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This study aimed to conduct a thematic analysis of research related to sports
startups in Iran and map their scientific landscape. The research method was
analytical-applied, conducted in two phases: thematic analysis and roadmap
design. The study employed thematic analysis as the primary approach to
analyze qualitative data in the domain of sports startups, aiming to extract and
categorize patterns of meaning from the data set. Subsequently, the scientific
map was developed using Ravar Matrix software, identifying centrality and
betweenness indices. The statistical population included all published articles
using the keyword "sports startup." For this purpose, a targeted sampling
method was applied to collect relevant articles. In total, 6 articles from
domestic journals and 37 articles from international journals were identified,
reviewed, and analyzed. Data analysis was performed using Excel software for
charting and Ravar Matrix software for mapping. Findings revealed that sports
startups represent an emerging topic, with the published articles categorized
into three thematic areas: startup initiation, development strategies, and
supportive mechanisms. The thematic analysis identified 85 initial concepts. In
the axial coding stage, these concepts were grouped into 85 concepts, 13
themes, and 3 main categories based on thematic and conceptual proximity.
Ultimately, the scientific map of startups was drawn for 14 variables with high
recurrence rates. The study demonstrated that this topic has gained the attention
of researchers in sports sciences and marketing in recent years. Furthermore, it
is a nascent field with the potential to foster economic growth in society as an
innovative strategy.
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Introduction

Thematic analysis has emerged as a prominent methodological approach in contemporary research
across various domains, including sports entrepreneurship. Startups, as a subset of entrepreneurial
ventures, play a significant role in economic growth and innovation (Mansourifar, 2018). The global sports
industry, valued at over $600 billion, offers untapped potential for startups to flourish, particularly in
regions where traditional sports infrastructures dominate (Shin et al., 2018). In Iran, despite efforts to
foster entrepreneurship through initiatives like technology parks and business incubators, a comprehensive
understanding of sports startups remains underexplored (Pirjamadi et al., 2022).

Thematic analysis provides a framework for identifying patterns within qualitative data, making it
suitable for exploring emerging fields like sports startups (Rosala, 2022). Coupled with scientific mapping
techniques, this method allows researchers to visualize the interconnections between themes and
categories. Prior studies, such as those by Taghavi Rafsanjani et al. (2023), emphasize the necessity of
such analytical tools to uncover the underlying dynamics of startups in sports, including economic, social,
and cultural factors (Taghavi Rafsanjani et al., 2020). This study aims to fill the research gap by conducting
a thematic analysis of studies related to sports startups in Iran and mapping their scientific landscape.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a mixed-method analytical-applied approach, divided into two phases:
thematic analysis and scientific roadmap design. Articles focusing on "sports startups" were systematically
collected using purposive sampling from domestic and international journals. The dataset comprised 6
articles from domestic sources and 37 from international ones, totaling 43 studies.

Qualitative data from the collected studies were analyzed using thematic coding. Initial open
coding identified raw concepts, which were then organized into axial codes and selective themes. The data
were processed using Ravar Matrix software to develop a visual representation of thematic
interconnections. A panel of 12 experts in sports entrepreneurship validated the content analysis to ensure
accuracy and relevance.

Findings and Results

Thematic analysis revealed 85 initial concepts, grouped into 13 themes and further categorized
into three main areas: startup initiation, development strategies, and supportive mechanisms.

1. Startup Initiation: Key factors included individual characteristics (e.g., creativity, emotional
intelligence, self-efficacy) and financial resources (e.g., securing investors, cost optimization).
These elements align with previous research emphasizing the importance of personal and financial
readiness in launching startups.

2. Development Strategies: Organizational factors (e.g., flexible structures, strategic planning),
market dynamics (e.g., competition, customer needs), and technological integration (e.g., use of e-
commerce) were identified as critical. Notably, the role of team expertise and adaptability in
navigating market challenges emerged as pivotal.

3. Supportive Mechanisms: Government policies, educational initiatives, and regulatory
frameworks were highlighted as essential for sustaining sports startups. Examples include tax
incentives, fostering entrepreneurial thinking, and creating supportive legal environments.
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Scientific mapping pinpointed 14 variables with high recurrence rates, illustrating interrelations
between core concepts. The findings underscore that sports startups in Iran remain nascent, with limited
domestic research compared to international studies.

Conclusion

The findings reveal that sports startups in Iran are an emerging yet underdeveloped field,
necessitating further exploration to unlock their potential. The categorization of themes and mapping of
variables provide a structured understanding of the key drivers and challenges in this domain. Previous
studies (Rasouli & Rasool, 2022; Taghavi Rafsanjani et al., 2020; Tang & Blackman, 2018), corroborate the
importance of tailored strategies for fostering entrepreneurship in niche markets like sports. The study
highlights the importance of integrated support systems involving government, academia, and private
investors to nurture sports startups.

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to assess the impact of supportive mechanisms
on startup success. Policymakers are encouraged to prioritize sports entrepreneurship as a strategic avenue
for addressing unemployment and promoting economic diversification.

This research contributes to the growing body of literature on sports startups, offering actionable
insights for stakeholders aiming to cultivate this promising yet underexplored field.
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