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Abstract:

The purpose of this study is to identify the key factors influencing the development of Zurkhaneh sports in Iran using a futures studies
approach. This applied research was conducted using a mixed-methods design (qualitative—quantitative). The statistical population consisted
of academic experts and traditional sports veterans, selected purposefully via snowball sampling. Data collection tools included two
questionnaires (impact/certainty) and one matrix questionnaire, all validated by experts. The reliability of the tools was confirmed through
Cronbach’s alpha, with coefficients of 0.967 and 0.901 for the respective questionnaires. Analysis using MICMAC software identified seven
key factors influencing the future development of Zurkhaneh sports: (1) regular organization of competitions at schools, universities, and
traditional gymnasiums; (2) enhanced coordination between government and parliament in allocating budgets for ancient sports; (3) alignment
among sports federations and national bodies in event organization; (4) utilization of non-sport organizations such as municipalities and
armed forces to increase public participation; (5) increased engagement from non-sport entities like labor unions, students, and military
personnel; (6) provincial league development; and (7) strategic use of mass media to raise public awareness. The results reveal that there is
a lack of integrated structure and coordination among institutions involved in Zurkhaneh sports. Fragmented efforts and the absence of a
unified strategic framework limit its national development. Addressing these coordination gaps is crucial for the effective planning and
governance of this cultural and athletic heritage.
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Extended Summary

Introduction
In recent years, the evolving landscape of global sports has necessitated more strategic, participatory, and foresight-based

approaches to the development of traditional and cultural sports. Among these, Zurkhaneh sports—rooted in ancient Iranian
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tradition—represent a unique blend of physical strength, moral values, and national identity (Bahaar, 2009). Despite its cultural
richness and longstanding history, Zurkhaneh sports face significant challenges in adapting to modern institutional frameworks,
engaging new generations, and competing with mainstream sports for attention and resources. These challenges call for
strategic foresight to navigate uncertainties and design robust pathways for sustainable development (Bell, 2020).

The increasing complexity of societal dynamics—driven by rapid technological advancement, globalization, and cultural
shifts—requires sports policy-makers and managers to go beyond reactive planning. Futures studies, with their emphasis on
anticipation, systemic thinking, and scenario development, offer powerful tools for aligning heritage sports with modern
societal needs (Blind & Cuhls, 2018; Zali, 2013). The Iranian context, in particular, demands such an approach, given the
fragmentation of decision-making institutions and the lack of integrated development strategies in traditional sports domains
(Aghababayi & Afshari, 2023; Rashidlamir et al., 2018).

Previous research underscores the importance of coordinated governance, institutional synergy, grassroots participation, and
cultural-media support in ensuring the viability of indigenous sports systems. Studies on national sport development strategies
have consistently highlighted the detrimental effects of political interference, lack of funding continuity, and unstructured talent
identification systems (Farahani et al., 2016; Qarrah, 2014; Shabani et al., 2014). In this regard, Zurkhaneh sports, despite their
moral and symbolic capital, often remain marginalized in national sport policy agendas.

Moreover, contemporary foresight-based studies in sports—ranging from physical education development to university and
student sports—have emphasized the necessity of mapping critical uncertainties, engaging stakeholders, and creating shared
visions of preferred futures (Fathi et al., 2019; Ismailpour Bariki et al., 2021; Shoole Kooh Shouri et al., 2021). These principles
are particularly relevant for Zurkhaneh sports, which are not only a medium for physical exercise but also a carrier of Iranian
cultural memory and ethical codes. Given the underutilization of existing structural and social capacities—such as
municipalities, the armed forces, and educational systems—a systematic exploration of future-oriented strategies for Zurkhaneh
sports becomes essential (Green, 2017; Petra, 2016).

Thus, the present study aims to identify and analyze the critical factors influencing the development of Zurkhaneh sports in
Iran, using a futures studies approach. By employing both qualitative and quantitative methods, and integrating expert insight
with analytical modeling, this study contributes to the body of knowledge in strategic sport development and provides
actionable recommendations for policy-makers, sport managers, and community leaders (Padash et al., 2021; Siyavashi, 2015;
Sotiriadou & Shilbury, 2020).

