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Introduction: The aim of this research was to develop a sociological
approach to licensing in the sports industry: designing a model using
fuzzy Delphi. Methods: he research is a combined exploratory
(qualitative-quantitative) and instrument-building study. The statistical
population includes 20 elites and sports marketers. In the first stage,
effective factors were identified using a semi-structured interview, and in
the second stage, indicators were evaluated and prioritized using the
fuzzy Delphi method and fuzzy numbers. The indicators confirmed in the
pairwise comparison questionnaire were re-examined, and finally, using
interpretive structural modeling, the final licensing development model
was designed with an emphasis on the sociological approach. Results: In
this study, 21 factors affecting the development of licensing in the Iranian
sports industry were initially identified. To determine the importance of
these factors, the fuzzy Delphi method was used, which included three
questionnaire stages with 20 experts and sports elites. In the first round,
the indicators were evaluated based on the experts' views and trapezoidal
fuzzy numbers were calculated, and then the fuzzies were converted into
definite values. The second round was conducted by reviewing the
opinions and calculating the difference in means to achieve greater
consensus.
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Introduction

In recent decades, licensing has evolved from
a purely legal and economic mechanism into a
complex social, institutional, and cultural
process shaped by power networks, social
capital, institutional trust, governance
structures, and interactions among the state,
market, and civil society. Despite the growing
recognition that licensing plays a critical role
in knowledge transfer, innovation
development, competitiveness enhancement,
and the strengthening of technological
ecosystems, the majority of existing studies
have examined licensing primarily from legal,
managerial, and economic perspectives,
leaving the sociological dimensions largely
underexplored. This gap is particularly
evident in the sports industry, where licensing
encompasses the legal authorization to use
names, trademarks, products, technologies,
and services, and its success is heavily
dependent on social trust, consumer culture,
fan identity, and the interaction between
sports and economic institutions. In Iran, the
systematic development of licensing in the
sports industry faces numerous challenges,
including fragmented strategies, limited
expertise, weak institutional frameworks,
inadequate legal protections for intellectual
property rights, the prevalence of informal and
counterfeit products, and a lack of structured,
empirically validated models tailored to the
country's socio-cultural context. Moreover,
the rapid expansion of digital economies,
globalization, and the increasing importance
of intangible assets have rendered traditional
licensing models inadequate, while the
sociological dimensions—such as the role of
social structures, cultural norms, policy
frameworks, stakeholder interactions, and the
balance between economic interests and
socio-cultural values—remain insufficiently
understood. The absence of a comprehensive,
locally-adapted  licensing model that
integrates sociological insights with strategic
management principles has hindered the
economic and social potential of Iran's sports
industry, limiting revenue generation, brand
development, job creation, and sustainable
growth. Given that sports clubs and brands are

part of the cultural system of society, and fans
experience not just consumption but a sense of
social  belonging and identity, the
development of licensing in sports will only
succeed when it can balance economic
interests with cultural and social values.
Therefore, this research aims to identify and
prioritize the key sociological factors
influencing licensing development in the
Iranian sports industry, using a mixed-
methods approach and fuzzy Delphi technique
to design a validated model that can serve as a
strategic  framework for policymakers,
managers, and marketers to enhance licensing
practices, ensure sustainable economic
growth, social impact, and cultural alignment
within the rapidly evolving Iranian sports
landscape.

