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Abstract

The purpose of this study was a structural-interpretive model of factors on the development of
individual productivity of sports management graduates. The method of this research was
mixed and its design was exploratory. The statistical population of this study consisted of 15
people who were purposefully and expertly selected. A semi-structured interview was used to
collect data in the qualitative study and a questionnaire was used to collect information in the
quantitative study. Valid audit, transfer, reliability and analytical analysis were used to
evaluate the quality and validity of the findings, and to analyze the qualitative study data,
coding and quantitative study were used using the structural-breath (ISM) method and ISM
software. As a result of qualitative data analysis, two main factors, fourteen individual factors,
and 93 conceptual concepts were identified. As a result of quantitative data analysis, these
factors were classified into eight levels, among which cultural issues were rooted. In order to
move in the direction of the complexity of graduate productivity development, the cultural
structure required for this phenomenon must first be created.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Human resources are considered the most valuable asset of any nation, and their optimal utilization within a
coherent system is essential for sustainable development. Universities and higher education institutions play a
critical role in cultivating effective, knowledgeable, and capable human capital. Despite the quantitative and
qualitative expansion of higher education in Iran, the unemployment rate among university graduates—
particularly in physical education and sports sciences—has increased significantly. The field of sports
management, as one of the most popular sub-disciplines, faces a paradox: while it offers substantial potential for
employment and entrepreneurship, many graduates encounter serious challenges in career placement and
productivity. Low levels of individual productivity may stem from both internal and external factors such as
inadequate educational structures, ineffective management policies, and cultural constraints. Thus, the present
study aims to develop a structural-interpretive model (ISM) that identifies and levels the factors influencing the
development of individual productivity among sports management graduates.

Methodology:

This study employs a mixed-method approach with an exploratory sequential design. The research began with a
qualitative phase based on the Grounded Theory approach (Glaser’s method) to discover and categorize the main
dimensions affecting graduate productivity. The quantitative phase applied the Interpretive Structural Modeling
(ISM) technique to analyze the hierarchical relations among these dimensions. The population consisted of
academic and executive experts in sports management and related policymaking fields. Fifteen knowledgeable
participants were selected through purposive sampling based on theoretical saturation. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews (for the qualitative phase) and questionnaires (for the quantitative phase).

The reliability and validity of qualitative findings were assessed through Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria —
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The coding agreement between two independent
coders was calculated at 0.84, surpassing the required reliability threshold. In total, 93 initial concepts, 14
subcategories, and 2 main categories (internal and external factors) were extracted through three stages of open,
axial, and selective coding. Quantitative data analysis was conducted using ISM software (Warfield, 1973) to
level and visualize relationships among identified factors.

Findings:

The qualitative analysis revealed fourteen subcategories: selection and acceptance, support, government policy,
business cycle policy, managerial weaknesses, critical thinking, individual capability, social behavior,
educational policy, university policy, coordination weaknesses, motivational issues, cultural challenges, and
research barriers. These subcategories formed two overarching domains — internal factors (e.g., individual
capabilities, motivation, and critical reflection) and external factors (e.g., policy frameworks, cultural and
managerial barriers).

Using ISM, the relational hierarchy among these factors was determined across eight levels, positioning cultural
issues as the most fundamental and deeply rooted driver of productivity development. This indicates that
establishing cultural capacity is a prerequisite for progressing toward the complex process of individual
productivity enhancement among graduates. The analysis further emphasizes that without cultural adaptation and
systemic support, strategies focused only on managerial or educational reforms remain insufficient.

Discussion and Conclusion:

The model demonstrates that developing individual productivity among sports management graduates is a
multidimensional and hierarchical phenomenon shaped by interactions among cultural, managerial, educational,
and personal factors. The root role of culture suggests that productivity growth must begin with the cultivation of
values and attitudes promoting work ethics, creativity, and professional identity. Subsequently, educational
systems and government policies should align to strengthen motivation, critical thinking, and self-efficacy
among students and graduates.

This study also highlights the essential balance between individual-driven and system-driven components —
effective management practices, interdisciplinary training, and constructive policy interventions should
accompany personal skill development and empowerment.

By establishing this structural-interpretive framework, policymakers and academic planners can identify
leverage points for intervention, prioritize resources efficiently, and design integrated programs for improving
the personal productivity and employability of sports management graduates in Iran. Future research is
recommended to apply this model across other disciplines and validate it through larger samples and longitudinal
studies.
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