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Introduction: This research aims to develop a sociological capacity model for Iran’s
sports diplomacy in alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals. This study
identifies and categorizes key capacities that can enhance lran's position and
contribute to its socio-economic and environmental growth.

Methods: The study utilized a structured Delphi method involving 60 experts in
sports sociology, diplomacy, and sustainable development. Through three rounds of
qualitative and quantitative evaluations, the main capacities were analyzed, verified,
and categorized into social, economic, and environmental dimensions.

Results: Eight main capacities were identified, including public participation,
cultural exchange, social justice, national solidarity, environmental education, and
sustainable tourism. The findings highlight that capacities like "national solidarity"
and "sustainable tourism" have the highest potential for achieving sustainable
development in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sports diplomacy has emerged as a powerful tool for
promoting international cooperation, mitigating political
tensions, and supporting sustainable development goals.
Acting as a universal language, sport has the potential to
bridge cultural divides, foster national identity, and facilitate
cross-border collaboration. In recent years, the sociological
aspects of sports diplomacy have gained increasing attention,
especially for nations like Iran that seek to enhance their global
standing through non-confrontational means. However, the
integration of sports diplomacy with sustainable development
remains underexplored, particularly within the Iranian context.
This study addresses this gap by proposing a sociological
capacity model for Iran’s sports diplomacy, designed to align
with the three main pillars of sustainable development: social,
economic, and environmental. Drawing on sociological theory
and interdisciplinary frameworks, the study identifies key
capacities that can be strategically leveraged to support Iran's
international engagement and national development.

Methods

The research employed a structured **Delphi method**,
conducted in three iterative rounds, to gather consensus among
60 experts in the fields of sports sociology, diplomacy,
sustainable development, and related disciplines. The
participants included academics, government officials, and
civil society leaders, selected based on specific inclusion
criteria (e.g., professional experience, field of expertise, and
familiarity with Iran's diplomatic landscape).

The Delphi study was conducted in an asynchronous format to
ensure anonymity and reduce bias. Each round involved
qualitative open-ended responses followed by quantitative
assessments using a five-point Likert scale. Content analysis
of qualitative data was carried out using **Mayring’s
qualitative content analysis framework**, ensuring a rigorous
and inductive coding process. Statistical analysis, including
descriptive metrics (mean, standard deviation, and
interquartile range), was performed using SPSS to quantify
expert consensus.

The evaluation of capacities was structured around three
dimensions of sustainability:

* Social (e.g., public participation, social justice)

* Economic (e.g., sports tourism)

* Environmental (e.g., ecological awareness)

Results

The Delphi process identified **eight core sociological
capacities** within Iran’s sports diplomacy that are crucial for
advancing sustainable development:

1. **Public Participation**: Enhancing citizen engagement in
sports-related decision-making and events.

2. **Cultural Exchange**: Promoting mutual understanding
and cooperation through intercultural sporting events.

3. **Social Justice**: Expanding equitable access to sports
and ensuring inclusive representation.

4. **National Solidarity**: Fostering national unity through
collective sports participation.

5. **Environmental Education**: Using sports platforms to
raise ecological awareness and promote sustainable behaviors.
6. **NGO Empowerment**: Strengthening the role of civil
society in sustainable sports initiatives.

7. **Sports Tourism**: Leveraging Iran’s cultural and natural
heritage to attract international sporting events and tourists.

8. **Public Diplomacy Enhancement**: Using sport to
improve Iran’s global image and diplomatic engagement.
According to the Delphi panel, the **most impactful
capacities** were *national solidarity* and *sports tourism*,
which received the highest average effectiveness scores (4.45
+ 0.80 and 4.35 * 0.92, respectively). The lowest-rated
capacity was NGO empowerment, although it was still deemed
effective (3.90 + 1.12). The final model, presented as a
sociological capacity pyramid, positions foundational social
capacities at the base and strategic diplomatic capacities at the
top.

Conclusion

The findings suggest that Iran can enhance its soft power and
support sustainable development by embedding sports
diplomacy within a comprehensive sociological framework.
The proposed model illustrates how social capacities (e.g.,
public engagement and solidarity) act as enablers for more
strategic actions such as international sports tourism and
public diplomacy.

This research contributes to the academic discourse by
providing a grounded and context-sensitive model for
policymakers. The integration of sports with sustainable
development offers a viable path for nations facing
geopolitical limitations but possessing rich cultural and
sporting traditions. The study recommends that Iranian
policymakers develop national strategies that explicitly
incorporate sports diplomacy into broader development
agendas, facilitating collaboration among government bodies,
NGOs, and international partners.
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