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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

In today’s rapidly evolving world, characterized by continuous technological advancements and
dynamic environmental changes, the accuracy of predictions across various fields has diminished
significantly (Khaki et al., 2023). While information technology has enhanced access to vast
amounts of data, paradoxically, it has also increased the uncertainty faced by organizations and
industries (Habegger, 2010). This phenomenon is particularly pronounced in the sports sector,
where the dynamic nature of the field introduces a high degree of unpredictability and complexity
(Nazari & Shahouli, 2022).

Sports startups, which prioritize innovation, agility, and flexibility, are especially vulnerable to
environmental and economic uncertainties. By definition, startups are temporary organizations
designed to search for scalable and profitable business models. However, due to limited resources,
experience, and exposure to volatile markets, startups face a high risk of failure (Blank & Dorf,
2022). To survive and thrive amidst these challenges, sports startups must adopt foresight
strategies that enable them to anticipate and adapt to future uncertainties effectively.

Identifying the key uncertainties that will shape the future of sports startups is critical for their
strategic planning and long-term success. This study aims to identify and analyze the most
significant uncertainties impacting sports startups in Iran, projecting their influence up to the year
2035. By doing so, the research seeks to provide actionable insights for entrepreneurs, investors,
and policymakers involved in the sports startup ecosystem.

Methods

This research employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating qualitative and quantitative
techniques to provide a comprehensive foresight analysis. The study is divided into two main
phases:

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication under
@ ® the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ ).



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-0024-7017
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3877-870X
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-3312-8542
https://smrj.ssrc.ac.ir/

Foresight of Key Uncertainties in Sports Startups ... 120

Qualitative Phase: Content analysis was utilized to identify and extract factors influencing the

future of sports startups. Participants included sports startup owners and key stakeholders selected

through purposive sampling. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved,

resulting in 15 in-depth interviews. The qualitative data provided a rich foundation for

understanding the contextual and environmental factors affecting sports startups.

Quantitative Phase: Following the qualitative analysis, the fuzzy Delphi method was employed

to evaluate and prioritize the identified factors. Experts and university professors with relevant

expertise were purposively selected, with 10 participants contributing to this phase. Data

collection involved structured questionnaires and a comprehensive 36x36 influence matrix. The

MICMAC (Matrix of Cross-Impact Multiplications Applied to Classification) structural analysis

method was applied to analyze the relationships among factors and to classify them based on their

influence and dependence.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the qualitative findings, participant feedback was

incorporated, and open and focused coding methods were rigorously applied. The fuzzy Delphi

technique further validated the content and reliability of the quantitative instruments.

Results

The study engaged a total of 25 participants, including sports startup owners, stakeholders,

experts, and university professors. Demographically, 72% of participants were male, 56% held a

master’s degree, and 36% had between five and ten years of professional experience in the sports

startup domain.

Through open and focused coding of qualitative data, 41 key factors were identified and

categorized into eight thematic dimensions. The subsequent structural analysis of these factors,

using the 36x36 influence matrix, revealed a complex network of 1,232 influence relationships.

Among these, 64 relationships had no impact, 451 were low impact, 690 moderate impact, and

91 high impacts.

The MICMAC analysis highlighted several factors with the greatest influence on the future of

sports startups:

o Economic Sanctions: Recognized as a critical external constraint, sanctions affect access to
resources, international partnerships, and market expansion.

e Changes in Consumer Demand: Shifts in consumer preferences and behaviors directly
impact product development and marketing strategies.

e Quality and Safety Standards: Compliance with evolving standards influences market
acceptance and regulatory approval.

¢ Increased Use of Social Media Platforms: Digital engagement channels are pivotal for
customer acquisition, brand building, and community development.

Other influential variables identified include global market interactions and evolving sports

consumption patterns, which shape competitive dynamics and innovation trajectories.

Ultimately, the study distilled four key uncertainties that will most significantly affect the sports

startup ecosystem:

Growth of the Sports Equipment Industry: Driven by rising health awareness and demand for

quality products.

Private Sector Investment: Influenced by market growth and investor confidence.

Adoption of New Technologies: Including sensors, digital platforms, and data analytics to

enhance sports experiences.

