Journal of Management, Education and Development in Digital Age

Submission Date: 2026-02-21 Revision Date: 2026-07-11 Accept Date: 2026-07-18 Publish Date: 2026-06-22

Developing a Grounded Theory-Based Paradigm Model for the
Innovation Ecosystem in Iran’s Sports Services Industry

1. Fatemeh Ghasemi Laskoukalayeh: Department of Physical Education and Sport Sciences, Ra.C., Islamic Azad
University, Rasht, Iran
2. Siavash Khodaparast©*: Department of Physical Education and Sport Science, La.C., Islamic Azad University, Lahijan,
Iran
3. Mehran Nasiri®: Department of Physical Education and Sport Sciences, BA.C., Islamic Azad University, Bandar Anzali,

Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: S.khodaparast@iau.ac.ir

Abstract:

This study aimed to develop a grounded theory-based paradigm model for the development of the innovation ecosystem in Iran’s sports
services industry. This qualitative study was conducted using the systematic grounded theory approach proposed by Strauss and Corbin. The
participants included university faculty members, senior managers of the Ministry of Sport and Youth, managers of knowledge-based
companies, sport start-ups, incubators and accelerators, investors, and researchers active in innovation and sports services. Sampling began
purposively and continued through theoretical and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. In total, 20 in-depth semi-
structured interviews were conducted. Data were analyzed concurrently with data collection through open, axial, and selective coding using
the constant comparative method. To enhance credibility, the extracted findings and categories were reviewed by 10 experts. Coding
dependability was also assessed through inter-coder agreement, which yielded an overall agreement rate of 91%. Data analysis resulted in
the extraction of 154 open codes, 22 subcategories, and one core category. The causal conditions included increasing turbulence and
complexity in the sports business environment, acceleration of digital and technological transformation, and weak institutional infrastructure
for converting knowledge into innovation. The contextual conditions comprised actor diversity, institutional capacity, interaction and
networking infrastructure, learning capacity, and environmental characteristics. The intervening conditions included macro-environmental
instability, weak governance, financial limitations, cultural barriers, and knowledge and technological constraints. The main strategies were
the development of collaboration and value co-creation networks, intelligent governance, sustainable investment, human capital development,
and digital transformation. The consequences included improved competitiveness, strengthened innovation and social capital, technological
advancement, and an enhanced national and international position for the sports services industry. The development of the innovation
ecosystem in Iran’s sports services industry is a network-based, multilevel, and context-dependent process that requires institutional
coordination, effective collaboration among actors, sustainable financing, stronger human and technological capabilities, and participatory
governance.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Innovation has increasingly evolved from an isolated organizational activity into a network-based, interactive, and
collaborative process involving multiple interdependent actors. In contemporary markets, organizations rarely possess all the
knowledge, financial resources, technologies, and capabilities required to develop and commercialize innovations
independently. Consequently, innovation ecosystems have emerged as structures through which firms, universities,
governments, investors, entrepreneurs, intermediary institutions, and customers jointly create, exchange, and apply knowledge.
Innovation in such ecosystems extends beyond the development of new products and includes service innovation, process
redesign, organizational change, digital transformation, and business model innovation (lanioglo, 2022; Kahn, 2018).

From a structural perspective, an innovation ecosystem consists of autonomous but interdependent actors whose coordinated
activities are required to deliver a shared value proposition. The performance of the ecosystem therefore depends not only on
the capabilities of individual organizations but also on the alignment of their roles, resources, investments, and complementary
activities (Adner, 2017; Jacobides et al., 2018). Value is created through interaction among ecosystem members rather than
through a linear transfer from a single producer to customers. Such value co-creation requires trust, shared rules, effective
governance, knowledge exchange, and mechanisms for managing inter-organizational dependencies (Autio & Thomas, 2020;
Zhou et al., 2025).

The development of innovation and entrepreneurial ecosystems is influenced by institutional quality, access to finance,
university capabilities, entrepreneurial culture, market conditions, policy support, and the density of formal and informal
networks. Successful ecosystems usually contain interconnected universities, start-ups, large firms, investors, accelerators,
research centers, and public agencies that facilitate knowledge spillovers and resource mobilization (Feldman et al., 2019; Poon
et al., 2024). The Triple Helix interaction among universities, industry, and government can further strengthen innovation
capacity, sustainable development, and knowledge-based entrepreneurship (Bawa, 2026). Universities play a particularly
important role by producing knowledge, training skilled human resources, supporting technology transfer, and facilitating the
creation of knowledge-intensive firms (Gustafsson et al., 2026). Entrepreneurial university ecosystems can also strengthen
entrepreneurial intentions and increase the formation of innovative ventures (Tran, 2026).

