini et al. (2022) explored corruption factors. Socio-cultural
characteristics like regional loyalties and fan pressure further distance the
market from rational mechanisms (Maguire, 2021; Tamim et al., 2025; Liu,
2025).

Despite this wealth of research, a significant gap persists. Most studies
have examined isolated dimensions in a fragmented manner. A
comprehensive, integrated model explaining causal relationships, strategies,
and consequences is notably absent. Therefore, this study aims to design a
systemic and indigenous model to organize the Iranian Premier League
transfer market.

2. Research Question(s)
What are the causal, contextual, and intervening factors affecting the Iranian
Premier League transfer market?

What strategies do actors (buyers, sellers, and players) adopt in response
to the existing market conditions?
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What are the micro and macro consequences of these strategies on the
market?

What are the key characteristics of a local, indigenous model for
organizing this market?

3. Methodology

This study employed a qualitative approach using the systematic version of
grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin). This method was chosen for exploring
complex social phenomena and generating theory grounded in data from
firsthand experiencers. The research population comprised key actors in the
Iranian Premier League transfer market: (1) current and retired players; (2)
coaches; (3) club managers and executives; and (4) player agents.

Participants were selected through purposeful sampling with snowball
technique, continuing until theoretical saturation after 15 in-depth interviews.
A semi-structured interview guide with open-ended questions elicited detailed
experiences, perceptions, and strategies. Interviews lasted 45-90 minutes,
were recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis followed three stages using MAXQDA (2020): (a) Open
Coding—Iline-by-line analysis identifying 208 initial codes; (b) Axial
Coding—organizing codes into categories linked through the coding
paradigm (causal conditions, central phenomenon, contextual factors,
intervening conditions, strategies, consequences); (c¢) Selective Coding—
integrating categories around the core category, "managing transactions in an
unstable and opaque environment."

Trustworthiness was ensured through member checking, intercoder
agreement, rich description, and heterogeneous sampling.

4. Results
The analvsis of 15 interviews vielded a comprehensive framework. Selective
codina intearated all categories around the core phenomenon. Table 4 presents
the final integrated model of the Iranian transfer market.

Table 1. Selective Coding of the Iranian Transfer Market

Component Category Concepts
Causal Financial Higher salaries, bonuses, contractual
benefits
Sporting Titles, playing time, coach collaboration,
international play, escape from bench
Managerial Staff changes, strate%y shifts, selling for
profit
Contextual Legal-Regulatory FIFA/League rules, salary cap, tax laws,
quotas
Macro-Economic Inflation, currency fluctuation, club
revenue
Socio-Cultural Relationship-orientation, regional loyalty,
media pressure
Infrastructural Stadiums, training grounds, academies
Intervening Political Sanctions, currency issues, diplomatic

relations
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Component Category Concepts
Organizational Agent influence, informal networks,
managerial stability
Environmental Transfer window, club competition, player
conditions
Strategies Buyer Free agents, loans, swaps, youth investment
Seller High pricing, foreign sales, retaining stars
Player Wage competition, short-term contracts,
influential agents
Consequences Positive Competitive balance, satisfaction, financial
gain, talent discovery
Negative Instability, price bubbles, loyalty decline,

team disruption

Source: Results Finding

The core phenomenon is "managing transactions in an unstable and opaque
environment." The market operates through interplay of causal, contextual,
and intervening conditions, leading actors to adopt strategies that produce
positive and negative consequences—reinforcing the cycle. This framework
shows the market is governed by informal relationships, reactive decisions,
and structural instability, not transparent rational mechanisms.

5. Discussion

The findings reveal the Iranian transfer market as a complex ecosystem
centered on managing transactions in unstable, opaque conditions. Financial,
sporting, and managerial motives drive decisions, but informal mechanisms
like dual contracts reinforce corruption (Asadollahi et al., 2023; Darvishi et
al., 2021). Unrealistic regulations, macroeconomic volatility, relationship-
oriented culture, and fan pressure detach the market from rational competition
(Hernandez-Hernandez et al., 2023; Sadat al-Hosseini et al., 2022). Agent
influence, political sanctions, and short transfer windows drive high-risk,
short-term strategies that produce negative consequences—instability, price
bubbles, and declining loyalty—outweighing positive outcomes and
perpetuating the cycle.

6. Conclusion

This study designed an indigenous model for the Iranian Premier League
transfer market, revealing a system governed by instability and opacity.
Financial, sporting, managerial, legal, economic, socio-cultural, and political
factors drive stakeholders toward short-term, relationship-driven strategies,
producing systemic instability and a self-perpetuating cycle. Key reforms
include revising unrealistic regulations, mandating financial transparency,
empowering regulatory bodies, investing in professional training, and shifting
toward data-driven management with Al and blockchain. This research
provides a roadmap for understanding and reforming Iran's transfer market.

Keywords: transfer market, Iranian football, grounded theory, structural
factors, indigenous model
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