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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate the COVID-19 and the challenges facing the club industry in developing countries. In this qualitative-analytical 
study, 17 sports experts, sports club managers, and sports entrepreneurs were interviewed based on purposive and triangular sampling methods. The data analysis 
was also performed by open and axial coding, of which 6 concepts and 42 categories were classifi ed under 6 general themes. The main concepts include 
government support, fi nancial issues, club activity, sponsorship, mental consequences, and social media. This study highlights the role of sports entrepreneurship 
in overcoming problems. Managers must use the ability of entrepreneurship because entrepreneurship is considered essential in the economy and provides the 
impetus for economic growth. Sports entrepreneurship can overcome the coronavirus crisis and solve the problems that have arisen.
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Аннотация
Целью настоящего исследования было изучить COVID-19 и проблемы, стоящие перед клубной индустрией в развивающихся странах. В этом каче-
ственно-аналитическом исследовании были опрошены 17 спортивных экспертов, менеджеров спортивных клубов и предпринимателей в области спор-
та на основе методов целевой и трехчастной выборки. Анализ данных также проводился с помощью открытого и осевого кодирования; 6 подходов и 42 
категории были классифицированы по шести общим темам: государственная поддержка, финансовые вопросы, деятельность клубов, спонсорство, пси-
хологические последствия и социальные сети. В работе подчеркивается роль предпринимательства в спортивной индустрии в преодолении проблем. 
Менеджеры должны использовать способность к предпринимательству, поскольку оно дает импульс для экономического роста. Предпринимательство 
в спортивной индустрии может преодолеть кризис как последствие коронавируса и решить возникшие проблемы.
Ключевые слова: спортивная индустрия, спортклуб, коронавирус.
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摘要
本研究的目的是探讨发展中国家的健身俱乐部行业面临的与COVID-19有关的挑战。在这项定性与分析研究中，基于目的性和三部分抽样法，采访了17位体育专家、
体育俱乐部经理和体育企业家。数据分析也采用了开放式和主轴性编码的方式进行：6种方法和42个类别被划分了为6个共同主题。关键概念包括：政府支持、财务问
题、俱乐部活动、赞助、心理健康影响和社会网络。这项研究强调了体育企业家精神在克服问题方面的作用。管理者应该利用创业的能力，因为它对经济很重要，能
推动经济增长。体育创业将有助于克服冠状病毒影响等危机，解决经济中出现的问题。
关键词：体育产业、健身俱乐部、冠状病毒（COVID-19）。
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Introduction
In a rapidly changing global business environment, innovation 

and change are the main axis in the sports industry. Sport is a 
dynamic and unique industry that is inherently in the context of 
entrepreneurship [Atilgan, Tukel, 2021]. Sport provides a lucrative 
and ever-growing market for huge investments, thus providing 
not only economic impact but also entertainment for millions of 
people worldwide [Fu, 2021]. Sports entrepreneurship is a tool 
for the growth of recreational and industrial sports structures. 
Entrepreneurship is an integral part of sports management and 
creates a comp etitive advantage for individuals and organisations 
involved in sports. On the other hand, change in sport has 
necessitated entrepreneurship [Chen, Lin, 2021].

In recent years, the most signifi cant and infl uential change 
in the sports industry has been the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
has delayed the world’s largest sporting event, the Tokyo 2020 
Summer Olympic Games [Gallego et al., 2020]. The crisis 
caused by this pandemic means fundamental changes in mobility, 
international trade, consumption and lifestyle. Current research 
fi ndings on entrepreneurship policies during the coronavirus crisis 
are reviewed and extrapolated to suggest new practical proposals 
and future research directions. Given the ongoing nature of 
the coronavirus crisis worldwide, research should continue on 
entrepreneurship, management, and political implications.

Governments and policymakers are trying to use 
entrepreneurial thinking as a way to respond to the crisis. This 
policy is due to the widespread impact of coronavirus on business 
and society. Despite the obvious need for entrepreneurship 
due to the change in the disease, there is a lack of research that 
adequately explains how to use entrepreneurial policy initiatives 
in a crisis Donthu, Gustafsson, 2020]. Uncertainty about the 
coronavirus has provided an incentive for entrepreneurship. There 
is more awareness of how innovation and forward-thinking can 
turn epidemic hardship into opportunity. Some studies have been 
done on coronavirus and entrepreneurship. However, they are 
more focused on certain types of entrepreneurship such as social 
needs [Bacq et al., 2020].