Digital transformation has significantly changed the boundaries and operating logic of innovation ecosystems. Artificial
intelligence, big data analytics, cloud computing, the Internet of Things, blockchain, digital platforms, and automated
monitoring systems have enabled organizations to personalize services, analyze customer behavior, identify emerging
opportunities, and establish real-time relationships with stakeholders. Nevertheless, digital innovation depends not only on
technology acquisition but also on digital leadership, organizational culture, knowledge-sharing capability, and collective
decision-making (Sauda Salim Hamdun Al et al., 2025; Su et al., 2026). Digital ecosystems have also encouraged new forms of
user participation and business model innovation, in which customers become active contributors to content, data, and value
creation (Liao et al., 2025; Xing, 2025). Machine learning-based technology foresight can additionally help ecosystems identify
start-ups, map emerging trends, and make more timely policy and investment decisions (Santos, 2026). The use of disruptive
technologies in service delivery, such as drone-based distribution, further demonstrates how innovation can transform

conventional service systems when technological, regulatory, and organizational capabilities are aligned (Reid, 2016).
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The sports industry represents a complex and expanding field that intersects with health, entertainment, education, media,
tourism, technology, and the digital economy. It includes professional clubs, federations, fitness centers, technology firms,
media platforms, start-ups, and numerous providers of health and recreational services (Bayarslan, 2023; Cooper, 2019).
Innovation in sport may involve intelligent training systems, wearable technologies, online service platforms, digital fan
engagement, performance analytics, customized fitness services, and new business models. However, sport innovation research
remains fragmented, and a more integrated understanding of actors, processes, institutional conditions, and innovation
outcomes is required (Ratten, 2016). Creativity, entrepreneurship, and innovation are increasingly regarded as essential
capabilities in sport management and organizational development (Hammerschmidt et al., 2024).

Digital technologies can improve the accessibility, quality, personalization, and efficiency of sports services, but their
successful adoption requires digital infrastructure, data standards, skilled human resources, supportive policies, and
collaboration between technology firms and sports organizations (Liu et al., 2022). Innovation capacity also differs across sport
organizations, particularly because many organizations face financial limitations, traditional structures, and resistance to change
(Doherty et al., 2025). Innovation can nevertheless strengthen the relationship between strategic thinking and organizational
performance in sport federations (Soltani Zadeh et al., 2024). Economic instability, investment constraints, digital trends, and
changing patterns of sport consumption are also expected to shape the future of the sports industry (Rahmani et al., 2024). In
Iran, the presence of sport universities, federations, start-ups, knowledge-based firms, accelerators, and investors provides a
potential foundation for an innovation ecosystem, yet fragmented relationships, insufficient commercialization, weak venture
capital, and inconsistent policy support continue to restrict ecosystem development (Elyasi, 2024). Accordingly, this study
aimed to develop a grounded theory-based paradigm model for the development of the innovation ecosystem in Iran’s sports
services industry.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study was conducted using the systematic grounded theory approach and the paradigm model of Strauss
and Corbin. The research population consisted of experts and practitioners with scientific or executive experience in innovation
ecosystems and Iran’s sports services industry. Participants included university faculty members in sport management,
entrepreneurship, innovation management, technology management, and information technology; senior managers from the
Ministry of Sport and Youth; managers of sport service businesses, knowledge-based companies, start-ups, incubators, and
accelerators; investors; and researchers active in the innovation ecosystem.

Sampling began purposively and continued through theoretical and snowball sampling. Participant selection during the later
stages was guided by emerging concepts, conceptual gaps, and the need to elaborate the properties and dimensions of
developing categories. Theoretical saturation was reached after 18 interviews; however, two additional interviews were
conducted to ensure the completeness and richness of the data. The final sample therefore consisted of 20 participants.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview guide included open-ended questions
concerning the current condition of the sport innovation ecosystem, the forces driving its development, contextual and
intervening conditions, possible strategies, and anticipated outcomes. Probing and follow-up questions were used to clarify
participants’ experiences and obtain more detailed explanations. All interviews were conducted with informed consent,
recorded with permission, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed concurrently with data collection. Field notes and theoretical
memos were also used to document observations, analytical ideas, emerging relationships, and decisions regarding theoretical
sampling.
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Data analysis involved open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding, transcripts were examined line by line,
meaningful units were identified, and initial concepts were generated. Constant comparison was used to compare codes within
and across interviews. During axial coding, conceptually similar codes were grouped into subcategories, and relationships
among categories were examined according to causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. During selective coding, the core category was identified, and all categories were integrated around it to
formulate the final theoretical model.

The trustworthiness of the study was supported through prolonged engagement with the data, constant comparison, expert
review, documentation of analytical decisions, and inter-coder agreement. Preliminary findings and extracted categories were
reviewed by 10 experts in sport management and innovation. Three interviews were independently coded by the researcher and
a second coder. The overall agreement between the two coders was approximately 91%, indicating acceptable dependability of
the coding process.

