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Entrepreneurship is one of the main driving forces of economic growth in any country.
Accordingly, the present study was conducted with the aim of identifying the
uncertainties of entrepreneurship development in the field of sports startups for sports
science students. This research is a survey study carried out through an exploratory
mixed-method design (qualitative—quantitative). From the perspective of research
purpose, it is exploratory, and in terms of orientation, it is applied. Therefore, three
fundamental steps were taken to identify drivers and uncertainties. In the first step,
using a literature review method, the drivers and influencing factors in the formation
of entrepreneurship in sports startups were identified. In the second step, to screen and
validate the key drivers, the fuzzy Delphi method was used. Then, in the third step, the
structural analysis technique (MICMAC) was applied to determine the key
uncertainties. The qualitative population of the study consisted of university professors
of sports sciences (6 individuals), entrepreneurs (4 individuals), as well as graduates
and doctoral students in the field of sports sciences (5 individuals). Ultimately, 15
participants were selected using purposive and judgmental sampling. According to the
findings of the present research, 15 drivers were identified as influencing
entrepreneurship in sports startups. Moreover, based on the relationships among these
drivers, the level of innovation and research and development, digital technology
innovations, market opportunities, business model, absorptive capacity, market
knowledge, and knowledge management were identified as uncertainties that can play
a role in shaping alternative scenarios. The practical suggestion of the study indicates
that university officials and planners can, by developing knowledge-enhancing
programs related to the identified key uncertainties for students and graduates of sports
sciences, contribute to increased efficiency in this field and facilitate the movement of
universities toward becoming fourth-generation universities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Entrepreneurship has increasingly been recognized as a central driver of economic growth and
innovation across industries, including the sports sector (Abbah & Ogwo, 2021; Ratten, 2019). Over the past
decade, sports have shifted from being perceived solely as a recreational activity into a multibillion-dollar
industry that offers diverse opportunities for entrepreneurial initiatives (Vamplew, 2018). Sports startups,
in particular, have emerged as dynamic entities capable of bridging technological, economic, and cultural
gaps while offering solutions that meet the evolving needs of consumers (Crnogaj & Rus, 2023; Farago et
al., 2022). However, while such startups hold promise, their survival and growth are often challenged by
uncertainty, limited resources, and rapidly changing environments (Akalanka et al., 2021; Mondalizadeh,
2024).

Sports startups typically embody characteristics such as small size, high growth potential,
innovation-driven strategies, and a strong orientation toward global markets (Ratten, 2020a; Zhang et al.,
2023). Yet, despite these qualities, a significant proportion of sports startups fail in their early stages due
to challenges such as managerial weaknesses, financial constraints, and a lack of alignment with market
demands (Amiri et al., 2023; Pirjamadi et al., 2022). As (Sevilla-Bernardo et al., 2022) emphasizes, identifying
the success factors and uncertainties that shape startup development within entrepreneurial ecosystems is
essential for improving both survival rates and long-term growth.

Theoretical and empirical studies have highlighted several key drivers that influence
entrepreneurship in the sports sector. These include market knowledge (Rahimi et al., 2020; Skawinska &
Zalewski, 2020), market opportunities (Mondalizadeh, 2024; Taghavi Rafsanjani et al., 2023), technological
innovations (Azadi et al., 2023; Gonzalez-Serrano et al., 2023), knowledge management (Ahmed et al., 2021;
Lubishtani et al., 2022), absorptive capacity (Cajuela & Galina, 2020; Chaparro et al., 2021), leadership styles
(Zaech & Baldegger, 2017; Zhao & Ren, 2022), organizational structure (Lee, 2022), and the personal
attributes of founders (McCarthy et al., 2023). These drivers have been shown to either foster or hinder
entrepreneurship depending on their interaction with contextual and institutional conditions.

For instance, studies have indicated that digital technology innovations have become a vital force
in shaping competitive advantage for startups, enabling the creation of new business models and consumer
experiences (Gonzalez-Serrano et al., 2023; Ratten, 2020b). Similarly, research has highlighted the role of
business model innovation as a determinant of startup performance, particularly when combined with
external legitimacy and ecosystem support (O'Reilly & Binns, 2019; Zhang et al., 2023). Other works have
underscored that management of knowledge and absorptive capacity help startups better utilize both
internal and external resources, thus improving adaptability and innovation (Gonzaga et al., 2020; Vincent
& Zakkariya, 2021).

In the specific context of Iran, scholars have drawn attention to the structural challenges facing
sports startups. Studies have noted weak institutional support, limited financial access, and inadequate
human resource strategies as major barriers (Khardmandiyan et al., 2023; Khosravi Pour et al., 2021). At the
same time, universities and policymakers are increasingly supporting entrepreneurship through
incubators, funding schemes, and specialized educational programs (Mirzazadeh et al., 2021; Taghavi
Rafsanjani et al., 2020). However, comprehensive studies that simultaneously examine the interplay of
drivers and uncertainties in sports startups remain scarce.
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Against this backdrop, the present study was designed with the aim of identifying the key drivers
and uncertainties influencing the entrepreneurial development of sports startups, with a focus on sports
science students. By adopting an exploratory mixed-methods approach, the research sought to provide a
holistic understanding of the dynamic factors that underpin entrepreneurial success and to generate
insights for future policy and practice.

