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Abstract

The present study was conducted with the aim of identifying the factors
affecting the attraction_of sports fans.in Iran with an emphasis on the
capacities of the _metaverse."This study is of a mixed type (qualitative-
quantitative) and is applied in terms of purpose. In the qualitative part, data
were collected using the grounded theory method and semi-structured
interviews with 12 experts in the field of sports management and technology
and analyzed through open, axial and selective coding. In the quantitative
part, the statistical population included managers and experts in public
relations and media in the Ministry of Sports and Youth and sports
federations, of which 66 people were randomly selected and 59 researcher-
made questionnaires were analyzed. Quantitative data were analyzed using
structural equation modeling in SPSS and PLS software. The findings of the
qualitative part led to the extraction of 41 concepts that were classified into
six main factors including interactions, emotional factors, technical factors,
supports, framing and monitoring and evaluation. The quantitative results
also confirmed the good fit of the proposed conceptual model (GOF=0.71).
Accordingly, attracting sports fans in Iran depends on simultaneous attention
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to the technological, social, and emotional dimensions of the metaverse, as
well as the creation of supportive infrastructures and continuous evaluation
systems. The findings of this study can be used as a roadmap for sports
managers and policymakers in the country in strategically utilizing emerging
technologies to attract, retain, and develop sports fans.

Keywords: Fan Engagement; Metaverse; Technology; Digital
Transformation

Introduction

In recent decades, sport has emerged as one of .the most dynamic
cultural and economic industries worldwide, consistently influenced
by technological advancements. Technological innovations have not
only enhanced athletes’ performance but have also transformed
management practices, marketing strategies, and fan engagement
models. The emergence of cutting-edge technelogies such as virtual
reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and particularly the metaverse
has opened new horizons for fan experiences and value creation in the
sports industry. Despite these global developments, the systematic
utilization of metaverse capacities within the Iranian sports sector—
especially in the area of fan.attraction and engagement—remains in its
early stages. Domestic studies have primarily focused on the
conceptual explanation of. the metaverse, and no comprehensive
model has yet been developedsto identify the factors influencing the
attraction of sports fans within a metaverse-based environment. This
research gap has resulted in the absence of a coherent framework for
policymaking+and strategic planning in this field at the national
level.Accordingly;.the present study was designed and conducted with
the aim of identifying the factors influencing the attraction of sports
fans in Iran, with an emphasis on the capacities of the metaverse. The
main research question is as follows:

What are the factors influencing the attraction of sports fans in Iran,
with an emphasis on the capacities of the metaverse?

Methods and Material

The present study was applied in terms of purpose and employed a
mixed-methods design with respect to data collection. The
qualitative phase was conducted using a grounded theory approach
based on Glaser’s model. The research instruments included semi-
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structured interviews and a researcher-developed questionnaire.
The findings derived from the interviews led to the development of
a researcher-made questionnaire consisting of 41 items. The items
were designed using a five-point Likert scale. To ensure the
trustworthiness of the qualitative phase, the criteria of credibility,
transferability, and confirmability were applied. Credibility was
established through verification of the research process by seven
experts, as well as by employing two independent coders to code
selected interview samples in order to ~ensure intercoder
consistency. Transferability was assessed by ‘consulting three
external experts who were not involved in the study and soliciting
their opinions regarding the research findings. Confirmability was
ensured through the systematic recording and documentation of all
interviews, allowing for review and “verification whenever
necessary. For the quantitative phase;. content validity was
evaluated based on expert opinions. The. reliability of the
questionnaire was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient,
which yielded a value .of 0.84, indicating satisfactory internal
consistency.

Results and Discussion

The findings of the qualitative phase led to the extraction of 41
concepts, which were <categorized into six main factors:
interactions, emotional ™ factors, technical factors, support
mechanisms, strueturing, and monitoring and evaluation. The
results of the.quantitative phase also confirmed the acceptable fit of
the proposed conceptual model (GOF = 0.71). Accordingly,
attracting sports fans in Iran requires simultaneous attention to the
technological, social, and emotional dimensions of the metaverse,
along with the establishment of supportive infrastructures and
continuous evaluation systems. The findings of this study can serve
as a strategic roadmap for sports managers and policymakers in
leveraging emerging technologies to attract, retain, and develop
sports fans in a systematic and sustainable manner.
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Conclusion

Given the significant and strategic applications of the metaverse
across various domains, including sport, it is essential to conduct
comprehensive studies to establish a clear pathway for the
development of sports fan attraction in Iran, with an emphasis on
the capacities of the metaverse. The present study offers valuable
contributions from both scientific and practical perspectives. From
a scientific standpoint, investigating the development of sports fan
attraction in Iran through the lens of metaverse capacities helps
address a notable research gap in this emerging field..Considering
the scarcity of rigorous studies focusing on this topic within the
Iranian context, the current research contributes to enriching the
theoretical foundations and expanding the.academic literature in
this area. From a research perspective, «future studies are
encouraged to conduct comparative analyses of fan experiences in
the metaverse across different countries and to evaluate the
applicability and effectiveness of ‘global ‘models within Iran’s
cultural and social context. Furthermore, in-depth qualitative
studies exploring Iranian sports fans’ perceptions and attitudes
toward the metaverse, as well.as longitudinal research assessing the
sustainability_of this technology’s impact on fan loyalty, could
significantly enhance the ‘body of knowledge in this domain.
Additionally, examining.the role of complementary technologies—
such ‘as augmented ' reality (AR), mixed reality (MR), and
blockchain—in the development of immersive virtual fan
experiences is.recommended as a promising direction for future
research. Despite its contributions, this study is subject to certain
limitations. The qualitative phase relied on a relatively limited
number of experts and sports managers, which may restrict the
generalizability of the findings. Moreover, the emerging nature of
metaverse technology in Iran and the limited familiarity of some
fans with this concept may have influenced the accuracy of
responses and the interpretation of data. Finally, technical
constraints and unequal access to digital infrastructures within the
country represent contextual challenges that should be taken into
account when interpreting the results of this study.
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