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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify and rank the factors influencing financial sustainability in the Iranian Premier Football League
using a mixed-method sequential exploratory approach. This applied study was conducted in two phases. In the qualitative
phase, a systematic literature review was performed, and thematic analysis was conducted using Nvivo 14 to identify the
main themes related to financial sustainability. In the quantitative phase, a structured questionnaire derived from the
qualitative findings was distributed among 20 experts in sports finance management based in Tehran. Data were analyzed
using SPSS version 26, and the Friedman test was applied to determine the ranking of the identified factors. Results indicated
six main categories affecting financial sustainability: financial and budgetary management, managerial structure and
governance, sports marketing and branding, legal system and contract transparency, institutional and governmental support,
and human resources and social capital. According to the Friedman test, financial and budgetary management ranked first
(mean rank = 5.78), followed by managerial structure and governance (5.24) and sports marketing and branding (4.89). The
findings highlight that financial transparency, diversification of revenue sources, and managerial independence are the key
prerequisites for financial sustainability in Iranian football. Moreover, digital marketing development, legal standardization,
and human resource training are essential for strengthening long-term financial stability. Implementing innovative financial
policies and reforming governance frameworks can pave the way toward sustainable professional football in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Financial sustainability in professional football has become one of the most pressing issues in contemporary sports
management. The increasing commercialization of the sport, coupled with the volatility of revenue streams, has rendered
traditional financial models insufficient for maintaining the long-term stability of football clubs (Atghia & Nazarian, 2023).
Recent financial crises in major leagues around the world demonstrate that the challenge is not merely a shortage of funds
but a systemic imbalance between expenditure, revenue generation, and governance. The financial collapse of several
European clubs, despite their sporting success, has highlighted the fragility of football’s economic ecosystem and the urgent
need for comprehensive sustainability strategies (Evans, 2024; Rompotis, 2024).

Research suggests that poor governance structures, lack of transparency, and dependency on short-term sponsorships are
central contributors to financial instability (Carin & Brocard, 2023). In contrast, leagues that have introduced stricter
regulations, such as France’s DNCG (Direction Nationale du Contréle de Gestion) or UEFA’s Financial Fair Play (FFP), have
shown a higher capacity to prevent insolvency and ensure balanced competition. However, these frameworks cannot be
transplanted directly into developing football economies without adaptation to local contexts (Chen, 2023). The Iranian
Premier Football League (IPFL) is a prime example of such a context where economic instability, governance ambiguity, and
limited market diversification coexist.

The football industry in Iran faces structural challenges rooted in its dependence on governmental funding, lack of
professional marketing systems, and weak contractual regulation. Studies have emphasized that most Iranian clubs operate
with chronic budget deficits, insufficient financial reporting, and an overreliance on state subsidies rather than self-sustaining
business models (Jankowski & Perez, 2025). In comparison, research in European and Asian leagues demonstrates that
financial resilience emerges from the integration of transparent accounting, innovation in revenue generation, and the
empowerment of club governance structures (Kozma & Teker, 2022; Wijaya et al., 2023).

Furthermore, socio-cultural factors play a role in shaping financial behaviors in sport organizations. The cultural
attachment of football clubs to local governments or political institutions in Iran has resulted in a blurred separation between
publicinterest and commercial autonomy. This phenomenon has been observed in other developing countries as well, where
football clubs function as instruments of social prestige rather than self-sufficient enterprises (Bantle, 2024). Consequently,
the pursuit of short-term success often overrides long-term financial planning.

Previous studies also highlight the human resource dimension of financial sustainability. Skilled management and trained
administrative personnel significantly influence a club’s capacity to control costs, attract investors, and manage financial risk
(Hashim & Yousif, 2024; Mahawi & Nazzal, 2023). Additionally, improving the financial literacy of players and staff contributes
to rational decision-making and reduces the likelihood of contractual disputes (Khraibet, 2023). Similarly, fan engagement
and brand loyalty, when effectively leveraged through digital marketing and merchandising, can create sustainable income
streams independent of matchday revenues (Starikova & Suvorov, 2021).

However, despite the global evidence base, studies examining financial sustainability in the context of Iranian football
remain scarce. Most existing literature focuses on management inefficiencies and government dependency without
systematically identifying and ranking the multidimensional factors that underpin financial stability. This study therefore

aimed to identify and rank the factors influencing financial sustainability in the Iranian Premier Football League, using a
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sequential exploratory mixed-method design. It integrates qualitative insights from a comprehensive literature review with
guantitative validation through expert assessments, thereby contributing both theoretically and practically to the discourse
on sports finance management.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a sequential exploratory mixed-method design, consisting of two distinct but connected phases. In
the first (qualitative) phase, an extensive literature review was conducted to identify variables and conceptual dimensions
related to the financial sustainability of football leagues. Data were collected from peer-reviewed articles, official financial
reports, and regulatory documents related to sports management, economics, and club governance. The data were analyzed
using Nvivo 14 software through open, axial, and selective coding until theoretical saturation was reached.