In addition, to date, there is no comprehensive analysis of the 
role of politics in entrepreneurship-related eff orts in this context. 

Entrepreneurship is essential in times of crisis because it provides 
a positive outlook for new situations. This is necessary to turn 
a negative event into a positive one and thus change people’s 
perception of the crisis. Coronavirus is a major crisis that has not 
been seen before, and it has resulted in unpredictable changes. 
Some of these changes are evident in policy practices that can lead 
to innovative solutions that happen quickly [Bond et al., 2022]. 
These innovations can pave the way for future innovations that 
are rapidly evolving to meet social needs. However, the response 
time to innovation depends on the feasibility of the idea and 
the perseverance of those involved. There is a need for short-
term business survival using an entrepreneurial mindset with 
a commitment to change, which includes innovation [Ratten et 
al., 2021]. These innovations can be the beginning of the next 
innovation that is rapidly evolving to meet social needs. However, 
the response time to innovation depends on the feasibility of the 
idea and the perseverance of those involved. 

Sports clubs need to be fl exible to survive in the new market 
conditions. Managers must use the ability of entrepreneurship, 
because entrepreneurship is considered essential in the 
economy and provides the impetus for economic growth. 
Entrepreneurship has traditionally been considered a purely 
economic factor, but this has changed with the acceptance of 
the necessity of the social forms of entrepreneurship [Ma et al., 
2021]. Entrepreneurship is common in knowledge-based 
industries, new activities and technology-based sectors. Most 
research in the past decade in the fi eld of entrepreneurship has 
focused on these areas and less on sports. However, some 
previous research has examined the relationship between sport 
and entrepreneurship [Ratten, Jones, 2021].

C.M. Hall found that the development of large sports 
programmes is associated with urban entrepreneurship [Hall, 
2006]. S. Ball found that entrepreneurship is very important for the 
sports sector because it allows to change consumer demand with a 
greater emphasis on innovation [Ball, 2005]. In a study of rugby, 
A. Maritz examined sports performance using the entrepreneurial 
scorecard [Maritz, 2004]. In sports management publications such 
as Sport Journal, a sports entrepreneur is defi ned as a person who 
organises and takes on a sport-related business activity [Santos et al., 
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2019]. As of mid-January 2020, sporting events in Asia were 
postponed or canceled. These delays or cancellations related to the 
epidemic later spread and aff ected organised sports at all levels and 
in almost all countries. The 2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo, the 
world’s most important sporting event, were postponed to 2021. 
Hammerschmidt and co-authors in his study entitled “Professional 
football clubs and the empirical evidence of the COVID-19 crisis: 
The time of sports entrepreneurship?” stated that the Coronavirus 
disease had spread worldwide in a short period of time. Measures 
taken by governments to minimise person-to-person contact have 
severely aff ected professional football clubs [Hammerschmidt 
et al., 2021]. In this regard, P. Escamilla-Fajardo and co-authors 
conducted a study entitled “The eff ect of coronavirus epidemic 
on sports entrepreneurship.” In their view, sports entrepreneurship 
is considered an important part of sports organisations when 
overcoming critical situations [Escamilla-Fajardo et al., 2020]. 

According to many researchers, the coronavirus epidemic 
has changed people’s lifestyles, so using entrepreneurship in 
the sports industry is essential to meet the epidemic needs of 
the coronavirus. According to the contents of this study, an 
attempt is made to identify the status and performance of sports 
entrepreneurship in Iranian clubs so that it can meet the needs, 
because the epidemic of coronavirus has changed the human 
lifestyle and has created new needs. Business models must also 
be designed and planned for good and sustainable performance 
in similar situations. Sports entrepreneurship is dynamic and 
aff ects a number of management areas such as business strategy, 
crisis management, new sport development, performance 
management, product innovation, advertising strategies, social 
issues, sustainability concerns and technological developments. 
There are many types of entrepreneurship in sport, including 
community-based entrepreneurship, corporate entrepreneurship, 
ethnic entrepreneurship, immigrant entrepreneurship, institutional 
entrepreneurship, international entrepreneurship, social 
entrepreneurship, technology entrepreneurship, and women 
entrepreneurship. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to identify 
the entrepreneurial business model in the country’s sports industry 
to meet the needs of post-corona conditions.