Increased Competition in the Sports Market: Resulting from both domestic and international

players entering the sector.
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Discussion

The findings underscore the multifaceted challenges and opportunities confronting sports startups
in Iran. The interplay of economic, technological, and market factors creates a complex
environment requiring strategic foresight and agility.

Economic sanctions represent a significant barrier, limiting access to capital, technology, and
international collaboration. However, the growing domestic demand for sports equipment and
services offers a promising avenue for startups to innovate and capture market share.

Consumer behavior is rapidly evolving, with Generation Z and millennials demanding
personalized, technology-enhanced sports experiences. Social media platforms have become
essential tools for startups to engage these audiences, build communities, and generate brand
loyalty.

Conclusion

This research identifies four primary uncertainties shaping the future of sports startups in Iran:
the expansion of the sports equipment industry, private sector investment dynamics, technological
adoption in sports experiences, and increasing market competition. These factors collectively
define potential future scenarios and strategic pathways for startups.

The study highlights the critical need for startups to develop foresight capabilities, embrace
innovation, and foster strong investor relations to navigate the uncertain landscape successfully.
Policymakers and industry stakeholders should focus on creating supportive ecosystems that
mitigate the impact of sanctions, encourage investment, and facilitate technology integration.

By addressing these uncertainties proactively, sports startups can enhance their resilience,
competitiveness, and contribution to the broader sports economy.

Key Words: Foresight, Environmental Changes, Structural Analysis, Uncertainty, Sports
Startups

Article Message

To succeed in a competitive market, startups must continuously innovate and provide added value
to customers. Market analysis and attention to customer needs are key factors in this regard. Also,
creating a strong brand and focusing on the quality of products and services can help reduce the
negative effects of increased competition.
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Table 2- Triangular fuzzy numbers equivalent to 5-degree Likert scale

Cood] o s Coodl o busgin ool ool Lo
Very unimportant Unimportant moderate Important Very important
(¢ v = IYD) o /YD = 1D) CIVO [0+ IYO) (<10 /YO ) CIVO N Y)

Sl oo Jole ¥ aziipe 5 ad azs S i o Y eod aibi] lagnl byt slp polie (l0565 b (s
Wl Jlod g (o) 2 SoSie Lanzme )3 (5 3L Jelou g Sl esliiul b oadgl Sl slapas Lt plosl e ains
13 60elS ol it 5 Blegdge Gaigean § og el TP Lels 45 YERTS olasl ay e ilo 5 bl ol
s 50 (Bl sl ‘_;).w)...:l.; ‘6)‘;6)7?3% o 3D byl 5l Soe Cundg b ol oolatul wgr iogh E9o9e
3 olaebl sl 55 50 g 5k 6 NS0T g, 5l arslae Llod (i o beosls Jolo g au o sl 058 (ot
S lidle s SIS L )bl s (g, 5l srsiean] (iou 50 g 3l (Ao by 5l elSags olasily

O oolatul

Pl ™]

5 (20,0 0F) 0l ol IS S Mass (Ao )3 YY) o0 L;aoil,::fld.f.ﬁa;d).i} axllas ol 1o 125 YO (fg0xe,0
(22,3 YY) o359 Lng;?J;;)L:Ml 0592 oLl I olasy Lasils codled atiln (o0 ¥9) Jlo Ve Jlu B0
(F Jg92) 092yt QB as e )l plo b anlie 5o

S anlllao )0 gl 5o pass e lie (Shg -V Joux
Table 3- Characteristic of the research participants in the qualitative study
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Table 4- Factors affecting the future of startups and knowledge-based companies in the sports
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Table 5- The results of index screening using fuzzy Delphi

