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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to establish a conceptual framework for the functioning of
diplomacy and soft power based on sports in Iran's national brand. The research
method was qualitative, utilizing grounded theory, which was conducted in three
stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Participants consisted of 12
experts on the topics of sports washing and soft power, with interviews continuing
until theoretical saturation was reached. The sampling method was purposive and
employed a snowball technique. To assess the reliability of the research, inter-rater
agreement was used, which was reported at 73%. Since the inter-rater agreement was
above 60%, the reliability of the coding was confirmed. The results of the research
indicated that the following were among the most important variables identified by
experts and specialists: Causal Conditions: Reputation and credibility, requirements
and significance of sports communication, sports diplomacy capabilities, needs and
expectations, sports infrastructure, etc.; Contextual Conditions: Achievements and
good reputation, capacity building, inter-organizational interactions, empowerment,
management and planning, human resources, etc.; Intervening Conditions: Attitudes
and thinking of managers, structural and procedural barriers, political issues, economic
factors, cultural influences, etc.; Strategies: Education and cultural promotion, internal
and external organizational interactions, strategic management, research and
innovation, cultural development of sports teams, hosting international events, etc.; and
Consequences: Development of peace, friendship, and security; cultural and social
achievements; development of elite and professional sports; development of sports
infrastructure; enhancement of international interactions; reduction of political
isolation and economic sanctions, etc. Based on the study’s findings, it is
recommended that individuals, governments, and organizations involved in the
phenomenon of sports washing resist normalizing ethical violations in sports. They
should avoid participating in sports washing activities or change the nature of their
participation to prevent and control the negative aspects of the phenomenon.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the term “sports diplomacy™ has garnered increasing attention in the context of politics and sports,
focusing on the extensive relationships between different countries (Bakhshichinari et al., 2019, p. 22). The elements of
this concept include interactions between governments and territories, individuals, and non-state actors, as well as a wide
range of global sports, cultural, economic, and political activities. Sports diplomacy encompasses a variety of traditional
forms of communication, negotiation, and representation across different platforms (Abramzik, 2024, p. 38). Extensive
research has been conducted on sports and diplomacy, and the theoretical relationship and practical experiences between
these two concepts, such as the Olympic Games, FIFA World Cup, Rugby World Cup, Commonwealth Games, Winter
Olympics, and various global competition experiences, highlight the significance of this topic (Shariati et al., 2021, p.
13).

On the other hand, in terms of soft power, a country relies on its material resources for its national image and presents
itself as a prominent entity in the world. Portraying public perceptions and showcasing a specific image of a country,
bolstered by a distinguished national status for entering the global arena, are among the most important features of soft
power (Kovachoe, 2023, p. 25). Many scholars consider culture to be the primary and significant source of soft power,
believing that soft power is only attained when other countries admire aspects of that nation's civilization and wish to
emulate it for success in the global arena (Russellender, 2024, p. 638). Each country adopts and adheres to a set of
principles to advance its foreign policy and strives to influence other countries through appropriate foreign policies. By
correctly implementing foreign policy, each government aims to change the behavior of other nations; the efforts of
various governments to play a significant role in global affairs are recognized as that country's foreign policy (Kumari,
2023, p. 24).

In this context, sports in the modern world have always attracted the attention of countries as one of the symbols or
components of exercising soft power.

Today, sports are presented as a tool for achieving diplomacy, ideology, nation-building, and the creation of national
identity, shared sentiment, and access to the international arena, as well as for gaining commercial benefits. The use of
sports events to realize diplomacy and achieve government objectives is of great interest (Abaspour et al., 2023, p. 84).

Methods

The present study is applied in terms of its objectives and is classified as field research in terms of data collection.
Considering the research topic, the present study employs qualitative research using grounded theory and a systematic
approach attributed to Strauss and Corbin. In the systematic research design based on data-derived theory, data analysis
was conducted in three stages: Open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Participants consisted of all managers
and specialists knowledgeable about the subject. In selecting the sample for in-depth interviews, efforts were made to
include both political-sports managers and individuals with academic qualifications (faculty members), as well as those
with significant experience in the field of sports diplomacy. The research sample was chosen from among the individuals
in the statistical population. The researcher used the following criteria for sampling from the statistical population:
individuals familiar with the literature on sports diplomacy; individuals knowledgeable about international relations in the
Ministry of Sports and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; individuals with published books and research articles in any of
the above fields; individuals with teaching experience in any of the above areas; and individuals with high-level work
experience in any of the above fields. These individuals were selected using purposive and snowball sampling methods.
After completing the in-depth interviews, each interviewee was asked to introduce other experts in the relevant field to
the researcher. The interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached (with all individuals introduced by the
experts), and a total of 12 people were interviewed.