1. Research method
A qualitative research was used. The study group was all 

experts in the fi eld of sports management, sports club management 
and entrepreneurship with educational, research and executive 
background in the fi eld of entrepreneurship. The sample of the 
present study was determined qualitatively with an exploratory 
approach and at the time of research and interviews based on the 
saturation approach. Data collection tools were semi-structured 
interviews and demographic information questionnaire. In this 
study, after conducting 17 interviews, theoretical saturation was 
reached. The interview was conducted according to a pre-arranged 
interview guide. The interview was conducted according to a pre-
arranged guide.

All interviews were conducted by one specialist. Some 
interviews were conducted in person and in accordance with health 
protocols, and some interviews were conducted by telephone due 
to the prevailing conditions. The transcripts of the interviews 
were written on paper and reviewed on the same day and used 
as the main research data. The interview with each person lasted 

between 30 and 45 minutes, depending on the tolerance and the 
level of interest. At the beginning of the interview, participants 
were asked questions such as: What are the eff ects of COVID-19 
on sport? Has the pandemic aff ected the performance of sports 
clubs? Which part of the sports industry has been most aff ected 
by the pandemic? Do you think the pandemic has had an eff ect 
on sporting goods? Can sports clubs continue to operate? Could 
this crisis happen again? What should be done? What is the role of 
government in controlling the pandemic? Is it possible to control 
the crisis with traditional methods? More questions were asked 
during the interview to answer the main research questions.

At the end of each interview, the researcher summarises the 
interviews and re-presents them to the interviewees to ensure that 
the material is understood correctly. Then all the interviews were 
read and written, summaries and key points were considered, 
all interviews were reviewed interpretively, to identify the 
main sub-topics and compare them with each other. Patterns 
were determined, and a group was used to review and receive 
new ideas and suggestions. In fact, it can be said that after each 
interview, the information and speeches made by the participants 
were turned into text and some of the sentences and experiences 
of the people were highlighted. In the next step, the researchers 
categorised the important phrases and identifi ed the main and 
secondary concepts. Participants’ reviews and fi eld notes were 
used to verify the data and codes extracted. The extracted 
interviews, codes and classes were reviewed by three faculty 
members and 90% agreement was reached among the extracted 
results.

2. Result
Out of 17 participants in this study, there were fi ve faculty 

members from the Sport Management Department, four faculty 
members of the Economic Department, three professionals and 
managers of the Iran clubs, two members from the media, and 
three members of Sports entrepreneurs, whose demographic 
characteristics are presented in Table 1.

As outlined above, the given study follows an exploratory 
approach. Therefore, the used method should off er an accessible 
and theoretically fl exible approach to analyse qualitative data. To 
address the research questions, the interviews were conducted 
in a deep and continuous manner, using the interviewee’s 
experiences. An accurate analysis of the information obtained 
from the interview began with word-for-word transcription. This 
process was accompanied by initial note-taking to document the 
information obtained from the interviews. Then, the important parts 
of the interviews were coded in a systematic approach. The codes 
were then categorised and refi ned to examine the homogeneity 
of the content. This process was performed in two stages; fi rst, 
the issues were examined at the level of the obtained data. Topics 
that were similar in content were summarised to make it possible 
to identify general themes. Second, after reviewing all the topics, 
an overview of the topics produced was applied, in which the 
introductory topics were examined according to the data set, 
which means that the statements of an interviewee could not lead 
to a topic. Finally, according to the research methodology, at the 
end of the open coding process, a total number of 42 categories 
and 6 concepts were identifi ed, as listed in Table 2.
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As mentioned above, the interviews were carefully coded and 
the main concepts were extracted, then reviewed and revised. 
Preliminary data showed that Iranian sports clubs have been 
severely aff ected by the consequences of coronavirus. The number 
of clients has decreased, the club’s revenues have decreased, and 
there have been many economic problems for sports clubs. On 
the other hand, economic support from the government is very 
low and there is no clear law on the protection of sports clubs. 
Sponsorship has also declined and investment in sports has 
declined sharply, while online sports and home sports are on the 
rise. Exercise has increased on social networks. Traditional club 
systems do not seem to meet the needs and the new conditions 
require fundamental changes in club management.

