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The aim of this research was to design a human resource development model in Iran’s
national football using a grounded theory approach. The research method was
analytical, and qualitative methodology was employed for this purpose. The research
strategy involved the use of grounded theory. The participants in the study consisted
of 15 individuals from the target population, including experts in sports management,
managers and officials from the Football Federation, and researchers in the field of
human resource performance management. The sampling strategy in the qualitative
section was purposeful, with maximum diversity or heterogeneity. Data analysis was
carried out through content analysis of interviews and coding. The research tool was
open interviews, and the results were analyzed based on three stages of open, axial,
and selective coding. The findings indicated that a development-oriented federation,
securing benefits, having a proper structure, and the managerial characteristics of the
federation were the indicators of causal factors. Contextual factors included an efficient
administrative structure, ethical orientation, standardization of the federation's statute,
creating and utilizing appropriate infrastructure, fostering organizational health, and
monitoring and controlling performance. Moreover, intervening factors included social
changes, attention to grassroots and cultural foundations, controlling corruption, and
adhering to Islamic and ethical principles. The core phenomenon was future-oriented,
merit-based, and people-centered. The research strategies included improving the
monitoring process, moving toward legal compliance, establishing a performance
evaluation system for employees, developing human resource competencies, and
empowering the workforce. Ultimately, the outcomes of the research were citizen
satisfaction, productivity, sustainable sports economy, federation efficiency, and
promoting responsibility.
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Introduction

Human resource development (HRD) plays a critical role in enhancing organizational
effectiveness and overall performance, especially in industries where talent management is key to success.
In professional sports, specifically football, human capital becomes the foundation for achieving
competitive advantage. According to Cooke (2023), advancements in technology have transformed
industries, but these improvements alone are not sufficient to drive sustainable growth without the parallel
evolution of human capabilities (Cooke et al., 2023). Organizations must recognize the value of human
capital in fostering innovation and achieving strategic goals (Nagi Golami et al., 2022). This is particularly
relevant in sports, where a combination of physical ability, strategic acumen, and psychological resilience
determines the outcomes at both individual and team levels (Ahmed et al., 2023).

Historically, sports management has often neglected the structured development of its workforce,
focusing instead on immediate outcomes like winning championships or generating revenue. However, as
Jamei (2022) suggests, long-term organizational success in sports hinges on developing a skilled,
knowledgeable, and motivated human resource base (Jamei et al., 2022). Therefore, integrating HRD
strategies into sports organizations can significantly contribute to achieving a sustainable competitive
edge.

In the context of Iranian national football, the development of human resources remains under-
researched, despite the increasing recognition of its importance. The current study aims to fill this gap by
designing an HRD model for Iran's national football federation, utilizing a grounded theory approach.
This research not only aims to provide a structured framework for HRD in sports but also to explore the
challenges and enablers in the context of Iran’s unique socio-political and cultural environment.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design, specifically utilizing the grounded theory
approach as proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). The participants included 15 experts from the field
of sports management, with roles such as senior managers in the Football Federation, coaches, and HR
specialists. These individuals were selected through purposive sampling, ensuring maximum variation in
their backgrounds and perspectives.

The research process involved open-ended interviews, which were conducted to gather in-depth
insights into the participants’ experiences and views on HRD in football. Data were transcribed and coded
using a three-stage coding process: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The open coding stage
identified key themes and concepts, which were then categorized into broader themes during axial coding.
Selective coding was used to develop a cohesive HRD model.

Data analysis was conducted using Maxqda software, which facilitated the organization and
synthesis of the qualitative data. To ensure reliability, inter-coder agreement was calculated, achieving a
score of 78%, which is considered satisfactory for qualitative research.

Findings and Results

The data analysis revealed four core categories related to HRD in Iranian football: organizational
structure, managerial competencies, ethical orientation, and performance monitoring. A development-



oriented federation, characterized by structured leadership and clear strategic objectives, was identified as
a key enabler of HRD. Additionally, fostering organizational health, adhering to ethical standards, and
establishing performance evaluation systems were seen as critical factors influencing the success of HRD
initiatives.

Managerial competencies emerged as another core factor, where leadership characteristics such as
decision-making abilities, strategic foresight, and ethical integrity were deemed essential for advancing
HR initiatives within the football federation. It was also found that an efficient administrative structure,
capable of supporting HR initiatives, significantly influences the success of development programs.
Intervening variables included societal changes, grassroots engagement, and efforts to curb corruption
within the federation.

Moreover, the study identified several outcomes resulting from effective HRD, including increased
productivity, enhanced citizen satisfaction, a sustainable sports economy, and improved federation
efficiency. Notably, promoting responsibility among both managers and players was seen as crucial for
the long-term sustainability of the federation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study are in line with existing literature, which emphasizes the role of structured
HRD in enhancing organizational performance (Chappelet & Kiibler-Mabbott, 2008; Dwaikat, 2020; Emadi et
al., 2020; Ghorbani et al., 2021). Effective human resource management is a catalyst for achieving efficiency
and excellence in sports organizations. The HRD model developed in this study underscores the
importance of creating a development-oriented federation that prioritizes both managerial competence and
ethical conduct.

A critical implication of this study is the need for sports organizations, particularly in developing
countries like Iran, to adopt a strategic approach to HRD that aligns with international best practices. As
noted by Zareiian (2019), fostering hope for the future and providing a clear strategic direction are
essential for motivating employees and achieving long-term organizational goals (Zareiian & Rasekh, 2019).
This study contributes to the growing body of research that suggests HRD is not merely about training
individuals but about creating a holistic system that integrates people, processes, and structures to drive
continuous improvement.

Moreover, this study highlights the importance of addressing societal factors, such as grassroots
engagement and the control of corruption, in developing HR strategies. In line with Ghorbani (2021) and
Emadi (2020), the study stresses that corruption control mechanisms are essential for ensuring that HR
initiatives are not undermined by unethical practices (Emadi et al., 2020; Ghorbani et al., 2021). The
federation must adopt transparent processes and rigorous oversight to maintain its integrity and ensure the
success of its HRD initiatives.

In conclusion, the HRD model developed in this study provides a comprehensive framework for
advancing human resource capabilities within Iran's national football federation. By focusing on
organizational structure, ethical orientation, and performance monitoring, the federation can enhance its
overall efficiency and contribute to the development of a sustainable sports economy. Future research
should explore the applicability of this model in other sports federations, both within Iran and
internationally, to further validate and refine its components.
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