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ABSTRACT

This research aimed to design the brand development model of Khuzestan
football team. For this purpose, 13 people were selected from the research
population of university professors due to marketing management, sports
management, football club managers of Khuzestan Football Club who had
experiences, publications and scientific research works due to branding by
snowball sampling method. Additionally, 250 individuals were randomly
selected from the throng of spectators and supporters of Khuzestan Football
Club who were present at the stadium during the football match to
participate in the research. Qualitative data collection tools were interviews,
and thematic analysis, and a researcher-made questionnaire was used to
collect quantitative data. The obtained qualitative data were analyzed by
thematic analysis, and fuzzy Delphi method to identify the indicators of
brand development model of Foolad Club. The development model of
remarkable Khuzestan Steel brand was derived by analyzing the small data
using structural equation modeling following the design of conceptual
model. The statistical analysis of the data was conducted using MAXQDA,
SPSS, and AMOS version 21 software. The results show that the
development of Khuzestan Steel Club brand can be tracked in 7 main areas
of internal factors, external factors, fans, facilities/ equipment, organization/
management, coaches/technical, performance/results, and with 44
indicators, and due to the results of path analysis of equations A special
model structure was designed for the development of Khuzestan Steel Club
brand.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Brand development has become a strategic priority for professional football clubs as the commercialization of sport
has transformed clubs into business organizations competing for supporters, sponsors, media attention, and
financial resources. Today, a club's success depends not only on its on-field performance but also on its ability to
build a strong brand that creates lasting relationships with stakeholders and generates sustainable competitive
advantage.

A strong brand enhances fan loyalty, attracts commercial investment, improves market position, and increases
long-term financial sustainability through sponsorship, merchandising, broadcasting rights, ticket sales, and other
revenue sources. Therefore, effective brand management is essential for professional football clubs seeking
sustained organizational growth.

Although previous studies have examined issues such as brand equity, fan loyalty, and sports marketing,
relatively few have proposed a comprehensive model that simultaneously considers organizational, managerial,
technical, infrastructural, environmental, and supporter-related determinants of football club brand development.
This research gap is particularly evident in developing countries, where football clubs face unique managerial and
economic challenges.

In Iranian professional football, weaknesses in strategic management, marketing practices, financial stability, and
infrastructure have limited the ability of many clubs to establish strong and sustainable brands. Despite the sporting
achievements and social popularity of Foolad Khuzestan Football Club, no comprehensive scientific framework
has previously been developed to identify the factors influencing its brand development.

Accordingly, this study aimed to design and validate a comprehensive model of brand development for Foolad
Khuzestan Football Club by integrating expert perspectives with supporters' evaluations. The research sought to
identify the key dimensions and indicators affecting brand development and to provide an evidence-based
framework that can support both academic research and managerial decision-making in professional football clubs.

Methods

This study employed an applied mixed-methods research design using an exploratory sequential approach to
develop and validate a comprehensive model of brand development for Foolad Khuzestan Football Club. The
mixed-methods design was selected because the phenomenon of sports brand development involves multiple
organizational, managerial, technical, and social dimensions that cannot be adequately understood through either
qualitative or quantitative methods alone. Accordingly, the qualitative phase was conducted first to identify the
principal dimensions and indicators of brand development, followed by a quantitative phase to validate the
proposed conceptual framework.

The qualitative population consisted of university professors specializing in sports management and marketing,
together with senior managers and experts associated with Foolad Khuzestan Football Club who possessed
substantial academic publications or professional experience in branding and football management. Participants
were selected through purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Ultimately,
thirteen experts participated in semi-structured interviews. The interview data were analyzed using thematic
analysis to identify the initial concepts, categories, and themes associated with football club brand development.
Subsequently, the extracted themes were refined and prioritized through the Fuzzy Delphi technique to ensure
consensus among experts and to improve the content validity of the proposed indicators.

Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed to measure the identified
constructs. The quantitative phase targeted supporters and spectators of Foolad Khuzestan Football Club attending
official league matches. Using simple random sampling, 250 respondents completed the questionnaire. Prior to
hypothesis testing, the measurement model was evaluated through confirmatory factor analysis to assess construct
validity, convergent validity, and internal consistency reliability. Indicators with insufficient factor loadings were
removed to achieve an acceptable measurement model.

The structural relationships among the identified constructs were examined using Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM). Statistical analyses were conducted using MAXQDA for qualitative coding, SPSS for preliminary
statistical analyses, and AMOS version 21 for confirmatory factor analysis and structural model estimation. Model
fit was evaluated using multiple goodness-of-fit indices, including CFIl, GFI, NFI, IFI, RFl, RMSEA, and the chi-
square to degrees-of-freedom ratio. The final model demonstrated satisfactory validity and reliability, providing
empirical support for the multidimensional structure of brand development in Foolad Khuzestan Football Club.

Results
Tablel. The degree of influence of variables affecting brand development

Sig. critical value path coefficient dependent variable
0.043 1.998 0.178 Internal factors




0.027 2211 0.244 External factors

0.006 2.768 0.289 Fans

0.046 1.959 0.106 facilities/equipment

0.001 2.968 0.299 Organization/Management
0.003 0.2958 0.222 Trainers/ technicians
0.001 2.994 0.292 results/performance

The results obtained from structural equations showed that the path coefficient between each of independent
variables (brand development factors), and the dependent variable (brand development), as well as the critical
value obtained, and the significance level indicating the positive and significant effect of each of the factors on
brand development (Table 1).

The development of Khuzestan Foolad Club brand can be tracked in 7 main areas: internal factors, external factors,
fans, facilities/ equipment, organization/ management, coaches/ technical, performance/ results and with 44
indicators and based on the results of path analysis of structural equations of special model. Khuzestan Foolad
Club brand development was designed.

Conclusion

The present study developed and empirically validated a comprehensive model for brand development in Foolad
Khuzestan Football Club by integrating qualitative expert knowledge with quantitative evidence obtained from
club supporters. Unlike previous studies that primarily emphasized individual aspects of sports branding, the
proposed framework provides a multidimensional perspective demonstrating that football club brand development
is a complex strategic process influenced by organizational, environmental, managerial, technical, infrastructural,
and supporter-related factors simultaneously.

The results indicate that successful brand development cannot be achieved through sporting success alone.
Instead, sustainable brand growth requires coordinated managerial policies, effective marketing strategies,
organizational stability, investment in infrastructure, continuous technical improvement, and long-term
engagement with supporters. The significant relationships identified in the structural model confirm that these
dimensions reinforce one another and collectively contribute to building a strong, recognizable, and competitive
football club brand.

Among the identified dimensions, organizational and managerial capabilities emerged as the strongest
determinant of brand development. This finding highlights the importance of strategic leadership, transparent
governance, professional planning, and organizational commitment in creating conditions that support long-term
brand growth. Likewise, competitive performance remains an essential driver because sporting achievements
increase public visibility, strengthen supporter loyalty, and improve commercial attractiveness. However, the
findings demonstrate that athletic success becomes sustainable only when accompanied by effective organizational
management and strategic branding initiatives.

The study also emphasizes the strategic importance of supporters as long-term stakeholders rather than passive
consumers. Clubs that actively strengthen emotional relationships with their supporters through effective
communication, fan engagement programs, historical identity, and community participation are more likely to
establish enduring brand loyalty and maintain competitive advantages in increasingly commercialized football
markets.
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Table 3. Fit indices of the second-order confirmatory factor analysis model of brand development factors
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Table 4. Factor load, reliability and validity of the structural equation model variables of the development

factors of the Football Club brand
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Figure 2. The final model of Foulad Club brand development in standard mode
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Table 5. Fit indices of structural equation model of brand development factors
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Table 6. The degree of influence of variables affecting brand development
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Figure 3. The final model of Khuzestan Steel Club brand development
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