3. Discussion and conclusions
The coronavirus crisis has spread rapidly around the world in 

the months since the beginning of 2020. Many countries, including 
Iran, experienced certain restrictions, such as quarantine. In 
this situation, some businesses used the telecommuting system 
and tried to keep their business active. Some other businesses 
were unable to work from home and were forced to reduce their 
activities. Travel, sporting events and entertainment programmes, 
going to restaurants or cafes, shopping malls and museums, 
and public spaces in general were banned or restricted. These 
restrictions have aff ected all sectors. There is evidence that the 
fi nancial capacity of consumers in most societies to pay optional 
costs has declined sharply. The closure of educational institutions 
around the world due to the corona epidemic has aff ected the sports 

education sector, which includes a wide range of stakeholders, 
national ministries and local authorities, public and private 
educational institutions, sports organizations and athletes [Sajjadi 
et al., 2021]. However, service businesses are more aff ected than 
others, and more jobs are at risk. Athletes getting sick, closing 
clubs and leagues, and stopping sporting events were the fi rst 
visible signs of a corona outbreak in the world. This seriously 
aff ected the income of sports clubs and federations, which 
resulted in the unemployment of many club staff  or the limitation 
of their working hours and the payment of lower salaries [Keshkar 
et al., 2021]. The impact of the epidemic on the sports industry is 
intense, profound and widespread, and may persist for some time 
in the post-epidemic period. In this regard, experts believe that it 
is not easy to predict what will happen to the sports industry in the 
post-epidemic period, therefore, in the future, the sports business 
models will change signifi cantly. Sports organisations will have 
changes in the content of personnel contracts and premiums due to 
the possibility of a recurrence of the crisis to support the activities 
of sports centers, athletes and staff  [Guba et al., 2020]. Therefore, 
it is necessary to plan and implement accurate and specifi c 
planning to prevent possible damage.

4. Lack of government support 
for sports clubs and rising rental prices 

One of the challenges that sports clubs faced, which was 
identifi ed as a concept in interviews, was the lack of government 
support. The prevalence of coronary heart disease in the world has 

Table 1
Th e frequency of the study participants’ demographic characteristics

Demographic 
characteristics

University degree Gender Age

PhD degree Master’s degree 
and lower Male Female 30–40 40–50 Above 50

Sport management 
department 5 0 3 2 1 1 3

Economic department 4 0 3 1 0 1 3
Managers of the Iran clubs 1 2 3 0 0 1 2
Media members 0 2 2 0 0 2 0
Sports entrepreneurs 1 2 3 0 1 2 0

Table 2
Concepts and fi nal codes

Concepts Final codes

1 Lack of government support for sports clubs Special conditions, neglect of clubs, privatisation, fi nancial support, private sponsor, 
government, government budget

2 Rising rental prices due to economic 
infl ation

Economic infl ation with the advent of coronavirus, rents, declining liquidity, 
the cost of maintaining sports venues, declining incomes, membership fees

3 Reduced activity of sports clubs Registration of sports club clients, athletes staying home, virtual sports, home sports, 
cancellation of membership, non-renewal of contracts

4 Reduced sponsorship Lack of media coverage, lack of law to support clubs, framework less investment, non-
renewal of contract, reduction of broadcasting rights, reduction of club capital

5 Mental consequences of coronavirus
Obligation to follow health protocols, cost of purchasing health items, compliance with 
standards, obsession with over-compliance and overpayment, fear of getting sick, fear 
of transmitting the virus, coronavirus phobia

6 Social media
Internet costs, increase of sports activities on the Internet, content production, 
online trainers, home sports, unlicensed activities, unlicensed training program, 
network marketing, traditional systems
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highlighted the role of governments in supporting the economy, 
but given the limited resources, support must be provided to have 
the greatest impact on controlling economic losses. Therefore, 
the need for fi nancial support from the government and even the 
private sector in order to reduce the economic damage caused by 
coronavirus to coaches and clubs is more felt, and operational 
steps must be taken in this regard [Piotrowski, Piotrowska, 
2021]. The interviewers emphasised that the government and 
government agencies made only assumptions, and none of them 
were implemented. According to a government decree to protect 
tenants during the corona outbreak, no landlord has the right to 
increase rents by more than 25 percent in Tehran and 20 percent in 
other cities. The most important decision was that all contracts are 
extended for up to one year with the same price increase, and the 
landlord has no right to terminate. For many club managers, the 
biggest challenge has been renewing their contracts. To prevent 
possible injuries in the future, it is necessary to pass precise and 
clear rules in the fi eld of club management. It is also necessary to 
determine how the government supports sports clubs in critical 
situations.