In the second (quantitative) phase, a structured questionnaire based on the qualitative findings was developed to evaluate
and rank the identified factors. The survey involved 20 expert participants from Tehran, including senior managers of football
clubs, sports economists, and financial administrators. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26, and the Friedman test was
employed to determine the relative ranking of the factors influencing financial sustainability.

Findings

The qualitative phase yielded six major themes as core determinants of financial sustainability:

(1) Financial and budgetary management,

(2) Managerial structure and governance,

(3) Human resources and social capital,

(4) Institutional and governmental support,

(5) Sports marketing and branding, and

(6) Legal system and contract transparency.

The subsequent quantitative phase revealed that “Financial and Budgetary Management” received the highest mean rank
(5.78), highlighting it as the most influential factor. This category encompassed key indicators such as financial transparency,
cost control, and diversification of income streams. The results indicated that establishing transparent financial reporting
systems, implementing expenditure ceilings for player contracts, and pursuing sponsorship diversification are critical for
ensuring fiscal resilience among clubs.

The second-ranked factor was “Managerial Structure and Governance” with a mean rank of 5.24. This dimension
emphasized the importance of leadership continuity, meritocratic management selection, and independent decision-making.
Experts noted that governance inefficiencies, frequent managerial turnover, and state interference were major impediments
to sustainable financial planning.

“Sports Marketing and Branding” was ranked third (mean rank = 4.89). Findings revealed that Iranian clubs have yet to
capitalize fully on digital engagement, fan-based revenue models, and merchandise branding. Experts suggested that
developing an integrated digital marketing strategy could significantly enhance long-term revenue.

“Legal System and Contract Transparency” (mean rank = 3.97) ranked fourth, indicating the relevance of standardized
player contracts, arbitration mechanisms, and compliance with financial regulations. Clubs often face legal disputes and

penalties due to ambiguous contract clauses and insufficient regulatory oversight.
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“Institutional and Governmental Support” (mean rank = 3.26) occupied the fifth position, reflecting moderate significance.
While participants acknowledged the necessity of public investment in infrastructure, they emphasized that excessive
reliance on governmental funding weakens financial independence.

Finally, “Human Resources and Social Capital” ranked lowest (mean rank = 2.86). Although it had a smaller statistical
impact, qualitative insights highlighted its indirect importance through staff training, professional ethics, and fostering
organizational commitment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study illustrate that financial sustainability in the Iranian Premier Football League is a multidimensional
construct shaped by managerial, institutional, economic, and cultural dynamics. The dominance of “financial and budgetary
management” as the leading factor aligns with global research suggesting that transparent accounting, controlled
expenditure, and diverse income sources are the foundation of sustainable sports economies. This result supports the
premise that Iranian clubs must transition from state dependency to self-reliant financial models by prioritizing transparency
and accountability in financial operations.

Equally important, the prominence of governance structures underscores that financial sustainability is not achievable
through accounting mechanisms alone but requires institutional reform. Weak corporate governance, lack of merit-based
appointments, and political influence have constrained the ability of Iranian football to adopt modern management systems.
Empowering club boards, establishing independent supervisory committees, and enforcing ethical financial conduct are
essential to foster fiscal discipline.

The third-ranked dimension, sports marketing and branding, reflects a growing recognition that modern football is as
much an entertainment industry as it is a sport. Effective brand management, audience engagement, and digital monetization
can transform fan enthusiasm into financial stability. Iranian clubs, however, remain underdeveloped in this respect, often
neglecting brand identity, fan membership programs, and international merchandising. Strategic investments in these areas
could create sustainable non-matchday revenues and reduce vulnerability to fluctuations in state funding.

The moderate ranking of legal and institutional factors reveals the structural gaps within the Iranian football ecosystem.
The absence of unified contract standards, inadequate arbitration mechanisms, and lack of compliance monitoring have
perpetuated financial uncertainty. Establishing a coherent legal framework for player transfers, sponsorship agreements, and
club ownership would enhance transparency and reduce financial risk.

Governmental and institutional support, while vital, should be reoriented toward enabling rather than controlling. Public
authorities can play a constructive role by investing in sports infrastructure, tax incentives, and capacity-building initiatives,
while avoiding direct interference in club management. The ultimate goal should be the creation of an autonomous, market-
driven football economy regulated by transparent financial laws rather than political agendas.

Lastly, the underappreciated role of human capital reflects a gap in the current development model. While financial
expertise and administrative training have been overlooked, they are indispensable for sustaining long-term growth. Investing
in human resource development — from executive training to player financial education — can yield significant returns by
improving efficiency, preventing wasteful spending, and fostering professionalism.

In conclusion, this study provides an integrated understanding of the financial sustainability landscape in Iranian football.

By combining qualitative exploration with quantitative validation, it offers a structured model identifying and ranking six key
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determinants of financial stability. The results suggest that the future of Iranian football depends on reforming its financial
governance system, embracing innovation in revenue generation, and cultivating professional managerial competence.
Moving toward a transparent, autonomous, and market-oriented framework is imperative not only for the economic survival

of clubs but also for the credibility and global competitiveness of Iranian football.
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