o 212358 F lisz)zl:f jf:lt‘:ge sl
result Dephasing U M ) Index
Sy -1AD Viee R -/20 olasl glagy 25
Y - IAY Viee  cIAD elpe Jgs solasdl slaceslow
Y - IAY Viee  <IAA - elPY Gis ey o Sdss sl
S, -/va (B VO DY Sl slacalos
Sondy NG SAACAY Y R RWAE
Sy -IvY AT A DA iy bl beS i g boTo bl o ogad iSu 6 08 a ks
Y -1V AT SRR 53 Y game Lo sloosles 5 adsl lge anssa o Sblugs
oy VO SIAA - IAe - IOA Uiy S drwgi ;0 sogad idu &S lie
Y <IAY Voo N c[Fe 59 Ol Caxiio A,
Sopdy “IAA Viee e[ -IV- Soiyg ke ik 4o culs, il
oy <V SIAA VO e ansls 55 plail cols 5 Codls &y g5 2alil
orrd A Viee IAD - -/7e Sl 9 (S Sl sla e 4 adle 1l
S, S SIEA YO DA eboiml Wl 5 Sk s &l pess
Sopdy - VO S[A0 <IVA -OY Sl anel o iss Sonjd
Sy <IA¥ S0 <A </FA o> GBS s Cangeie 05,
e <IA¥ NCVSEL O N eloil glaaile, slap il 5l oalizul Liyl33l
S, -I§A PO IFA -IYY Obie b Jales g1y ez S (5,5l 5l ool
Srd IV JIAA IO el D308 275 ) (ng slags sk 5l ool
Sopdy - VO SIAA oI IOA Go @yl
Y “IA- AN NS IR by s 5o T 5 S0 5 ACT) Glbls )l g Sledlbl (s ld &Y g2
oy “IAY A AT VA blledinl g fgtan Ghen csilne Loably wiile (g8 slaisigleiSS a)
Sipdy SV SIAA VY e Syoe uSlle 38
Sipdy < IS SAY LAY VY oALS B yas ei 5l Cules
Y “IA- Voo oIAY - 1OA 55ps Ol adgi 8 el 5SS slas sl
Frrd -Iva ANV A D9 DYgaze (S92 g @i slaasd
Sipdy NG Viee  <AY -/PA 5508 6skd 5 odg 5l Cules &l he g (puled
oy “1AD Moo /3e w7 353 Sl 5 5y3L (sly soine CoSIle Boi> I olen
Y - IAY SIAA - SIAAefEY 5393 Ol A 3 b i Sladg g Lajls ;0 i
3, -IfY N IR SIS o8l ol s
opdy “IAY Viee <M eY 559 Sl ae) 50 (T (sleolfiig b Cengure A,
opdy NG Voo <AY -/PA ansls 85,9 Bpas o5 )0 s
Y - IVA Viee o eIAe o -100 e o9 Sloas 5 Y gasme (sl Lolis
Y -V NATEERY/ S 2 SEALS G e Lol |5 i
oy “IVA NATEERY/N Y 2 ik %y s Slem slazdl Ll
oy AL SR /AT /YA 0559 Sl a3 lnl Slole 5 sudy slacLs
Sindy -IVO A IRy SRR/ S slalib b ol
Y -va SAASAY -I0A edlops &)l 5 S50 sload a5 5 5l slaasbedslse

Qv o)lods Y 0590 NF+F i g 01055 (L9 o e Wladlae dolilad



vy eyd (o339 SRONO Liwl gudlS suahd suc 5, SKiouky]

63 G 31 ooliial b Lo a5 5 JUyé gl -0 Jgor
Table 5- The results of index screening using fuzzy Delphi
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Table 6 - Preliminary analysis of matrix data and cross effects

ol (iS5 599 99 3l Jolo polio asls
The values obtained from two rotations of the matrix Index
\id oyl olal
Y Oy dlass
7t o olass
£5) S olaws
79 99 ol
a) A olows
P slass
\YYY o>
720/ S 4z

S Mt 9 Sonslae 51 A5 5z )b 9o b ssdasdllas slayrie wluly g (nl Gmile wld (atie (e
G s e ile a5 bl T slagenly 5 anlitiy ol s, 5l S a5 Casl 1 )55 1 doys Ve +
(Y Jg92) o dalone SoSis 133l 5 Lawgi Iiome j5bo 4y ole o ((Sinly) 623 51 5 (395)

Fao Jolge (Sotunly g 3945 (ylime -V Jguxr
Table 7- The degree of penetration and dependence of effective factors
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Figure 1- Coordinate network of factors affecting the future of startups in the field of sports
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Figure 2- Diagram of direct effects (at the 25% level)
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Figure 3- Diagram of direct effects (at the 75% level)
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