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Abstract

This qualitative exploratory study employs thematic analysis to
examine the Iranian sports diaspora as a hidden asset for the
sustainable development of the country’s sports sector. Data were
collected and analyzed through 17 semi-structured interviews with
Iranian migrant athletes, coaches, referees, and sports administrators,
complemented by official documents and supplementary reports. The
analytical process followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step
thematic analysis framework. Findings indicate that the sports
diaspora plays a significant role in enhancing sports and social justice
by transferring knowledge, innovative technologies, and international
experiences. However, barriers such as legal restrictions and negative
attitudes limit the full utilization of this potential. The theoretical
contribution of this research lies in applying the “transnational social
capital” framework, which conceptualizes the transnational
relationships of the sports diaspora as a key mechanism for the
sustainable transfer of knowledge and sporting expertise. Beyond
enriching the academic literature, this study offers a conceptual and
practical framework to guide policymaking and foster constructive
interactions between the sports diaspora and Iran’s sports system.

Introduction

Sports play a pivotal role in sustainable development, contributing
significantly to health, education, and social cohesion. In Iran, the
migration of athletes, coaches, referees, and sports administrators
abroad has increased over recent decades, creating what is known as
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the "Iranian sports diaspora." Diaspora refers to populations of
migrants who maintain strong ties with their country of origin and can
serve as a form of transnational social capital that supports the
development of their homeland. However, the role and potential of
this sports diaspora in fostering sustainable development of Iranian
sports have not been thoroughly investigated. This study aims to
identify and analyze the position and capacities of the Iranian sports
diaspora in advancing the sustainable development of sports within
Iran.

Materials and Methods

This research employed a qualitative exploratory design using
thematic analysis to examine the data. Data collection involved 17
semi-structured interviews with Iranian migrant athletes, coaches,
referees, and sports administrators residing abroad. Additionally,
official documents and supplementary reports were utilized to enrich
the data set. The data analysis process followed Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) six-step thematic analysis framework, which includes
familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for
themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and
producing the final report. Particular attention was given to extracting
themes related to the role of the diaspora in transferring knowledge,
innovative technologies, and international experiences.

Findings

The findings reveal that the Iranian sports diaspora possesses
substantial potential to enhance the country’s sports sector. The most
prominent role identified is the transfer of specialized knowledge and
cutting-edge sports technologies, which can significantly improve the
quality of training, coaching, and competitive performance in Iran.
This  knowledge transfer encompasses modern coaching
methodologies, advanced performance assessment technologies, and
sports management practices. Moreover, the diaspora’s active
presence on international platforms and access to global sports
networks provide opportunities to leverage international standards and
experiences, thereby helping to reduce technical and organizational
gaps in Iranian sports. Additionally, the diaspora acts as a catalyst for
promoting social justice in sports by advocating for equal
opportunities and fostering ethical and professional values, which are
integral to sustainable sports development. Nevertheless, the study
also highlights considerable barriers limiting the full utilization of this
human capital. Legal restrictions, bureaucratic challenges related to
collaboration with individuals abroad, and negative attitudes or
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distrust from some domestic sports institutions create a closed and
non-cooperative environment. These factors reduce the motivation and
willingness of diaspora members to engage in developmental
processes within Iran’s sports system.

Conclusion

Theoretically, this study contributes by applying the “transnational
social capital” framework to analyze the Iranian sports diaspora’s role.
Under this framework, the diaspora is not merely a group of migrants
but a dynamic network of transnational social relations capable of
sustainably transferring knowledge and expertise in sports. The
findings suggest that to harness this valuable resource effectively,
Iranian sports policies and programs should be designed to facilitate
and strengthen constructive, sustained interactions with the diaspora.
Developing legal and institutional mechanisms to overcome
communication and cultural barriers, enhancing mutual trust, and
improving collaboration environments are among the proposed
strategies. Beyond enriching academic literature on sports and
migration, this research offers a conceptual and practical framework to
guide policymakers and sports stakeholders in Iran toward more
effective engagement with the migrant sports community. Ultimately,
the study underscores that the Iranian sports diaspora, if recognized as
a hidden asset and properly managed, can play a crucial role in
elevating the level of sports and promoting social justice within the
country.

Keywords: Sports diaspora, migration, social capital, sustainable
development, Iran
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4. Dependability
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