Methodology
This research employs a sequential
exploratory mixed-methods design

(qualitative-quantitative) and is categorized as
instrument-development research, as it aims
to construct a tool for analytically assessing
the sociological approach to licensing
development in the sports industry based on
qualitative data. The statistical population
consists of 20 sports elites and marketers who
were selected as experts in the field. In the first
(qualitative) phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted to identify the
factors influencing the sociological model of
licensing development in the sports industry.
In the second (quantitative) phase, the fuzzy
Delphi method was utilized to gather expert
opinions, evaluate indicators, and prioritize
them using verbal variables and trapezoidal
fuzzy numbers. The fuzzy numbers were then
defuzzified using the Minkowski formula to
convert them into definite values. The Delphi
process was conducted in three rounds: in the
first round, 21 initial indicators were
evaluated based on expert views; in the second
round, opinions were reviewed, the mean
differences were calculated, and adjustments
were made to achieve greater consensus; and
in the third round, the remaining indicators
were re-evaluated and finalized. Indicators
with a mean difference of less than 0.2 were
considered to have reached consensus and
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were confirmed, while those with higher
differences were either subjected to further
review or eliminated. Following the fuzzy
Delphi process, the confirmed indicators were
placed in a  pairwise comparison
questionnaire, and experts' evaluations
regarding the influence of these indicators on
the model were collected once again. Finally,
interpretive structural modeling (ISM) was
used to design the final licensing development
model with an emphasis on the sociological
approach, providing a structured framework
for understanding the interrelationships
among the key indicators.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this study reveal that from an
initial pool of 21 factors affecting licensing
development in the Iranian sports industry,
identified through semi-structured interviews
with sports elites and marketers, the fuzzy
Delphi process progressively refined and
prioritized the most critical indicators across
three iterative rounds. In the first round, all 21
indicators were evaluated, with the highest
mean defuzzified values assigned to "policy
factors" (9.7), "economic impact" (9.7),
"managerial impact” (9.3), and "social
impact" (9.1), indicating their perceived
centrality to licensing development. The
second round, which involved reviewing
opinions and calculating mean differences to
achieve greater consensus, led to the
elimination of several indicators including
"culture and social values," "sports brand
management," "structural-cultural
conditions," and "advertising and brand
promotion," while six indicators—"social
impact," "policy factors," "brand development
and innovation strategy," "managerial
impact,” and "economic impact"—were
retained for further evaluation. By the third
round, with mean differences ranging from
0.1 to 0.2 (well below the 0.2 threshold for
consensus), all six remaining indicators
achieved full expert consensus, resulting in
the final confirmation of five key indicators
after the elimination of "local market
characteristics." The results demonstrate that
policy factors and economic impact
consistently received the highest scores and

complete consensus, underscoring the critical
importance of stable legal frameworks,
institutional support, and economic incentives
for licensing development. The discussion
highlights that the success of licensing in
Iran's sports industry is not merely a function
of legal and economic mechanisms but is
deeply embedded in social structures,
institutional trust, governance quality, and
stakeholder interactions. The elimination of
cultural and micro-level indicators in favor of
macro-institutional and value-oriented factors
suggests that experts perceive Iran's sports
licensing system as being in a transitional
phase, where fundamental structural
challenges-such as weak intellectual property
protection, fragmented  policymaking,
informal market proliferation, and insufficient
managerial professionalism-must first be
addressed before cultural and behavioral
factors can become operative. These findings
align with international literature emphasizing
the primacy of institutional frameworks,
social capital, and trust in shaping successful
licensing ecosystems, and they indicate that
the Iranian sports industry requires
comprehensive structural reforms, enhanced
governance mechanisms, and strategic
alignment between economic objectives and
socio-cultural values to unlock the full
potential of licensing as a driver of sustainable
economic growth, brand development, and
social impact.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the development of
licensing in the Iranian sports industry is not
merely an economic or legal process but a
multifaceted  sociological ~ phenomenon
shaped by the interaction of social structures,
institutional frameworks, cultural norms,
policy  mechanisms, and  stakeholder
relationships. Through a rigorous fuzzy
Delphi process involving 20 sports elites and
marketers, five key indicators—social impact,
policy factors, brand development and
innovation strategy, managerial impact, and
economic impact—were identified and
confirmed as the most critical drivers of
licensing development, with policy factors
and economic impact consistently receiving
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the highest consensus and importance scores.
The findings underscore that Iran's sports
licensing system is currently in a transitional
institutional phase, where fundamental
structural ~ challenges—including ~ weak
intellectual property protection, fragmented
and inconsistent policymaking, insufficient
managerial professionalism, the prevalence of
informal and counterfeit markets, and limited
institutional trust—must be prioritized and
addressed before cultural and behavioral
factors can effectively contribute to licensing
success. The elimination of micro-level
indicators such as "culture and social values,"
"sports brand management," and "structural-
cultural conditions" in favor of macro-
institutional and value-oriented indicators
reflects expert consensus that systemic
governance reforms are the prerequisite for
sustainable licensing development. The
research emphasizes that licensing in the
sports industry extends beyond revenue
generation to encompass brand identity, fan
engagement, social capital formation,
community participation, and cultural identity
reinforcement, requiring a strategic balance
between economic objectives and socio-
cultural values. To achieve this, the study
proposes  that  policymakers  develop
transparent and stable legal frameworks,
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    𝜇  d f ( R ) =   a + 2  ( b + c ) + d 6

