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Abstract

Objective: The current research has studied the position of human capital and the quality of education in the
ecosystem of sports startups in Iran.

Methodology: The nature of the research is qualitative and exploratory. To collect data, in-depth semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 16 experts in the field of entrepreneurship and sports startups,
including founders of sports startups, managers of science and technology parks and growth centers, university
professors, and elites in the field of sports entrepreneurship. Sampling was purposeful. Then the data was
analyzed by the thematic analysis method.

Results: The results showed that educational content and policies can play a role in the sports startup ecosystem
through technical, communication, and management training, needs assessment and educational goal setting,
entrepreneurial orientation training, educational procedures, evaluation system, and educational and research
infrastructures. Human capital also plays a crucial role in the sports startup ecosystem, encompassing the
knowledge and skills required by startup businesses, the entrepreneurial capabilities and cognitive
characteristics of entrepreneurs, agile and dynamic management, and effective team-building capabilities.
Conclusion: The human capital factor and its education, as two important pillars of the sports startup ecosystem,
require serious attention in our country. In this context, sports policymakers should invest in the development
of education and research to improve the quality of human capital and promote it in the startup ecosystem.
Additionally, the prevailing atmosphere in our schools and universities is not conducive to developing the
human resources required for entrepreneurial or startup activities. Therefore, revising the courses offered in
schools and universities can be an important step toward improving the ecosystem. Developing industry-
university relations will be fruitful both in the field of formal and informal education and in creating an
entrepreneurial spirit and orientation. Furthermore, education extends beyond individuals and students to inform
and educate officials and policymakers, playing a crucial role in enhancing human capital quality and fostering
a thriving ecosystem.
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Extended Abstract

Summary

The current study investigated the role of human capital and educational quality in Iran's sports startup
ecosystem. The nature of the research is qualitative and exploratory. To collect data, semi-structured in-depth
interviews were conducted with 16 experts in the field of entrepreneurship and sports startups. The sampling
was purposive, and the data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The results showed that human capital and
education, as two important pillars of the sports startup ecosystem, require serious attention, and sports
policymakers should invest in the development of education and research to improve the quality of human
capital in the startup ecosystem.

Introduction

In contemporary academic studies, the terms entrepreneurial ecosystem and startup are assumed to be the same.
While these two concepts are closely related, they are different. As a result, their needs are significantly different
from those of small businesses (1). Evidence regarding the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Iran also shows that
despite the progress that has been made in recent years, some of these elements have not yet been developed,
and some key factors are still absent (2). Therefore, this research aims to elucidate the role of human capital and
educational quality in fostering and fortifying the sports startup ecosystem in Iran.

Methodology and Approach

This research is applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms of approach, and based on content analysis.
To extract theoretical foundations and research background, in-depth and semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 16 experts, professors, and scholars related to the subject, using online library methods and
searching databases. After each interview, the audio file was implemented and coded in Word software. Then,
the content analysis method was used to identify basic and organizing themes related to educational factors and
human capital. The sampling in this study was purposive and non-random. The interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. To assess the quality of the coding and findings, an evaluation process was
used by receiving feedback from the interviewees. The results of the analysis were provided to 5 interviewees,
and they were asked to comment on the degree of congruence and fit between the researcher's interpretations
and their statements, which were all confirmed. In addition, an outside observer familiar with qualitative
research methods was asked to objectively review the data and evaluate the codes assigned to the data, and all
codings were confirmed during meetings. Considering the research objectives, coding was carried out in three
stages, including coding basic themes, organizing central themes, and overarching themes. In the next stage, the
researcher began to organize the data in a meaningful and systematic way. The researchers arrived at the main
themes by aggregating the sub-themes into broader semantic areas. It was also examined whether the sub-themes
effectively covered the concepts under their coverage. Moreover, were the main themes suitable for the sub-
themes under their coverage? In the final stage, the identification and definition of these themes led to
interpretations.

Result and Conclusion

In this study, researchers employed a qualitative approach to examine the quality of education and the role of
human capital in fostering a sports startup ecosystem in Iran. What characteristics of human capital create or
strengthen the sports startup ecosystem in Iran, and what types of training and skills do budding sports
entrepreneurs need to launch a sports startup successfully? Identifying and understanding the educational needs
of sports startups can help fill gaps in educational processes and methods, ultimately achieving entrepreneurial
goals. In this regard, 11 sub-themes were identified, including management, technical and communication
training, educational needs assessment and goal setting, entrepreneurial orientation training, educational and
research procedures, evaluation system, educational and research infrastructure, acquired knowledge and skills,
cognitive characteristics and entrepreneurial capabilities, team-building capabilities, and agile and dynamic
management. The research results indicate that human capital and its education are two important pillars of the
sports startup ecosystem in Iran that require serious attention. In this regard, sports policymakers in the country
should invest in the development of education and research to improve the quality of human capital and promote
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it in the startup ecosystem. Additionally, the prevailing atmosphere in schools and universities is not conducive
to developing the human resources necessary for entreprencurial activities or startups. To address the issue of
unemployment across various fields, including physical education, and to shift students' mindset away from
viewing government jobs as their sole future employment option, a fundamental change is needed in teaching
methods and the evaluation criteria for both students and professors, focusing on creativity, innovation, the
production of applied research, and business startups. Therefore, reviewing the content of courses offered in
schools and universities, teaching methods, and the assessment methods of students and professors is an
undeniable necessity. It should be noted that education is not limited to individuals in society or students, but
from the perspective of the interviewees, educating and informing officials and policymakers also play a
fundamental role in improving the quality of human capital and promoting the ecosystem. The interviewees
considered the lack of awareness, recognition, and positive mindset of officials and policymakers as the main
challenges of the ecosystem. They also listed the migration of elites, engineers, and skilled individuals as other
challenges related to human capital. Given that the main factor in creating and launching startup businesses is
elite and creative individuals, merely educating and training human capital does not guarantee the survival or
growth of startup ecosystems; rather, necessary policies must be adopted to maintain a young and educated
workforce. Since improving education will lead to the growth of the startup ecosystem in sports, developing
industry-university relations will be fruitful both in the field of formal and informal education and in creating
an entrepreneurial spirit and orientation.
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Table 1. Description of the demographic characteristics of the participants
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Table 1. Open codes and themes related to education and research
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Table 3. Open codes and themes related to the human capital factor
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Figure 1. The position of Education and human capital in the ecosystem of sports startups in Iran (research findings)
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