In this research method, no hypothesis is predetermined for testing or validation. Instead, the researchers are responsible
for interpreting the data based on the recurrence of categories, the higher frequency of certain categories, and the
interpretation of what is observed, heard, and read. In qualitative research, validity focuses more on the accuracy of the
data (internal validity) rather than the meaning used in quantitative studies. If the interviewees confirm the research
findings, one can have greater confidence in the validity of the research. It is worth mentioning that after each interview,
the coding of concepts was conducted up to that point and, to prevent bias or misinterpretation, it was reviewed and re-
validated. To assess the reliability of qualitative research, which is dependent on the repeatability of the research findings,
there is no need to present the traditional concept of reliability. In conducting qualitative studies, the researcher focuses
on interpreting the studied subject. In the present study, reliability was calculated using the inter-coder agreement method
(two evaluators). In each interview, codes that were similar between the two evaluators were labeled as ‘agreement,’ and
dissimilar codes were labeled as 'disagreement’ (Danaeefard & Emami, 2007). As shown in Table 1, in the present study,
the results of this coding indicate that the total number of codes recorded by both individuals is 71, with 26 agreements
between these codes and 5 disagreements. The inter-coder reliability was calculated at 73% using the formula, which is
higher than the 60% threshold, thus confirming the reliability of the coding. Eventually, the model design for specialized
factors and effective persistence in developing the personal brand of Iranian sports referees was carried out using the
qualitative software MAXQDA 2021.

Results

In the analytical description of the research sample, 12 elite university professors in the field of sports management and
political-sports managers with valuable experience in sports diplomacy, soft power, and related areas were included. The
description of the research sample is provided in Table 1 in detail.



Table 1. Demographic Findings of the Samples of the Qualitative Section

Sex Job Education Field of Study Specifications/ Organizational Position
Male Faculty Member PhD. Strategic Former Member of Sports C_ommwsnon in the Ninth Majlis
Management (Parliament).
Male Faculty Member PhD. Political Science Former Ambassador of th;elz::nmcic Republic of Iran to New
Male Faculty Member Ph.D. Political Science Official employee of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Sports Former Director General of the Office of International
Male Faculty Member Ph.D. P Relations at the Ministry of Sports and Youth (Twelfth
Management
Government).
Interna_tlonal International Former Deputy Director General of International Relations at
Male Relations Ph.D. ] -
relations the Ministry of Sports.
Researcher
Male Sports Diplomacy Ph.D Sports Former Head of the Office of International Relations at the
Researcher T Management Ministry of Sports and Youth (Thirteenth Government).
Male Sports Diplomacy Ph D Sports Former International Relations Expert at the National
Researcher o Management University Sports Federation and the Chess Federation.
Male Political-Sport Ph D Sports Former Deputy Minister of General Sports in the Ministry of
Manager T Management Sports and Youth during the Eleventh Government.
Female Sports Diplomacy M.A. Internqtlonal Specialist with reputable scientific contributions.
Researcher relations
Female Sports Diplomacy Ph.D. Interna}tlonal Specialist with significant scientific contributions.
Researcher relations
Political-Sport Sports Former head of the Chess Federation and the Martial Arts
Male Ph.D. .
Manager Management Federation.
Male Actlye In Sports Ph.D. Political Science Specialist with significant scientific contributions.
Diplomacy

In the open coding, the researcher extracted 103 initial concepts, and after editing, a total of 59 initial codes were derived. These

initial codes are presented in Table 2.

In the first phase, the key points and emphasized themes from the interviewees were extracted, and ultimately, the research team
arrived at 74 concepts after eliminating similar items. At this stage, the generated concepts were logically and analytically listed in

sequence. The codes obtained in the first phase were categorized into 23 abstract concepts.

The concepts extracted during the initial coding phase were re-analyzed to form the main categories in the focused or secondary

coding phase.

