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Abstrac

Sports diplomacy is recognized as one of the most effective tools of soft
power in international relations, playing a unique role in enhancing
national image and reducing global tensions through fostering cultural,
social, and political cooperation among nations. This study aimed to
develop a comprehensive model for advancing sports diplomacy in the
Islamic Republic of Iran based on the capabilities of the National
Olympic Committee. This research is qualitative and was conducted
using a mixed approach method in grounded theory. The statistical
population included senior managers of Iran’s National Olympic
Committee, heads of sports federations, and experts in sports
management and international relations. Purposeful sampling with
theoretical saturation was achieved through semi-structured interviews
with 13 participants. Data collection relied on in-depth interviews with
open-ended questions, validated by three experts, and reliability was
confirmed via inter-coder agreement. Data analysis involved three
stages: open coding (extracting 145 initial codes), axial coding (forming
26 concepts), and selective coding (developing 4 main categories).
Findings revealed that Iran’s sports diplomacy development model
hinges on four key categories: "enhancing infrastructural and legal
conditions," "strengthening international interactions," "formulating
macro goals and policies," and "leveraging indigenous sports
capacities." Strategies were categorized into three dimensions:
"infrastructural-financial," "communicative-media," and "managerial-
institutional." The model’s outcomes included the growth of
professional sports, elevation of Iran’s global standing, and mitigation
of sanctions through indirect diplomacy. Results indicate that the
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National Olympic Committee, in coordination with state and
international entities, can utilize sports as a bridge for constructive
global dialogue. This model serves as a strategic framework for
integrated planning in sports diplomacy, aligning it with Iran’s high-
level policy documents.

Introduction

In recent decades, sports diplomacy has emerged as a pivotal instrument
in international relations, transcending mere athletic competition to
become a conduit for cultural exchange, mutual understanding, and
political dialogue. Historical precedents, such as the diplomatic
breakthroughs facilitated by global sporting events, underscore the
transformative potential of sports in bridging geopolitical divides.
Similarly, contemporary initiatives demonstrate how nations leverage
sports to enhance their global standing and foster soft power. However,
the efficacy of sports diplomacy is contingent upon strategic planning,
institutional capabilities, and alignment with national objectives factors
that remain underexplored in contexts marked by political isolation and
economic sanctions. The Islamic Republic of Iran, endowed with a rich
sporting heritage and active participation in international competitions,
faces unique challenges in harnessing sports diplomacy. Despite the
National Olympic Committee of Iran (NOCI)’s mandate to promote
Olympic values and international collaboration, structural constraints
including fluctuating leadership, limited financial resources, and
geopolitical tensions have hindered its capacity to fully capitalize on
sports as a diplomatic tool. Existing studies on Iranian sports diplomacy
often focus on macro-level analyses, neglecting the operational role of
institutions like the NOCI. This gap highlights the urgent need for a
context-specific model that integrates Iran’s socio-political realities
with actionable strategies for diplomatic engagement through sports.
This study addresses this lacuna by proposing a comprehensive
framework for advancing sports diplomacy in Iran, anchored in the
capabilities of the NOCI.

Methods and Material

This study aimed to develop a comprehensive model for advancing
sports diplomacy in the Islamic Republic of Iran based on the
capabilities of the National Olympic Committee. This research is
qualitative and was conducted using a mixed approach method in
grounded theory. The statistical population included senior managers
of Iran’s National Olympic Committee, heads of sports federations, and
experts in sports management and international relations. Purposeful
sampling with theoretical saturation was achieved through semi-
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structured interviews with 13 participants. Data collection relied on in-
depth interviews with open-ended questions, validated by three experts,
and reliability was confirmed via inter-coder agreement. Data analysis
involved three stages: open coding (extracting 145 initial codes), axial
coding (forming 26 concepts), and selective coding (developing 4 main
categories).

Results and Discussion

The study identified four interconnected pillars shaping Iran’s sports
diplomacy. First, modernizing sports infrastructure and aligning legal
frameworks with global standards emerged as foundational to
enhancing institutional credibility. Second, expanding collaborations
with international bodies like the IOC and hosting regional events
strengthened Iran’s engagement in global sports governance. Third,
integrating sports diplomacy into broader foreign policy objectives,
such as countering geopolitical isolation, ensured strategic coherence.
Fourth, promoting indigenous sports like wrestling (traditional
wrestling) served as a cultural bridge, fostering cross-cultural dialogue.
To operationalize these pillars, three key strategies were prioritized:
targeted investments in mega-events and grassroots programs, digital
media campaigns to project Iran’s sports narratives, and institutional
reforms to empower the National Olympic Committee (NOC) with
diplomatic training and autonomy. These efforts yielded tangible
outcomes, including reduced isolation through sports-driven dialogues,
an elevated global image from achievements in events like the Asian
Games, and a revitalized domestic sports ecosystem that spurred youth
engagement and tourism. Collectively, the findings highlight the
NOC's critical role in harmonizing Iran’s diplomatic goals with its soft
power potential, offering a scalable model for nations navigating
similar geopolitical challenges.

Conclusion

The findings of this study illuminate the transformative potential of
sports diplomacy as a strategic tool for Iran to navigate geopolitical
challenges while fostering international cooperation. By prioritizing
infrastructural modernization, policy harmonization, and cultural
leveraging, Iran’s National Olympic Committee (NOC) can transcend
traditional diplomatic barriers, as evidenced by successful engagements
in regional events like the Asian Games. This aligns with global
precedents, such as China’s use of the 2008 Olympics, where sports
served as a conduit for soft power projection. However, Iran’s unique
context marked by sanctions and political isolation necessitates
adaptive strategies, such as digital outreach and institutional reforms, to
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amplify its narrative beyond conventional channels. The study also
underscores the dual role of indigenous sports (e.g., koshti) in
preserving cultural identity and fostering cross-cultural dialogue, a
strategy mirrored in India’s promotion of cricket and Japan’s emphasis
on martial arts. Yet, the research acknowledges limitations, including
its focus on Iran’s specific context, which may restrict the model’s
direct applicability to other sanctioned states without contextual
adjustments. Future studies could explore comparative analyses with
nations like Cuba or Venezuela to refine strategies for leveraging sports
under economic constraints.

In conclusion, this model positions the NOC as a pivotal actor in
aligning Iran’s diplomatic ambitions with its soft power capabilities. By
institutionalizing sports diplomacy within foreign policy frameworks,
Iran can mitigate isolation, enhance global standing, and stimulate
socio-economic benefits through tourism and youth engagement. The
study advocates for cross-sector collaboration, urging policymakers to
integrate sports into national development agendas and invest in
diplomatic training for sports managers. As digital platforms redefine
global narratives, Iran’s ability to harness these tools coupled with
strategic international partnerships will determine its success in
transforming sports from a recreational activity into a cornerstone of
geopolitical resilience. This approach not only offers a roadmap for Iran
but also contributes to broader discourse on sports as a universal
language of diplomacy in fragmented global landscapes.
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