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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Nowadays, in the sports industry, brand managers and agents frequently handle the management of
athletes’ brands, assisting them in creating opportunities to enhance their brands and expand their fan
base. With the rise of social networks in recent years, the need for branding and its development in
women’s sports has also emerged. Female athletes are no longer confined to traditional social roles
such as mothers and daughters (Sherifler et al., 2016). Further, in recent years, as professional female
athletes have been building their own sports brands, they have also been expanding their fan base for
themselves and their teams (Griffin, 2016). A review of the literature on marketing, particularly
branding in sports, indicates that developing a strategic branding plan for professional athletes is
crucial, as it enhances fans’ attachment to their favorite athletes.

Martials and Methods

The research was conducted using a qualitative grounded theory approach, following the methods of
Strauss and Corbin. Data were collected through 17 semi-structured interviews with female Olympic
and Asian Games athletes, as well as managers, professors, and experts with substantial experience
in women's professional sports and branding. The data collection continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved. The collected data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding to develop
the final model. In each of these three stages, the answers to the questions were compared, and the
derived concepts formed the basis for further data collection (Danaeifar & Emami, 2007). To ensure
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reliability and validity, we employed Lincoln and Guba's criteria (1994), which include four elements:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Findings

The data analysis process follows the systematic approach of grounded theory as outlined by Strauss
and Corbin, encompassing three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The initial
step in building grounded theory is open coding. In this stage, rather than presenting all the interview
transcripts and focus group discussions, only the key points are highlighted based on annotations of
the interview texts. Selective coding involves aligning core codes based on logical connections and
linking them to other categories. This process includes validating relationships and addressing gaps
with categories that require further refinement (Charmes, 2006). At the conclusion of the three-step
coding process, the layers of the final research model are presented both individually and
schematically. Ultimately, the final research model was developed by integrating these layers. The
model was constructed from a total of 98 conceptual codes and 20 categories, focusing on the axial
phenomenon, causal conditions, necessary contexts, intervening variables, strategies, and
consequences related to the personal brand of Iranian elite female athletes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that personality, cultural intelligence, visibility, and social intelligence can form
the foundation of the personal brand for Iranian elite female athletes. This can be achieved through
platforms related to lifestyle, sports background, and social responsibility. By supporting women’s
sports, engaging in self-promotion, maintaining ethical performance, and ensuring a coherent
communication image, we can anticipate outcomes such as establishing a commercial identity,
advancing career paths, enhancing motivation and vitality, and becoming role models and popular
figures in society. Therefore, athletes, managers, and sports marketers can build a customer and fan
base by focusing on these factors, leading to stable income, enhanced reputation, popularity, and self-
esteem. The results indicate that the personal branding of elite female athletes is influenced by a
complex interplay of factors and conditions. This may be attributed to the fact that women's sports in
the country are overshadowed by men's sports, leading to cultural and social issues such as the
modeling of deviant individuals, demanding daily schedules, lack of sponsorship for women’s sports,
focus on non-sports personal brands, and the presence of a sports mafia. It is worth mentioning that
personal factors have a significantly greater impact than environmental factors on the phenomenon
under study. This suggests that personal and situational factors play a more substantial role than
environmental ones. Consequently, athletes, sports managers, and marketers can build a customer and
fan base, achieve sustainable income, and maintain their reputation, popularity, and self-esteem by
focusing more on these personal and situational factors.
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Table 2- Criteria for measuring the adequacy of the research process
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Table 3- Primary identified concepts and categories
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Table 4- Results related to axial coding
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Figure 1- Personal brand model of Iranian elite female athletes
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