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Abstract

Due to the multifaceted development role of professional sports clubs, identifying their
sustainable competitiveness indicators in a challenging environment is vital. Accordingly, the
present study was conducted with the aim of modeling the competitive indicators of
professional sports clubs in Iran. The research was qualitative and exploratory in nature,
implemented using a grounded theory approach (systematic approach). The statistical
population included senior and executive managers of professional sports clubs, marketing,
finance, and media managers of clubs, coaches, players and veteran athletes, senior sports
managers of provinces, transfer agents and consultants, organized fans, and sports management
professors. Through theoretical sampling, 24 semi-structured interviews were conducted until
theoretical saturation was reached. The validity of the study was confirmed by presenting the
findings and the proposed model to the participants and applying their feedback, and reliability
was obtained using the test-retest method at 84%, indicating acceptable credibility of the coding
process. The data were analyzed in three stages of open, axial, and selective coding. Based on
the extracted paradigm model, causal conditions (including five categories such as strategic
vision and financial resources), contextual conditions (four categories such as club identity and
governing regulations), intervening conditions (five categories such as the macroeconomic
situation and unfair competition), six strategies (such as management professionalization and
focus on the academy), and four consequences (in the areas of sporting, financial, social, and
international development) were identified. In this regard, the core category of the study was
“achieving sustainable competitiveness in a challenging environment.” Results show that club
competitiveness is a complex, context-dependent phenomenon requiring integrated
management. This model offers a practical framework for managers and policymakers to
enhance long-term stability and competitiveness.

Introduction

Professional sports clubs have evolved into complex organizations that influence economic
development, social cohesion, public health, national identity, and youth engagement. In
contexts such as Iran, they must achieve sporting success while ensuring financial stability,
strong branding, and social legitimacy. Yet Iranian clubs face major structural challenges,

including unstable revenues, dependence on temporary government support, weak marketing and
branding, inconsistent strategic planning, inadequate infrastructure, and limited multidimensional

criteria for assessing competitiveness.
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This study therefore aimed to model the competitive indicators of professional sports clubs in
Iran. It views competitiveness not merely as league ranking or match performance, but as a
multidimensional, context-dependent phenomenon shaped by strategic vision, financial
resources, governance quality, organizational identity, environmental conditions, and stakeholder
relationships. Unlike most previous studies that focused on league-level competition, this research
examines the club as the unit of analysis and develops a grounded, locally relevant conceptual
model.

Such a model is especially important in a challenging environment marked by macroeconomic
instability, institutional uncertainty, unequal resource distribution, and unfair competition.
Accordingly, the study identifies the key factors, conditions, strategies, and consequences of
sustainable competitiveness and offers a conceptual framework to support the long-term
improvement of club performance.

Methodology

This study used a qualitative, exploratory design based on systematic grounded theory to develop
an explanatory model of competitiveness grounded in the experiences and judgments of
stakeholders in professional sports clubs. Data were collected through 24 semi-structured
interviews with key informants selected through theoretical sampling, including club executives,
marketing, finance and media managers, coaches, players and former athletes, provincial sports
managers, transfer agents, organized fans, and sports management professors. Sampling began
purposively and was later extended through snowball sampling. Repetition of data emerged
around the 19th interview, and theoretical saturation was reached from the 20th, although
interviews continued to 24 participants to strengthen conceptual depth.

Data analysis followed the three stages of grounded theory coding: open, axial, and selective
coding. Interviews were transcribed and analyzed line by line to generate initial codes, which
were then grouped into broader concepts and categories, and finally integrated into a central
paradigm model. In total, 192 initial codes were reduced to 96 abstract concepts and then to 24
main categories. To ensure trustworthiness, the findings and model were reviewed by participants
and revised based on their feedback. Reliability was assessed through test-retest coding of five
interviews with a 15-day interval, yielding an agreement rate of 84%, which indicates acceptable
analytical stability.

Results

The analysis resulted in a paradigm model of sustainable competitiveness in Iranian professional
sports clubs, centered on the core category of achieving sustainable competitiveness in a
challenging environment. This indicates that competitiveness is a dynamic and adaptive process
shaped by both internal capacities and external constraints.

The model consisted of five main components. Causal conditions included five categories,
especially strategic vision and financial resources, which provide long-term direction and stable
support for club activities. Contextual conditions included four categories, such as club identity
and governing regulations, which define the organizational and institutional setting of
competitiveness. Intervening conditions comprised five categories, including macroeconomic
conditions and unfair competition, reflecting environmental factors that may facilitate or hinder
strategy implementation.

The model also identified six strategic categories, notably professionalization of management
and emphasis on the club academy, alongside broader priorities such as branding, marketing,
youth development, infrastructure, and effective resource use. Finally, four major consequences
of competitiveness were identified: sporting, financial, social, and international development.
These findings show that club competitiveness extends beyond match results and contributes to
broader organizational success and long-term sustainability.
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Discussion

The findings indicate that competitiveness in professional sports clubs should be viewed as a
multidimensional organizational achievement rather than merely a sporting outcome. Sustainable
competitiveness arises from the interaction of internal resources, organizational identity,
contextual supports, environmental pressures, and strategic responses. Thus, clubs become truly
competitive not only by winning matches, but by aligning financial, managerial, sporting, and
social capacities within a stable and adaptive framework.

A major implication of the study is the central importance of financial resources and
managerial professionalism. Stable funding and competent leadership are essential for strategic
planning, talent development, infrastructure maintenance, and fan engagement; however,
financial resources alone are insufficient without professional governance and long-term
planning. The study also emphasizes the value of club identity, fan relationships, and academy
development, all of which strengthen loyalty, legitimacy, brand value, sporting continuity, and
financial sustainability.

At the same time, competitiveness is strongly influenced by the external environment.
Macroeconomic instability and unfair competition can undermine even effective internal
strategies, showing that club competitiveness depends not only on management decisions but also
on broader structural and institutional conditions. Overall, the findings confirm the need for an
integrated, context-sensitive framework tailored to the realities of Iranian professional sports
clubs.

5. Conclusion

This study developed a grounded theory model of competitive indicators for professional sports
clubs in Iran and showed that sustainable competitiveness is a complex, multidimensional, and
context-dependent phenomenon. The model centers on achieving sustainable competitiveness in
a challenging environment, shaped by causal, contextual, and intervening conditions and realized
through strategic organizational actions.

The study contributes to the literature by shifting attention from league-level competition to
club-level competitiveness and by integrating sporting, financial, social, and international
dimensions into a single framework. Practically, the model can help managers and policymakers
identify weaknesses, prioritize interventions, and formulate long-term strategies. Overall, the
findings suggest that management professionalization, financial sustainability, identity building,
academy development, and adaptation to environmental constraints are critical for the future
success of Iranian professional sports clubs. Sustainable competitiveness should therefore be
understood as a strategic organizational goal requiring balance between internal capabilities and
external adaptation.
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Sustainable competitiveness.
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