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Abstract:

The purpose of this study was to explain the interpretive-structural model of the indirect effects of sports on the economy of metropolises in
Iran. From a purpose perspective, this research is applied; regarding the type of data, it is qualitative; in terms of data analysis method, it is
exploratory; in terms of time orientation, it is cross-sectional; and in terms of data collection method, it is field-based. The statistical
population in this study included faculty members and individuals managing public sectors related to economic development, such as
municipal managers, members of city councils, and directors of the General Department of Sports and Youth in several major provinces.
Theoretical sampling was conducted purposefully until theoretical saturation was reached, which occurred after nine interviews. In the
interpretive-structural modeling phase, a Delphi panel consisting of five experts in the field of sports economics was formed, and ultimately,
the components were scored. In total, 47 open codes were categorized into six axial codes and one selective code representing the indirect
effects of sports on metropolises. Interpretive-Structural Modeling (ISM) was performed using MICMAC software, and the results showed
that the components of sports tourism and public health were the most influential, while employee productivity was the least influential
component among others in affecting the economy of Iranian metropolises. Given the indirect effects of sports on the urban economy, it
seems that officials should pay more attention to the development of sports in large cities.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent decades, sports have increasingly been recognized not only as a cultural or recreational activity but also as a
powerful driver of urban economic development. Metropolises, with their concentration of infrastructure, human capital, and
administrative resources, present an ideal environment for leveraging the indirect effects of sports on urban economies. Sports
can influence macroeconomic structures through multiple pathways including sports tourism, public health improvement, crime
reduction, enhanced social cohesion, increased workforce productivity, and marketing potential. Each of these areas contributes
to the broader objective of sustainable urban development, making sports a strategic asset in city planning and economic policy.

The indirect economic implications of sports are well-documented in existing literature. Sports tourism, for instance, is
widely acknowledged for its capacity to attract domestic and international visitors, thereby generating employment, stimulating
local businesses, and enhancing the global image of host cities (Javid et al., 2015; Naghi & Khadem Amir, 2021; Zeytunlu et
al., 2013). Research shows that hosting sports events or developing recreational sports infrastructure fosters not only regional
economic growth but also long-term community engagement and tourism-based development (Cubizolles, 2015; Javid et al.,
2020).

Equally important is the role of physical activity in improving public health, which indirectly affects urban economies by

reducing healthcare expenditures and increasing labor force productivity. Participation in regular physical activity is linked to
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lower absenteeism, increased job satisfaction, and reduced healthcare costs (Habibi Vatan et al., 2018; Keehan et al., 2012;
Pereira et al., 2015). As Hatami and Rouhani noted, structured physical activity among employees, especially in the education
sector, has a direct influence on job performance and well-being (Hatami & Rouhani, 2023).

Another critical yet often overlooked benefit of sports is its capacity to mitigate urban crime rates. Sports engagement among
youth has been correlated with lower delinquency, increased self-regulation, and social integration (Esmaeili, 2024; Spruit et
al., 2016; Taylor, 2020). In urban contexts, where social tensions and inequality may give rise to criminal behavior, promoting
sports can serve as an effective crime-prevention mechanism.

In addition to its social utility, sports are a platform for cultivating social trust and community cohesion. Public participation
in community sports programs fosters neighborhood solidarity, builds trust in local institutions, and strengthens civic
engagement (Brown et al., 2014; Charron & Rothstein, 2018; Han et al., 2017). Especially in densely populated metropolitan
settings, where individualism and alienation may dominate, sports provide an inclusive avenue for social interaction and trust-
building.

Moreover, sports have emerged as a lucrative avenue for marketing and brand promotion. Advertising through sports taps
into the emotional connections fans have with teams or athletes, making it an effective medium for influencing consumer
behavior (Konczak, 2021; Kordlou et al., 2015; Masanovic, 2018). Research also indicates that the credibility of advertisements
increases when associated with sporting events or athletes, thus making sports marketing a preferred strategy for businesses
(Molnar et al., 2011).