5. Reduced activity of sports clubs
Reducing the activity of small and entrepreneurial businesses 

was a challenging issue for sports club managers. One of the 
most important challenges for small businesses is access to 
cash. Running any business comes with risks. However, small 
businesses are very vulnerable. Only half of small businesses 
live more than fi ve years. The costs of any business such as rent, 
salaries and utilities, especially in the early years, require a lot of 
liquidity. However, the decline in revenue from the coronavirus 
crisis should also be considered [Pietsch et al., 2022]. Considering 
the existence of a lot of sports clubs in the country, most of which 
are private clubs, the business and livelihood of coaches, assistant 
coaches, gym managers and service staff , etc. due to closure 
and lack of the realisation of the received fees are endangered. 
In the professional clubs section, there is a risk of canceling 
or modifying the contract with the sponsors and the related 
modifi cation of the players’ contracts. Most club managers rented 
venues or used loans to equip their clubs. Some of them only had 
a club job. Many clubs were closed due to increased rent. The 
high cost of following health protocols was also a reason for the 
decrease in the activity of clubs and the reduction of clients. This 
decline in activity due to the coronavirus crisis has caused great 
economic damage to clubs. However, these clubs do not have 
the necessary fi nancial support or are not covered by insurance 
in critical situations [Hashimoto et al., 2021]. Therefore, it is 
necessary to design and implement programmes to prevent 
possible future damage.

6. Reduced sponsorship 
In the sports and club industry, one of the most important 

issues is the existence of sponsors. In developed countries, 
the mechanisms of sponsors in the sports industry are well 
defi ned, and there are necessary laws and regulations regarding 
sponsors. This is while fi nancial support in developing 
countries faces many challenges. The coronavirus crisis has 

complicated the situation of fi nancial support. Sponsors can 
easily terminate their contracts. The lack of support from 
sponsors has caused irreparable damage to the club industry, 
and the future of this industry is still uncertain [Martino et al., 
2021]. In this situation, sports clubs are trying to continue their 
activities and seek to attract new sponsors. Therefore, it is 
necessary to review the fi nancial support infrastructure in the 
sports industry.

7. Mental consequences of coronavirus
Compliance with health protocols, cost of purchasing health 

items, adherence to standards, obsession and overpayment, fear 
of getting sick, fear of transmitting the virus, fear of the corona 
are some of the mental concerns about the corona pandemic crisis 
[Wright et al., 2021]. These cases have limited the conditions 
for athletes to attend sports clubs. On the other hand, with the 
decrease in the activity of athletes, the activity of clubs has 
also decreased, and this has caused many problems for the 
management of sports clubs, this is especially true in group sports 
[Di Cagno et al., 2020]. It is clear that traditional club systems do 
not respond to the situation and in similar circumstances cannot 
meet the relevant needs, so it is necessary to review and modify 
the previous mechanisms.

8. Social media
During the coronavirus pandemic, many restrictions were 

imposed, one of the most important restrictions being quarantine 
and homelessness in many countries, including Iran. Under 
these circumstances, the use of the Internet and social networks 
increased rapidly [Pacak, 2020]. School and university classes also 
went online, and the Internet usage in the country increased. In the 
fi eld of business, many businesses off ered their services online. 
In the sports industry, due to the closure of sports clubs, coaches 
used social networks to hold online sports classes. However, the 
necessary infrastructure to cover this volume of cyberspace was 
not enough, and there were many problems in connecting to the 
Internet and low Internet speed. On the other hand, the production 
of sports content on social networks increased and there was no 
specifi c reference to confi rm the published information. Social 
media activity seems to be a major challenge to traditional club 
systems, with online systems rapidly expanding to meet existing 
needs. Therefore, the existing mechanisms in this fi eld should 
be carefully considered, because traditional club management 
systems do not meet the existing needs.

In the current situation, sports clubs need to be fl exible 
to survive in the new market conditions. Managers must use 
the ability of entrepreneurship, because entrepreneurship is 
considered essential in the economy and provides the impetus 
for economic growth. Entrepreneurship has traditionally been 
considered a purely economic factor, but this has changed with the 
acceptance of the necessity of the social forms of entrepreneurship 
[Ma et al., 2021]. Entrepreneurship is common in knowledge-
based industries, new activities and technology-based sectors. 
Most research in the past decade in the fi eld of entrepreneurship 
has focused on these areas and less on sports. However, some 
previous research has examined the relationship between sport 
and entrepreneurship [Ratten, Jones, 2021].
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