Findings

Of the 20 participants, 16 were men and four were women. Seventeen participants held doctoral degrees and three held
master’s degrees. Their academic backgrounds included sport management, entrepreneurship management, technology
management, and information technology management. Eight participants were university faculty members, three were senior
managers in the Ministry of Sport and Youth, two were sport start-up managers, and the remaining participants included
managers of knowledge-based firms, sport service businesses, accelerators, incubators, and innovation ecosystem
organizations, as well as investors and researchers.

The open coding process generated 154 initial codes. Through axial coding, these codes were organized into 22
subcategories. Selective coding identified “development of the innovation ecosystem in Iran’s sports services industry” as the
core category. Thus, the final conceptual structure consisted of 154 open codes, 22 subcategories, and one core category,
resulting in 23 conceptual categories within the paradigm model.

The causal conditions included three subcategories: increasing turbulence and complexity in the sport business environment,
acceleration of digital and technological transformation, and weak institutional infrastructure for converting knowledge into
innovation. These categories reflected market instability, changing customer behavior, growing technological pressure,
insufficient commercialization, weak networking, limited venture capital, and the absence of a context-specific ecosystem
model.

The contextual conditions consisted of five subcategories: diversity of ecosystem actors, institutional capacity, interaction
and networking infrastructure, learning capacity, and environmental characteristics. These conditions referred to the presence
of universities, start-ups, knowledge-based firms, professional clubs, federations, science and technology parks, accelerators,
investors, intermediary institutions, knowledge transfer mechanisms, formal and informal networks, trust, social capital,
geographical clusters, and national and international connections.

Five intervening conditions were identified: macro-environmental instability and risk, weak innovation ecosystem
governance, financial and investment limitations, cultural barriers, and knowledge and technological constraints. These factors
included inflation, exchange-rate volatility, international sanctions, fragmented policies, institutional duplication, bureaucracy,
centralized decision-making, lack of venture capital, dependence on government funding, low risk tolerance, resistance to

digital change, weak knowledge-sharing culture, limited digital skills, and insufficient sport data infrastructure.
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The strategic component contained five subcategories: development of collaboration and co-creation networks, intelligent
ecosystem governance and policymaking, investment development and financial sustainability, organizational capacity and
human capital development, and digital transformation and technological infrastructure development. The strategies included
strengthening university—industry—government collaboration, establishing innovation intermediaries, developing open
innovation networks, reforming regulations, reducing bureaucracy, creating specialized sport investment funds, expanding
venture capital and crowdfunding, developing entrepreneurial and digital capabilities, applying artificial intelligence,
integrating sport data, and creating digital sport service platforms.

Four major outcome categories were identified: improved performance and competitiveness of the sports services industry,
development of innovation capital and ecosystem social capital, digital transformation and technological advancement, and
enhanced national and international status of the industry. Expected outcomes included increased formation of sport start-ups
and knowledge-based firms, greater commercialization of ideas, job creation, stronger inter-organizational trust, expanded
knowledge transfer networks, increased digital maturity, wider use of artificial intelligence, growth of smart sport services,
improved innovation indicators, greater exports of sport services, and a higher contribution of sport to the national knowledge-
based economy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the development of an innovation ecosystem in Iran’s sports services industry cannot be
achieved through isolated organizational initiatives. It requires coordinated interaction among technological, institutional,
financial, cultural, and human factors. The causal conditions create pressure for ecosystem development, while the contextual
conditions determine whether the required resources, actors, and relationships are available. Intervening conditions can either
constrain or weaken the implementation of ecosystem strategies, particularly when instability, fragmented governance,
financial shortages, and resistance to change are present.

The model also indicates that networking is the central operational mechanism of ecosystem development. The mere
presence of universities, sport organizations, start-ups, investors, and government institutions is insufficient unless these actors
are connected through stable mechanisms of knowledge exchange, joint investment, commercialization, and value co-creation.
Governance should therefore move from centralized control toward facilitation, coordination, and participatory regulation.
Financial sustainability is equally important because sport innovation projects often require experimentation, technological
investment, and long development periods before generating returns.

Digital transformation emerged as both a cause of ecosystem development and a major strategic direction. This dual role
suggests that digital change simultaneously creates pressure on organizations and provides tools for ecosystem renewal.
Acrtificial intelligence, integrated databases, digital platforms, and intelligent services can improve decision-making and
customer experience, but only when supported by skilled human resources, shared standards, organizational learning, and data
governance.

Overall, the developed paradigm model explains the development of the innovation ecosystem in Iran’s sports services
industry as a dynamic and context-dependent process. The model proposes that turbulent market conditions, rapid technological
change, and weaknesses in knowledge commercialization create the need for ecosystem formation. This process is supported
by actor diversity, institutional capacity, networking, learning, and regional capabilities, but is constrained by economic
instability, weak governance, financial limitations, cultural resistance, and technological deficiencies. Coordinated

implementation of networking, governance, financial, human capital, and digital strategies can ultimately improve
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competitiveness, strengthen social and innovation capital, accelerate technological transformation, and enhance the national

and international position of Iran’s sports services industry.
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