Despite this growing body of research, the interconnected and indirect effects of sports on urban economies—particularly
in the context of developing nations like Iran—have not been systematically modeled. Existing studies often focus on isolated
impacts, such as tourism or health, without exploring the broader structural relationships among different indirect economic
outcomes. Thus, there remains a critical need for a comprehensive model that integrates these multifaceted variables to better
inform policy and strategic planning.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a qualitative, exploratory approach grounded in interpretive structural modeling (ISM) to
identify and analyze the indirect effects of sports on metropolitan economies in Iran. Participants included academic experts
and senior managers from municipal governments and sports organizations in major Iranian provinces. A purposive theoretical
sampling strategy was used to select participants until theoretical saturation was achieved, culminating in nine semi-structured
interviews. Subsequently, a Delphi panel of five experts in sports economics was assembled to evaluate and score the extracted
components. Using open coding, 47 initial codes were derived, which were later grouped into six axial codes and one selective
code representing the overarching construct of "indirect effects of sports on metropolitan economies." The structural
relationships among components were then analyzed and modeled using MICMAC software.

Findings

The ISM analysis identified six major dimensions through which sports exert indirect influence on the economic structure
of metropolitan areas in Iran. These dimensions are: (1) sports tourism, (2) public health, (3) crime reduction, (4) social
cohesion, (5) sports-related marketing and advertising, and (6) workforce productivity. Among these, sports tourism and public
health emerged as the most influential variables in the model. These two components were classified as "drivers" in the ISM

hierarchy due to their high driving power and ability to impact other variables.
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Sports tourism was identified as the most structurally significant driver, highlighting its role in generating employment,
boosting local business ecosystems, and enhancing urban infrastructure through increased demand for accommodation,
transport, and entertainment. Public health followed closely as a major indirect economic contributor, particularly through its
effect on reducing healthcare costs and improving labor productivity.

On the other end of the spectrum, workforce productivity was found to have the least structural influence among the
components. This was attributed to the relatively underdeveloped institutional linkages between sports activities and formal
productivity measurement systems in Iranian urban governance.

Crime reduction, social cohesion, and marketing effects occupied middle tiers in the ISM model. These components
demonstrated mutual reinforcement, suggesting that community engagement in sports not only contributes to social well-being
but also enhances the attractiveness of urban spaces for investment and tourism.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the complex and multi-layered role that sports play in influencing urban economic
systems. The identification of sports tourism and public health as the most influential components aligns with previous
empirical research that emphasizes their substantial contributions to employment generation and healthcare cost reduction.
Sports tourism, by creating event-driven demand, not only stimulates short-term economic activity but also builds long-term
economic resilience through sustained visitor inflow and city branding.

Public health benefits associated with sports further affirm the value of investing in community-based physical activity
programs. Such programs not only improve individual health outcomes but also reduce systemic costs associated with chronic
diseases, thereby freeing up resources for other economic priorities. These findings support the argument that sports should be
regarded as a public policy instrument with broad socio-economic implications.

The model also reveals the latent but significant effects of sports on urban crime reduction and social cohesion. While these
aspects are often perceived as social or cultural in nature, their economic ramifications—such as reduced public spending on
law enforcement and improved civic engagement—are profound. These findings advocate for a more integrated approach in
urban planning that considers sports as a vehicle for both economic growth and social stability.

The relatively weak influence of workforce productivity as indicated in the ISM hierarchy highlights an area of untapped
potential. This suggests that while physical activity may be linked to higher job performance, organizational structures in Iran
may lack the mechanisms to leverage or even measure this correlation effectively. Future urban policy could focus on
institutionalizing workplace wellness programs and aligning them with broader economic goals.

The marketing and advertising potential of sports also deserves closer attention. As demonstrated in this study, sports events
and athletes provide powerful platforms for brand positioning and consumer engagement. Urban planners and municipal
authorities could benefit from collaborating with private sector stakeholders to develop sports-centered marketing ecosystems
that enhance both commercial and civic value.

Overall, this study contributes to the academic and practical understanding of how sports can serve as a multidimensional
catalyst for metropolitan economic development. By offering a comprehensive and structured model of indirect economic
effects, it bridges the gap between sector-specific research and integrated urban policy design. The model provides a strategic
framework for policymakers, urban planners, and sports administrators to develop targeted interventions that harness the

economic potential of sports while addressing broader social objectives.
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