The result of this analysis produced three main categories. These categories, along with their related concepts, are presented in

Table 2.
Table 2. The Final Results of Open and Central Coding from the Interviews
Genergl Concepts Final codes
categories
Strengthening elite and professional sports to achieve honor and represent the nation.
Image and credibility (gaining public ~ Promoting a positive image of Iranian culture in international competitions through
attention) athletes. Demonstrating national public safety in hosting sporting events. Enhancing
global perceptions and building trust among international audiences
. ) Sending athletes to sporting events as ambassadors of the Islamic Revolution.
Requirements and importance of sports . 2 : ; L
communication Promoting culture, customs, and religious bell_efs during sports events. Recggnlzmg
the key competencies of sports for fostering constructive communication
Sports as a capacity for constructive interaction at the international level. Developing
Causal Capabilities and potential of sports military diplomacy and other relations through sports connections. Sports as a
conditions diplomacy common language, free from political disputes. Preventing and reducing tensions and
conflicts among military forces worldwide.
National needs and expectations from Foste:'ring interest apd showcasing the tal_ents of youth in elitej sports. Increasing
sports nat!onal self_—confldenc_e apd prl_de (national trust _and th_e will _of the p_eople).
Promoting the triangle of dignity, wisdom, and expediency in the international arena.
The presence of hardware and software facilities in federations. Developing
. theoretical foundations in the area of soft power and sports diplomacy in academic and
Sports infrastructure research centers. Attracting investment from public and private economic sectors in
sporting events.
Honor and reputation Enhancing the visibility of the country and host cities of sporting events on a global
scale. Promoting peace and friendship with regional countries, the Islamic world, and
neighboring nations. Achieving rankings and positions in international sports events
Contextual capacity in sports and increasing international dignity.
Developing the tourism industry through hosting international sports events. Having
Contextual Inter-organizational interactions standard infrastructure and facilities for international sports competitions. Creating
conditions suitable conditions for the participation of female athletes wearing hijab

Political empowerment of sports
organizations and athletes

Enhancing interaction and collaboration with other institutions and sectors of sports in
the country. Signing sports agreements with friendly, neighboring, and Muslim
countries. Creating opportunities for meetings with political and sports officials from
other nations.




Ability to host joint training camps with other countries. Showcasing the country's
capabilities in hosting sporting events. Existing potential capacities among athletes
and organizations.
Management and planning
Attracting, securing, and allocating the necessary budget and funding for international
sports events. Developing comprehensive and cohesive programs in the areas of sports
diplomacy, soft power, and more. Benefiting from international positions in various

Creating a supportive environment for
sports organizations.

human resources

A positive attitude of high-ranking sports officials towards the development of sports
diplomacy. Availability of specialized human resources for participation in
international sports events. Training political sports managers for engagement in
sports diplomacy.

Personal preferences of officials in the areas of sports diplomacy and soft power.
Underestimating the role of sports diplomacy among some officials in the country.
Anticipating a lack of success for sports teams in international events.

S . Lack of sports infrastructure for hosting international sporting events. Existence of

tructural and procedural barriers - . L T -
obstacles in some federations for participation in international events. Weak
collaboration between sports institutions and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Political disagreements between governments and their impact on sports. Denial of
visas for athletes, coaches, and others by some countries. Political considerations of

