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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION
Entrepreneurship has emerged as a central driver of economic growth, job creation, and sustainable development,
attracting increasing attention from policymakers and scholars alike (Schumpeter & Backhaus, 2003; Shane &
Venkataraman, 2007). The sports industry, as one of the world's most dynamic economic sectors — with a global
market value exceeding $113 billion in 2024 and projected growth to $220 billion by 2034 (Zion Market Research,
2025) — offers fertile ground for entrepreneurial activity. Sports entrepreneurship, situated at the intersection of sport
management and entrepreneurship theory, encompasses a broad spectrum of activities from manufacturing equipment
and apparel to digital sport platforms and event management (Ratten & Ferreira, 2016).

Despite Iran's considerable potential — with a population of over 85 million, rich sporting traditions, and a large
domestic market — the country's sports manufacturing sector has been unable to fully exploit these advantages.
Research has shown that private sector investment in sports goods manufacturing workshops in Iran has failed to
generate a significant positive impact on GDP, pointing to deep structural barriers within this industry (Askarian et
al., 2019). Furthermore, Iranian consumers have been found to systematically imported sports goods as
superior in terms of quality, variety, and after-sales service compared to domestic ctured products (Azizi
et al., 2022), creating an additional market challenge for local producers.

Mazandaran Province occupies a unique position in this landscape: endowed with exc
population of 3.6 million, a vibrant tourism industry, and growing sporting activity, it
potential for sports manufacturing entrepreneurship. The Dignity and Progress i
participants in the province's sports industry, reflects this latent potential. Howev
realized performance remains substantial. Entrepreneurship
European perspectives, provides limited guidance for underst
context of Iranian sports manufacturing (Kamyuka et al., 2023).
sports entrepreneurship barriers, sports startups, and academig ent
no study has specifically examined the barriers to entre
provincial level using a qualitative, indigenous approach

METHODOLOGY

This research is applied in terms of pur
following the systematic procedur
entrepreneurship barriers as experienced by pra

entrepreneurs, and owners of sports manufacturin

raphic diversity, a
nificant untapped
0 recognize active
ap between potential and
tly from Western and
Itural, and economic
studies on general
ndalizadeh, 2024),
g businesses at the

addresses.

f methodology. A Grounded Theory approach,
was adopted to enable deep exploration of
e statistical population comprised all managers,
in Mazandaran Province who participated in the first
mpling was employed, with participants selected based on
tion, or management. Data were collected through 18 semi-
| saturation was reached — no new categories emerged from
ree stages of coding: open coding (line-by-line extraction of
g codes into sub-categories), and selective coding (identifying overarching
s). Validity and reliability were ensured using Lincoln and Guba's four criteria:
ferability (thick description), dependability (audit trail), and confirmability (peer

structured, in-depth interviews, a
additional fihterviews.

initial cod i
categories
credibility (me
debriefing

RESULTS
Analysis of 18 i
industky — in

interviews with experts and entrepreneurs active across diverse sub-sectors of the sports
ess equipment manufacturing, sportswear and footwear, sports technology, medical-sports
nd sports nutrition — yielded 51 open codes, 17 axial codes, and 8 main selective

ories constitute the core findings of the study:

1. Le iers S8including contradictory and frequently changing directives, complex and opaque tax
legislation, burdenso | security obligations, and prolonged multi-agency administrative processes.

2. Economic Challe — encompassing severe exchange rate volatility, difficulty accessing bank financing,
chronic structural inflation, and capital immobilization due to inability to place long-term orders.

3. Infrastructural Deficiencies — including inadequate logistics and transportation infrastructure, absence of
specialized sports industrial zones, obsolete production machinery, and lack of access to advanced manufacturing
technologies.

4. Managerial Limitations — including shortage of specialized technical labor, brain drain of design talent to
Tehran, reliance on family-based management models, and weak digital marketing capabilities.
5. Competition and Distribution Challenges — including unfair competition from smuggled imports, absence

of effective protective tariffs, unnecessary intermediary chains reducing producer margins, and inability to access
major retail chains.

6. Cultural and Social Barriers — including negative consumer perceptions of domestically produced sports
goods, social prestige associated with foreign brands, risk aversion among local investors, and low social value
attributed to manufacturing occupations.

7. Weak Support Ecosystem — including a deep disconnect between university research and production-line
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needs, weak trade unions unable to lobby effectively, and absence of sports-specific incubators and accelerators in
the province.

8. Supply Chain Challenges — including heavy dependence on intermediaries for specialized raw materials
(e.g., spandex, breathable fabrics), absence of domestic suppliers for specialized inputs, and high risk from raw
material quality variability.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The eight identified categories form a mutually reinforcing system of barriers that collectively suppress entrepreneurial
activity in Mazandaran's sports manufacturing sector. The findings align with and extend prior research: legal and
regulatory barriers echo patterns documented in SME manufacturing research globally (Alayén et al., 2022); economic
challenges are consistent with the structural macroeconomic instability that characterizes Iran's economy ; and cultural
barriers resonate with consumer behavior literature on ethnocentrism in developing country markets (Kinawy, 2025).
The weak support ecosystem finding aligns with Gonzalez-Serrano et al. (2021) entrepreneurial ecosystems
for the sports industry, confirming that ecosystem-level deficiencies are a global cha takes particularly acute
form in Iran's provincial context.

This study makes three key contributions. First, it provides the first indigenous qualitati
barriers specifically in sports manufacturing — as distinct from services or t sports businesses.
Second, it demonstrates that the barriers are systemic rather than isolated, meani nterventions will be
insufficient. Third, it produces policy-relevant, actionable fimgings at the provinci offering a roadmap for
coordinated action by the Ministry of Sport, the Ministry of In i ions, universities, and
the entrepreneurs themselves.

Policymakers are encouraged to prioritize integrated industgi
processes, preferential financing schemes, and structured uni
should employ quantitative methods to weight the relative i
to comparative provincial studies across Iran.

f entrepreneurship

implified licensing
rams. Future research
eight categories and extend the analysis
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