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Abstract

Sustainable marketing is a vital strategy that supports the long-term success of sports businesses by
integrating elements such as environmental responsibility, consumer demand, competitive advantage, cost
savings, and reputation management. Sustainable marketing practices also provide a competitive edge for
sports businesses, enhance the value of eco-conscious brands in the eyes of consumers, and have a
positive impact on sales. Therefore, the present study aimed to design a sustainable marketing model in
the Iranian sports sector using a grounded theory approach. This study employed a mixed-methods
(qualitative—quantitative) exploratory design using grounded theory. The qualitative population consisted
of experts and elites in the national sports industry, including professors in sport management with
expertise in marketing and environmental domains. From this group, 12 individuals were selected through
purposive sampling for in-depth interviews, which continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. In
the quantitative phase, 250 managers, specialists, and stakeholders in Iran’s sports sector were selected
via convenience sampling. In the qualitative section, research validity was confirmed based on criteria of
credibility, transferability, and confirmability; in the quantitative section, it was confirmed through face and
content validity. Reliability in the qualitative phase, using the test-retest method, was 0.79, and in the
quantitative phase, the composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha were greater than 0.70. For data
analysis, open, axial, and selective coding were used in the qualitative phase, and structural equation
modeling with PLS software was applied in the quantitative phase. According to the findings, 80 indicators
were identified for sustainable marketing in Iran’s sports industry, categorized into 13 criteria and 5
dimensions. The causal factors included environmental concerns, planning, and branding; contextual
factors included customer orientation, innovation, and infrastructure development; intervening conditions
included governmental and cultural issues; strategies included digitalization, support, and communication;
and consequences included empowerment and managerial outcomes. Furthermore, based on the model
validation results, the research findings demonstrated a good model fit. The structural model’s significance
coefficients (t-values) indicated that all relationships between causal, contextual, intervening, strategic,
and consequential factors were significant and positive. The study concluded that sustainable marketing
indicators in Iran’s sports industry require attention to environmental, planning, and branding elements as
causal factors, and to customer orientation, innovation, and infrastructure development as contextual
components.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
In recent decades, sustainability has emerged as a central concern across various sectors, including
business, environment, and society, due to escalating climate change, depletion of natural
resources, and growing public awareness. These challenges have particularly affected industries
with high resource consumption, such as sports, where the intersection of environmental impact,
social influence, and economic profitability is pronounced (Azmat et al., 2023; Mahajan et al., 2024).
The global push toward sustainability and carbon neutrality has forced sports organizations to
reconsider their operational and marketing strategies, integrating environmental consciousness into
business planning and brand development (Faragd, 2024; Konstantopoulos & Manoli, 2023).
Sustainable marketing, as a strategic approach, seeks to ensure long-term business success by
embedding social and environmental responsibility within marketing activities. It not only responds
to shifting consumer expectations but also aligns business goals with sustainable development
priorities (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021). In the sports industry, this approach is especially relevant due to
the dual influence of sports on public culture and its significant environmental footprint. From
sustainable event planning and eco-friendly facilities to ethical branding and value-based
consumption, sustainable marketing practices offer multiple pathways for integrating sustainability
into sports operations (Esty & Winston, 2009; Young & Dhanda, 2012).
Although sustainable marketing has received considerable academic attention in the general
business context, empirical models specifically tailored to the sports sector—particularly in
developing countries—remain limited. The need to incorporate localized social norms, cultural
dynamics, and regulatory challenges makes it essential to develop indigenous frameworks that
capture the complexity of sustainability in the context of sport (Niskanen, 2019; Trail & McCullough,
2020). Moreover, the rise of consumer awareness, along with digital transformation, has created a
fertile environment for sport organizations to embrace sustainable marketing strategies while
maintaining competitive advantage (Saki & Oztas, 2025; Wang & Butkouskaya, 2023).
This study seeks to fill this gap by designing a sustainable marketing model specifically for the Iranian
sports industry using the grounded theory approach. The model identifies key dimensions, criteria,
and indicators that shape sustainable marketing practices and offers a framework for their strategic
application. The results are expected to help sport organizations, policymakers, and marketers better

integrate sustainability principles into their operations.
\\i
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Methods and Materials