Managers' attitudes and mindset

Inter\{e'nlng Political issues affecting sports : . >
conditions governments in sporting competitions.
. . . Economic problems of the country preventing the dispatch of sports teams.
Economic barriers to enhancing sports | .~ - ;
N Insignificant rewards for medal-winning athletes and sports stakeholders. Existence of
diplomacy o : - L -
political and economic sanctions and their impact on sports diplomacy.
. . The presence of cultural and ethical anomalies in the realm of sports. Existing values
Cultural factors influencing global . R S
in global sports that are in conflict with the values of the system. Concerns about the
sports - ; oo -
influence of Western culture during participation in international events.
Promoting peace and friendship between governments and nations through sports.
Promotion of peace, friendship, and  Strengthening public safety in the country during international sports events. Reducing
international reconciliation tensions and conflicts between governments. The Islamic Republic of Iran as a
flagbearer of peace through sports in the region.
Countering the negative propaganda of adversaries through active participation in
Cultural and social achievements international arenas. Promoting culture, customs, and traditions during international
sports events. Creating a positive image in international public opinion.
Development of elite and professional  Improving the status of women's sports at national and international levels. Creating
Consequences sports new responsibilities and capacities in the realm of elite sports.
q Developing the tourism industry during international sports events. Enhancing urban
. and sports infrastructure for hosting sporting events. Renovating unfinished
Development of sports infrastructure infrastructure in a cost-effective and time-efficient manner.
Creating suitable opportunities for meetings with political and sports officials from
- . . other countries. Establishing favorable conditions for signing sports agreements with
Globalization of interactions managers from other nations. Policy-making in the cultural domain within
international sports.
Reduction of political isolation and Creating favorable conditions for government connections and reducing political
economic sanctions isolation. Mitigating economic sanctions through sports communications.
Utilizing experts in key management positions within sports. Enhancing the
. knowledge of sports managers in the area of sports diplomacy and related fields.
Education and cultural development P . . -
Training diplomatic skills for managers and sports officials.
Greater interaction and collaboration with other institutions and sectors of sports in the
Strategic perspective based on global country. Signing sports agreements with friendly, neighboring, and Muslim countries.
interaction
Formulating targeted strategies for diplomacy and elite sports. Developing a roadmap
Strategic management of soft power for maximizing the benefits of sports diplomacy.
Establishing targeted connections with academic institutions to develop sports
Research and innovation in the field of diplomacy. Conductlng_ applied research in various fields of sports dl_plomacy and
. related areas. Creating a comprehensive and up-to-date database in sports.
diplomacy and soft power
Developing suitable platforms for a more prominent presence of female athletes.
Cultural development of sports teams Creating and renovating sports infrastructure for hosting sporting events. Establishing
Strategies and hosting international events clubs and training centers to strengthen sports teams.

The necessity of familiarizing sports managers with the principles, foundations, and
foreign policy of the country. Positioning and conceptualizing sports diplomacy
among policymakers. Strengthening sports diplomacy at the national, regional, and
transnational levels. Establishing non-governmental centers to coordinate sports
diplomacy activities. Creating a platform for the ascent and success of the foreign
policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Sports diplomacy

Lifting sanctions and achieving sustainable economy in sports. Creating an open
society in the sports industry. Strengthening social capital among sports stakeholders
in the country. Enhancing satisfaction in both civil and private sectors of sports.
Striving to achieve a worthy status for the Islamic Republic of Iran in the international

National Brand of the Islamic Republic system. C.ounte_ring thg psychological vv_arfare of g_IobaI imperialism, inclu_ding
of Iran Islamopiiobla, Shlaphob_la, and_lranophobla. Improving the image of t_hie nation and
fostering peace and friendship between Iran and other nations. Utilizing sports
diplomacy to introduce Iran's rich and civilized culture.

Soft Power
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Function of Diplomacy and Soft Power Based on Sports in Iran's National Brand

Conclusion

Soft power relies on ethical resources and tools such as values and principles, culture, diplomacy, media, and sports. In
recent decades, soft power has gained significant importance and provides governments with flexibility at the level of
foreign policy. Soft power tools have enabled certain countries to play regional and international roles. Governments can
go beyond the traditional concept of power, thereby paving the way for countries to compete with major powers.
Nowadays, the importance of sports in people's social lives has become more evident, and its effects on intercultural
relations between countries have increased more than ever. The reality of the connection between sports and international
relations is undeniable. It can be mentioned that statesmen use sports diplomacy both to exert pressure on other countries
and to improve relations, strengthen friendships, resolve political issues, and ultimately achieve a favorable image and
become a global brand. Over the past few years, various countries have sought to direct their diplomatic apparatus not
only towards the official authorities of other countries but also to influence the social and mental constructs of their
people. Given the increasing efforts of the Hebrew, Arab, and Western triangle to carry out continuous media and
propaganda attacks against Iran, as well as the intensification of sanctions, it seems that sports diplomacy, as one of the
tools capable of legitimizing the objectives of nations, can greatly assist in achieving our country's foreign policy goals,
such as creating a correct and positive image. Ultimately, it must be acknowledged that governments have been involved
in building and promoting their brand to other countries from the past to the present, striving to enhance their regional
and international standing. When the name of any country is heard, it evokes a mindset and image associated with that
country in the world, and this perception can be positive, negative, or neutral. National brand refers to the set of
perceptions that people from other countries have about the competencies and national identity of a country, including
culture, politics, trade, tourism, investment, and immigration. National branding of a country, simply put, is the
management of the gap between the identity and image of a nation. Changing the existing image and shaping a new and
desirable image and mindset is the essence of national branding. National branding eliminates prevailing negative
stereotypes and strives to replace them with a desirable image and positive mindset of the country based on its capacities
and actions in various aspects of domestic and foreign policy.
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