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Objective: The aim of the present research is to identify strategies for
international networking in sports in the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Methodology: The research method is qualitative in nature, using the
Grounded Theory approach by Strauss and Corbin (2008). The study's
statistical population includes university faculty members with experience
in sports management and sports diplomacy, senior and operational
managers in sports involved in international relations, and experts in the
field of international relations. The researcher conducted interviews with
24 participants upon approval by the research group.

Findings: According to the results, the main categories include
communication and cultural promotion; strategy and planning;
development and strengthening of infrastructure and resources, while the
sub-categories include strengthening sports diplomacy, cultural promotion
and awareness raising, cooperation and the establishment of international
networks, formulation and implementation of effective strategies, support
and development of human resources, financial and economic factors, and
the establishment and enhancement of communication infrastructure.
Conclusion: The proposed strategies can serve as an efficient and effective
tool to strengthen the international position of the country in the field of
sports. These strategies are based on interactions, sports diplomacy,
effective leadership, and the sustainability of relationships, and by relying
on cultural and social dimensions, they can lead to broader development
and greater productivity in international sports, ultimately contributing to
the enhancement of Iran's position on the global stage.

Keywords: international relations, sports interactions, sports diplomacy,
networking.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The introduction discusses the significant role of sports as a tool for fostering international
relations, transcending ethnic, racial, and cultural divisions, and promoting peaceful competition. Sports
serve as a medium for global connectivity, particularly through events like the Olympics, which encourage
healthy and friendly competition among nations. The increasing influence of global communication
technology has transformed diplomatic practices, with sports diplomacy emerging as a critical tool for
achieving national goals (Fatahimilasi et al., 2022; Rahmani, 2014). Sports diplomacy facilitates peaceful
interaction and conflict resolution, acting as a diplomatic instrument that can strengthen bilateral relations
(Li, 2013; Murray, 2013).

Recent years have seen sports utilized for advancing national interests, including gaining
international recognition, ideological influence, and nation-building, especially through major global
events like the Olympics and World Cup. These events allow countries, even rivals, to bridge social,
economic, and political gaps (Hlabane, 2010). The increasing emphasis on networking in international
sports relations has drawn significant academic attention, with researchers emphasizing its potential in
shaping political, economic, and social structures (Sabzi, Shariati Feizabadi, & Saboonchi, 2021; Sabzi,
Shariati, & Saboonchi, 2021). Networking within sports is essential for fostering connections that can lead
to mutual benefit, resource sharing, and improved organizational outcomes (Bian et al., 2012; Nobakht et
al., 2020).

Sports diplomacy not only enhances international relations but also provides an opportunity for
countries to demonstrate their abilities and expertise while cultivating strategic partnerships. For countries
like Iran, sports can play a vital role in improving their global image, fostering cultural exchanges, and
promoting peace (Shahrrezaie & Shirzadi, 2016). The lack of a coherent strategy for international sports
networking has hindered the potential of sports diplomacy in Iran, a gap that this research seeks to address
by identifying strategic solutions (Bakhshi Chenari et al., 2023; Kardegari, 2016). This study aims to explore
effective strategies for international sports networking, contributing to enhanced diplomatic relations and
national development in Iran.

Methodology

The research method employed in this study is qualitative, based on the grounded theory approach
as outlined by Strauss and Corbin (2008). The target population of the study included university faculty
members with expertise in sports management and sports diplomacy, senior and operational managers in
sports working in the field of international relations, and experts and specialists in international relations.
With approval from the research group, the researcher conducted interviews with these individuals. The
perspectives of 24 elite and knowledgeable individuals were gathered through 24 semi-structured
interviews. Theoretical saturation was achieved after the 20th interview, but for further assurance, 4
additional interviews were conducted.

The necessary data were collected through interviews and reviewing relevant documents and
reports. In conducting the interviews, in-depth and semi-structured interview techniques were employed.



Simultaneously with data collection, qualitative data, including interview transcripts and reports, were
analyzed using the three stages of coding: open, axial, and selective. After analyzing (coding) the data
from each interview or report, any ambiguities or weaknesses in the theory and categories were identified,
and the next sample was selected to refine and enrich the theory. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was reached in the categories. The research tools included systematic library studies and
exploratory (semi-structured) interviews.

All data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software.

Findings

After conducting the interviews and collecting the research data, the analysis of the data obtained
from the interviews was performed using the coding process. Coding is a process in which a set of textual
and scattered data is transformed into meaningful and conceptual data. This process typically begins with
open coding, followed by axial coding, and finally selective coding. The result of the data analysis yielded
89 initial or open codes. After merging these codes based on overlaps, 24 codes remained. Through
continuous comparison of the codes and raw data, based on similarities and differences, similar codes
were grouped into seven conceptual codes, and an initial categorization of the codes was developed. The
identified concepts and categories were then organized into three main themes.

The first main category, Communication and Cultural Development, included several sub-
categories. One of these was the strengthening of sports diplomacy, which involved the establishment and
enhancement of diplomatic relations with countries and international sports organizations. This also
included organizing and participating in international sports events and the development and activation of
international relations departments within sports organizations. Another important sub-category under this
theme was the promotion of culture and awareness, which focused on the promotion of networking and
international cooperation, as well as the emphasis on cultural and religious commonalities to strengthen
relationships. Furthermore, raising public awareness about the importance of international relations in
sports was also a key aspect of this category.

The second main category, Collaboration and Creation of International Networks, highlighted the
importance of creating multilateral cooperation with sports organizations. This included the formation and
strengthening of international sports consortia and organizing joint meetings between relevant and
interested organizations. It was clear from the interviews that fostering strong relationships with
international partners is critical for the growth and effectiveness of sports diplomacy.

The third main category, Strategy and Planning, focused on effective strategies and their
implementation. This included the development of long-term strategic programs and continuous
monitoring and evaluation to ensure the success of international networking efforts. Another key sub-
theme was the development and strengthening of infrastructure and resources, particularly in the areas of
human resources, technical knowledge exchange, and the training and empowerment of managers and
experts in sports diplomacy. Also emphasized was the need for increased managerial knowledge and
skills, and the recruitment and promotion of experienced specialists in international relations and
networking.

Financial and economic factors also played a critical role, including the need to create an
environment for the appropriate allocation of budgets by the government and the privatization of sports to
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reduce dependency on the government. Finally, improving and updating communication technologies and
creating relevant organizational units and databases were identified as crucial for enhancing international
relations in sports.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that the strategies for international sports communication
networking in the Islamic Republic of Iran consist of three main categories: 1) Communication and
Cultural Promotion, 2) Strategy and Planning, and 3) Development and Strengthening of Infrastructure
and Resources. These results align with previous studies and emphasize the importance of enhancing
sports diplomacy, cultural promotion, and the development of human and financial resources. Sports, as
a significant tool in international diplomacy, can play a crucial role in increasing Iran's credibility and
global standing. Using sports diplomacy to showcase Iran’s culture and values, and strengthen diplomatic
relations with other countries, is essential for resolving international conflicts.

Additionally, strategies such as the formulation of long-term plans, strengthening the training and
capacity-building of sports managers and professionals, and utilizing modern technologies as effective
tools for networking and international communications are discussed. The results show that without
appropriate infrastructure in human, financial, and communication sectors, international networking in
Iran’s sports will be difficult to achieve. Practical suggestions for strengthening these networks include
more active participation in international events, specialized training for managers, formulation of clear
strategies, and leveraging modern technologies in the communication process.

Finally, future research could focus on the impact of new technologies on international networking,
cultural and social challenges in this domain, and examining successful international networking models
to improve and develop sports diplomacy and international communications in Iran.
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