This research was conducted using a mixed-methods exploratory design based on grounded theory.
In the qualitative phase, data were collected from 12 experts—including academics and
professionals in sport management and environmental marketing—using semi-structured interviews.
The participants were selected through purposive sampling and interviews continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. The qualitative data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding.
In the quantitative phase, a survey was conducted among 250 respondents including sport
managers, environmental experts, and stakeholders in Iran’s sport industry. The questionnaire was
constructed based on the codes and categories identified in the qualitative analysis. To ensure the
validity and reliability of the instrument, confirmatory factor analysis, Cronbach’s alpha, composite
reliability, and Fornell-Larcker criteria were employed. Structural equation modeling (SEM) using
SmartPLS was used to test the model and examine the relationships among latent variables.
Findings

The qualitative analysis yielded a comprehensive model of sustainable marketing in the Iranian
sports sector consisting of five main dimensions: causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences. Within these dimensions, 13 criteria and 80 specific
indicators were identified.

Causal conditions included environmental concerns, strategic planning, and sustainable branding.
Contextual factors encompassed customer orientation, innovation, and infrastructure development.
Intervening conditions were categorized into governmental issues and cultural challenges. Strategic
responses included digital technologies, organizational support, and communication strategies.
Finally, the consequences involved empowerment and effective management.

Quantitative data analysis showed that all causal conditions had significant and positive effects on
sustainable marketing strategies. Strategic planning (B = 0.386), environmental awareness (f =
0.322), and branding (B = 0.145) significantly influenced the implementation of marketing strategies.
Similarly, customer orientation (8 = 0.170), innovation (B = 0.228), and infrastructure (8 = 0.176)
were positively related to strategic actions.

Intervening variables such as governmental (8 = -0.203) and cultural issues (B = -0.079) had
significant but negative impacts on the strategic dimension, suggesting that these variables act as
obstacles to the implementation of sustainability initiatives. The path from strategic activities to
outcomes (empowerment and management) showed a strong and positive relationship (B = 0.727),
confirming the mediating role of strategies.

The model's goodness-of-fit indices confirmed its robustness. The R2 values for the latent variables
ranged from 0.48 to 0.57. The standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) was 0.078, and the
chi-square/df ratio was 2.17, both indicating an acceptable model fit.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study offer important insights into the development and implementation of
sustainable marketing practices in the Iranian sports industry. First, the identification of
environmental, planning, and branding as key causal factors aligns with the strategic literature
emphasizing the importance of environmental strategy and long-term planning in achieving
sustainability (Esty & Winston, 2009; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021). These components serve as the
foundation for sustainable behavior and value creation within sports organizations.
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The study also reveals the critical role of customer orientation and innovation in shaping contextual
factors. As consumers become increasingly environmentally conscious, their expectations drive
organizations toward responsible production, service innovation, and ethical communication. In this
context, sustainable marketing becomes not only a business necessity but a cultural and ethical
commitment (Wang & Butkouskaya, 2023; Young & Dhanda, 2012). Furthermore, the inclusion of
infrastructure development emphasizes the need for a supportive ecosystem, including regulatory
frameworks, funding mechanisms, and technological tools, to enable the successful execution of
sustainable strategies.

However, the study also highlights the negative impact of governmental and cultural barriers, which
can impede the adoption of sustainable marketing. Regulatory inconsistencies, limited awareness,
and traditional business mindsets act as deterrents. Addressing these challenges requires multi-
level interventions, including policy reform, capacity building, and public education (Azmat et al.,
2023).

From a strategic standpoint, the research underscores the transformative power of digital
technologies and communication platforms. Social media, online events, and data analytics play
pivotal roles in fostering stakeholder engagement, enhancing brand transparency, and promoting
sustainability messages. These tools allow sports organizations to maintain ongoing, two-way
communication with fans and customers, thereby building trust and loyalty.

Finally, the study confirms that well-executed sustainable marketing strategies lead to empowerment
and effective management. Empowerment refers to strengthening the sport sector’s role in national
development, promoting social responsibility, and fostering innovation. Effective management, on
the other hand, involves integrating sustainability into organizational policies, decision-making
processes, and performance evaluations.

In conclusion, the proposed model offers a comprehensive and context-sensitive framework for
understanding and implementing sustainable marketing in the sports industry. By highlighting the
complex interplay of causal, contextual, and strategic elements, the study contributes to both
theoretical advancement and practical application. For countries like Iran, where sustainability in
sports is still emerging, this model serves as a roadmap for aligning business practices with global
sustainability goals while responding to local realities.
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