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a mixed-method design (qualitative—quantitative), categorized as applied in purpose and survey-based
in nature. The study population comprised academic experts and veterans of Zurkhaneh sports, selected through purposive and
snowball sampling methods. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 32 experts, reaching theoretical
saturation at the 23rd interview. Three questionnaires were used: an influence questionnaire, a certainty questionnaire, and a
matrix questionnaire, all of which were validated by a panel of experts. The reliability of the instruments was verified using
Cronbach's alpha, with scores of 0.967 and 0.901, respectively. Data were collected in three stages and analyzed using
MICMAC 2018 software for structural analysis and SPSS 21 for descriptive statistics.

Findings
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The demographic profile of the participants revealed that 91.3% were male and 8.69% female, with most respondents
between the ages of 40 and 49. In terms of academic qualifications, 34.78% held doctoral degrees. The expert sample included
federation heads, coaches, athletes, and academic staff, each with substantial experience in the domain of traditional sports.

From the initial pool of 75 factors, experts identified 25 high-impact variables through structured interviews and cross-
impact analysis. Using the MICMAC method, seven critical factors emerged as key drivers for the development of Zurkhaneh
sports in Iran;

1. Regular organization of Zurkhaneh sports competitions across schools, universities, and local gyms.

2. Coordination between the government and parliament in approving budgets for traditional sports.

3. Institutional alignment among sports federations and national organizations for event planning.

4. Leveraging the capacities of other entities, such as municipalities and the armed forces, to enhance public engagement.

5. Expanding participation from non-sport organizations, such as labor unions, student bodies, and educational
institutions.

6. Establishing provincial leagues dedicated to ancient sports.

7. Utilizing mass media to increase public awareness and cultural engagement.

These factors exhibited the highest degrees of direct and indirect influence within the cross-impact matrix, indicating their
strategic importance in shaping future outcomes. The system was determined to be unstable, meaning that small changes in key
variables could lead to significant shifts in the development trajectory. The MICMAC results showed a matrix fill rate of
91.36%, reflecting strong interrelationships among variables and high instrument validity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study’s findings affirm the strategic importance of organized competition as a cornerstone of sustainable development
in Zurkhaneh sports. Regular events in educational and local settings not only stimulate interest and participation but also create
astructured pathway for talent identification, media exposure, and public engagement. This aligns with previous research which
has emphasized the role of consistent competitive platforms in enhancing visibility and stakeholder involvement.

Budgetary coordination between government and parliament emerged as another central pillar. The lack of dedicated
financial frameworks for traditional sports has consistently hindered growth, sustainability, and innovation. Establishing a
dedicated budget line, informed by strategic planning and expert consultation, is essential to overcome financial instability and
create momentum for long-term development.

The study also highlights the fragmentation of institutional responsibilities in the realm of Zurkhaneh sports. While multiple
entities, including the Ministry of Sports and Youth, the Ministry of Education, federations, and clubs, are involved, the absence
of a unifying strategy leads to duplicated efforts and diluted impact. Coordinated governance and strategic alliances among
these stakeholders are imperative to align objectives, consolidate resources, and build synergetic programs.

Moreover, the integration of non-sport actors—such as municipalities, the armed forces, labor groups, and universities—
offers a fertile ground for expansion and cultural entrenchment. These institutions can serve as channels for outreach,
infrastructure development, and social mobilization. Their involvement not only diversifies the stakeholder landscape but also
infuses the sport with broader societal relevance.

The establishment of provincial leagues is another high-leverage activity. Such leagues can serve as hubs for local

engagement, competitive development, and media interest. They also provide a platform for bridging grassroots participation
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with elite sport pathways. This bottom-up model enhances resilience and sustainability while respecting regional identities and
capacities.

Finally, media collaboration is crucial in transforming Zurkhaneh sports from a niche cultural activity to a mainstream
athletic and educational movement. Strategic media campaigns, educational programming, and digital outreach can demystify
traditional practices, inspire younger audiences, and cultivate national pride. The mass media’s power to shape public
perception and create narratives is indispensable in the revival and modernization of heritage sports.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the future development of Zurkhaneh sports in Iran hinges upon multi-sectoral
collaboration, institutional coherence, strategic budgeting, and cultural-media synergy. By integrating foresight methods and
expert knowledge, this research provides a practical roadmap for stakeholders aiming to preserve, modernize, and promote this

culturally significant sport in a rapidly changing world.
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