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Abstract

Rapid developments in digital technologies, particularly the emergence of
the metaverse, have created a new horizon for the sport industry and sport
marketing. The present study aimed to analyze the challenges and
opportunities for the development of metaverse marketing in Iranian sport.
In terms of purpose, the research is applied, and in terms of design, it
follows a sequential exploratory approach using a mixed-method
(qualitative—quantitative) design. In the qualitative phase, thematic analysis
was employed. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with 14 experts, including managers of professional sport clubs, sport
marketing specialists, sport management scholars, experts in digital sport
media and platforms, and technology specialists and developers of
metaverse platforms. Purposeful sampling was used and continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Findings from the qualitative phase
indicated that metaverse marketing in Iran faces economic, infrastructural—
technological, legal, organizational, and fan-related challenges. At the same
time, it offers opportunities in the areas of economic development, market
and brand development, and technological advancement. In the quantitative
phase, two rounds of the Fuzzy Delphi technique were conducted to validate
and prioritize the extracted concepts. The results revealed that high costs
and limited access to physical equipment, weak and unstable
communication infrastructure, and insufficient innovation funding were the
most critical challenges. Moreover, generating new revenue streams and
achieving competitive advantage were identified as the most significant
opportunities in this field.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

Rapid advances in digital technologies have redefined the boundaries of human, social, and economic interaction. The
emergence of technologies such as virtual reality, augmented reality, blockchain, artificial intelligence, and the
Internet of Things has paved the way for the formation of the metaverse as a new evolutionary stage of the internet.
The metaverse integrates physical and digital environments into immersive, interactive, and persistent virtual spaces
where users engage through avatars, enabling new forms of social participation, identity construction, and economic
exchange. This transformation is reshaping industries worldwide, including professional sport. Professional sport
clubs, as experience-oriented service organizations, rely heavily on fan engagement, brand value, and diversified
revenue streams. The metaverse introduces unprecedented opportunities for immersive fan experiences, digital asset
monetization, global community building, and innovative sponsorship models. While leading international clubs have
begun leveraging these opportunities, Iranian sport organizations remain at an early stage of metaverse adoption,
facing infrastructural, financial, legal, and managerial constraints. Given the strategic importance of digital
transformation for sustainable competitiveness, a systematic understanding of this emerging field is essential.
Accordingly, the present study was conducted with the aim of analyzing the challenges and opportunities for
developing metaverse-based marketing in Iranian sport.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design in which the qualitative phase preceded and
informed the quantitative phase. Given the emerging and conceptual nature of the metaverse and its interaction with
the sport industry, the qualitative stage served as the foundation for developing an initial conceptual framework. In
the qualitative phase, 14 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with key stakeholders, including sport
club managers, sport marketing experts, sport management academics, sport media specialists, and information
technology experts. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis approach with MAXQDA. To
enhance credibility, strategies such as rich description, triangulation of diverse professional backgrounds, and
independent coding by three researchers were employed. In the quantitative phase, a researcher-developed
questionnaire based on qualitative findings was administered to a panel of 10 experts using the fuzzy Delphi method.
Responses were converted into triangular fuzzy numbers and defuzzified using an alpha-cut value of 0.5 to determine
component acceptance. The two-round Delphi process enabled refinement of expert consensus and prioritization of
the identified components.

RESULTS

The findings of the study revealed a comprehensive framework of metaverse marketing in Iranian professional sport.
In the qualitative phase, 291 open codes were extracted and organized into 30 concepts, 8 sub-themes, and 2
overarching themes: challenges and opportunities. The identified challenges were categorized into five dimensions:
economic, infrastructural-technological, legal, organizational, and fan-related barriers. Key economic challenges
included limited innovation budgets, uncertainty in return on investment, and weak revenue models. Infrastructural
instability, high costs of physical equipment, lack of stable local platforms, and cybersecurity concerns were also
prominent. Legal ambiguities, shortage of skilled human resources, resistance to change, absence of digital
transformation strategies, and low fan awareness further constrained development. Conversely, opportunities were
grouped into economic development, market and brand development, and technological development. Major
opportunities included generating new revenue streams, gaining competitive advantage, expanding cross-border fan
communities, attracting new sponsors, and exporting digital sport technologies. In the quantitative phase, all identified
concepts were validated through a two-round fuzzy Delphi process. The highest-ranked challenges were high
equipment costs, unstable communication infrastructure, and insufficient innovation funding. The most significant
opportunities were new revenue creation and competitive advantage. The final model illustrates the dynamic
relationship between challenges, metaverse marketing implementation, and developmental opportunities in
professional sport.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study examined the challenges and opportunities of metaverse marketing in Iranian sport and identified eight
sub-themes within two overarching dimensions. Economic, infrastructural-technological, legal, organizational, and
fan-related barriers highlight that successful metaverse adoption requires sustainable financing models, stable digital
infrastructure, regulatory clarity, skilled human resources, and fan-oriented strategies. Without adequate investment,
cybersecurity standards, and supportive legal frameworks, even innovative initiatives may fail. Organizational
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readiness and digital literacy were also found to be critical for effective transformation. Conversely, opportunities
were reflected in economic development, market and brand expansion, and technological advancement. The metaverse
enables new revenue streams, deeper fan engagement, global community building, competitive advantage, and
potential export of digital sport services. Despite its contributions, the study faced limitations related to the novelty of
the field and sample size. Future research should employ broader samples and further develop specialized theoretical
models. Practically, Iranian clubs should prioritize financial sustainability, infrastructure development, regulatory
alignment, and digital capability building to achieve long-term competitive advantage in the metaverse environment.
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Fig 1. Shannon matrix results thematic analysis in qualitative section of research
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