Methods and Materials

The study employed an exploratory mixed-method design consisting of three primary steps. First,
a systematic literature review was conducted to identify potential drivers and factors influencing
entrepreneurship in sports startups. Second, a fuzzy Delphi method was applied to screen and validate the
key drivers, ensuring expert consensus. Third, the MICMAC structural analysis technique was utilized to
determine the core uncertainties shaping entrepreneurial development.

The qualitative research population consisted of 15 participants, including six university professors
in sports sciences, four entrepreneurs, and five Ph.D. students and graduates in sports sciences.
Participants were selected through purposive and judgmental sampling. Data were collected using expert
questionnaires, and results were analyzed to map the interactions among identified drivers.

Findings

The findings revealed that fifteen drivers significantly affect entrepreneurship in sports startups.
These drivers include market knowledge, market opportunities, digital technological innovations, human
resource management, financial solutions, government support, innovation and R&D level, absorptive
capacity, knowledge management, leadership style, organizational structure, personal attributes of
founders, idea generation, business model, dynamic capabilities, and marketing.

Of these drivers, fifteen were validated through the fuzzy Delphi method, with organizational
structure and timing being excluded due to low defuzzification values. Subsequently, the MICMAC
analysis highlighted seven key uncertainties: level of innovation and R&D, digital technological
innovations, market opportunities, business model, absorptive capacity, market knowledge, and
knowledge management.

Results showed that digital technological innovations exerted the highest influence on R&D
activities and the provision of innovative products and services. Similarly, business models, market
opportunities, and absorptive capacity demonstrated strong interactions with other variables, underscoring
their central role in shaping entrepreneurial trajectories. The analysis further categorized drivers into
influencing variables, dependent variables, bi-directional variables, and regulatory variables, offering a
comprehensive understanding of their systemic relationships.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study’s findings emphasize that entrepreneurship in sports startups is inherently shaped by
interrelated drivers and uncertainties, with digital innovations and R&D emerging as central pillars. This
aligns with prior research demonstrating that technological advances and innovation activities form the
foundation of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems (Aghamohammadi et al., 2023; Gonzalez-Serrano et al.,
2023). Similar studies have noted that operational and strategic investment in R&D significantly enhances
startup adaptability and capacity for long-term competitiveness (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Feng et al.,
2019).

E-ISSN: 3041-8585


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8585

The identification of digital technology as a dominant uncertainty resonates with research
suggesting that integrated digital strategies enable startups to maintain economic sustainability and
competitive positioning (Azadi et al., 2023; Ratten, 2020b). Indeed, failure to adapt to digital transformations
may reduce entrepreneurial success rates, particularly in industries like sports where consumer
engagement is increasingly digitalized.

The recognition of business models as a critical uncertainty highlights their role as a blueprint for
value creation and delivery (O'Reilly & Binns, 2019; Zhang et al., 2023). As earlier studies demonstrate,
designing adaptive business models can facilitate opportunity recognition, customer engagement, and
revenue growth (Crnogaj & Rus, 2023; Sevilla-Bernardo et al., 2022). This is particularly relevant in the sports
sector, where rapidly changing consumer behaviors and technologies demand innovative approaches.

Market opportunities were also revealed as vital uncertainties. This finding mirrors the
perspectives of (Mondalizadeh, 2024) and (Taghavi Rafsanjani et al., 2023), who argue that evolving sports
markets offer diverse entrepreneurial openings that, when leveraged, can foster long-term development.
Conversely, lack of environmental scanning and failure to capitalize on these opportunities often lead to
startup failure (Pirjamadi et al., 2022).

Absorptive capacity and knowledge management emerged as equally critical uncertainties. Their
inclusion supports studies that emphasize the importance of acquiring and integrating external knowledge
for organizational learning and innovation (Cajuela & Galina, 2020; Chaparro et al., 2021; Gonzaga et al.,
2020). Effective knowledge management has further been shown to optimize decision-making and
resource allocation, thereby strengthening survival prospects in resource-constrained environments
(Ahmed et al., 2021; Lubishtani et al., 2022).

Finally, the importance of market knowledge confirms earlier findings that awareness of customer
needs and competitive dynamics is essential for creating relevant products and services (Rahimi et al., 2020;
Skawinska & Zalewski, 2020). This dimension provides entrepreneurs with the ability to adapt business
strategies in line with market shifts, ensuring sustained competitiveness (Amiri et al., 2023; Talebi et al.,
2023).

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the entrepreneurial development of sports startups is
governed by multifaceted drivers and uncertainties that interact within a complex system. By identifying
seven core uncertainties, the research offers valuable insights for entrepreneurs, educators, and
policymakers aiming to strengthen the sports startup ecosystem. Universities, in particular, can leverage
these findings to design programs that enhance students’ knowledge and skills, thereby supporting the
transition toward fourth-generation universities and contributing to sustainable entrepreneurship in the
sports sector.
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