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Objective: The present study aimed to explain the role of social capital in the ESG
(Environmental, Social, and Governance) maturity of Iranian professional sports clubs.
Methodology: This research was conducted using a qualitative approach and the Glaserian
Grounded Theory method. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 20
experts (including sports management specialists, professional club managers, and experts
in corporate social responsibility and sustainable development) who were selected via
purposive and theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. Data analysis
was performed in three stages: open, selective, and theoretical coding. The reliability of the
coding was confirmed using the test-retest method (89%) and intra-subject agreement
(88%).

Findings: The data analysis yielded 52 initial codes categorized into four main categories
structural, relational, and cognitive social capital, and the challenges and requirements of
ESG maturity with “social capital as a driver of ESG maturity in professional sports clubs”
emerging as the core category. The findings indicate that communication networks, mutual
trust, and shared values enhance clubs’ operational capacity to implement sustainability
policies.

Discussion and Conclusion: The results indicate that the three dimensions of social capital
serve as the pivotal mechanism for ESG maturity in clubs; however, transitioning to the
desired state of sustainability depends on addressing structural challenges such as weak
governance, lack of reporting systems, insufficient strategic prioritization, and establishing
the necessary institutional and cultural prerequisites within the country’s professional sports
sector.
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Introduction

ESG evaluates professional sports clubs’ sustainability, accountability, and long-term performance beyond athletic and
financial outcomes. This study examines how structural, relational, and cognitive social capital advances ESG maturity through
networks, trust, collaboration, shared values, and legitimacy, while identifying related challenges and requirements in Iranian

professional sports clubs.
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Method

This qualitative study employed Glaserian Grounded Theory to develop an empirically grounded understanding of social capital
and ESG maturity in professional sports clubs. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 20 experts in sports
management, club administration, corporate social responsibility, governance, and sustainability, selected through purposive
and theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. The interviews examined ESG maturity, social capital,
stakeholder relationships, governance conditions, and barriers to sustainable practices. Data were analyzed through open,
selective, and theoretical coding to identify concepts, develop categories, and integrate them around the study’s core variable.
Analytical trustworthiness was supported by test-retest reliability of 89% and intra-subject agreement of 88%.

Results

The coding process yielded 128 initial codes across four main categories: structural, relational, and cognitive social capital,
alongside ESG maturity challenges, with “social capital as a driver of ESG maturity” emerging as the core category. While
structural social capital facilitates ESG execution through networks and stakeholder participation, relational capital enhances
trust and cooperation, and cognitive capital fosters shared sustainability values and goals. Ultimately, the capacity of these
dimensions to drive coherent, institutionalized ESG strategies depends on addressing critical organizational barriers, such as
weak governance, lack of reporting systems, and limited strategic prioritization.

Discussion and Conclusions

The findings reveal that ESG maturity in Iranian professional sports clubs is a socially embedded process driven by structural,
relational, and cognitive social capital, rather than a purely technical exercise. Utilizing Glaserian grounded theory, this study
advances sports sustainability literature within a unique institutional context. Practically, it urges managers to transcend
symbolic compliance in favor of collaborative governance and trust-building. Ultimately, realizing this potential requires
overcoming structural barriers like weak governance and inadequate reporting, positioning social capital as a fundamental
prerequisite for enduring ESG maturity.
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