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Objective: This study aimed to explain how commercial brands develop risk perceptions regarding
sponsorship of women’s sports in Iran and to identify strategies for addressing such risks through
the lens of the attention economy.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed a systematic grounded theory approach.
Participants comprised brand strategists and sponsors, sport managers and policymakers, female
athletes and coaches, and academic experts, who were recruited through purposive sampling
followed by theoretical sampling. Data were collected through 24 in-depth semi-structured
interviews, with sampling continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved. The data were
analyzed using constant comparison through open, axial, and selective coding, and the resulting
categories were organized within a paradigmatic framework encompassing causal, contextual, and
intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. Trustworthiness was strengthened through
member checking, maximum variation sampling, external auditing, and inter-coder agreement.
Findings: The analysis revealed “attention-economy-based risk perception” as the core
phenomenon underlying brands’ sponsorship decisions, comprising three interrelated dimensions:
uncertainty of commercial returns, regulatory and reputational risk, and investment trust and
security risk. Attention deprivation and the inability to substantiate attention, together with
instability of the sponsored sport asset, intensified perceived risk, whereas managerial and
commercial capability, social legitimacy, symbolic capital, social support networks, and brand—
market fit could modify its severity. Effective responses involved generating and redistributing
attention, professionalizing and substantiating value, redesigning value propositions and financing
mechanisms, and managing stakeholder experience. The relationships among categories further
indicated that the central mechanism was “uncertainty in converting attention into demonstrable
value.” Thus, increased visibility alone was insufficient to reduce investment risk unless audience
attention could be translated into measurable and defensible evidence of economic, reputational, or
relational value.

Conclusion: Reducing sponsors’ perceived risk in women’s sports requires a shift from the mere
generation of visibility toward “demonstrable attention,” whereby audience attention is transformed
into credible metrics and verifiable commercial and social value. This mechanism can facilitate the
transition from episodic sponsorship to sustainable investment, greater economic maturity, and
shared value creation between commercial brands and women’s sport.
Keywords: Women’s Sport; Sport Sponsorship; Attention Economy;
Demonstrable Attention; Grounded Theory.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Sport sponsorship has evolved from a relatively straightforward financial exchange into a strategic
marketing relationship through which commercial brands seek visibility, audience engagement, brand
differentiation, reputational benefits, and long-term relational value. Contemporary sponsorship decisions
are therefore shaped not merely by the availability of advertising space but by the capacity of a sport
property to generate measurable value for the sponsor. Research on sponsorship-linked marketing has
demonstrated that, although substantial attention has historically been devoted to consumer responses and
promotional outcomes, important gaps remain regarding managerial decision-making, sponsorship
governance, and the mechanisms through which sponsors evaluate the attractiveness and uncertainty of
sport properties (Cornwell & Kwon, 2020). From a commercialization perspective, sport sponsorship
increasingly depends on the capacity of sport organizations to transform audiences, media exposure,
symbolic resources, and stakeholder relationships into commercially meaningful assets (Chadwick &
Burton, 2021).

Women’s sport has become particularly important within this changing sponsorship landscape.
Growth in participation, competitive quality, digital visibility, audience interest, and the public
prominence of female athletes has enhanced its commercial potential. Market evidence indicates that
women’s sport has entered a period of substantial expansion and increasing commercial relevance,
creating new opportunities for brands seeking differentiated audiences and socially meaningful
associations (GlobalData, 2025). Nevertheless, the growth of audiences and social legitimacy has not
necessarily produced a proportionate increase in sustainable sponsorship investment. The long-term
financial development of women’s sport depends not only on attracting sponsors but also on creating
stable commercial structures capable of retaining investment and demonstrating value over time (Locatelli,
2026). Accordingly, the central challenge is increasingly concerned with how commercial decision-makers
interpret the opportunities and risks associated with women’s sport.

Sponsorship decisions in this context are inherently multidimensional. Sponsors may
simultaneously evaluate expected commercial returns, audience reach, brand—property fit, reputational
implications, institutional constraints, stakeholder responses, and the stability of the sponsored asset.
Research has shown that sponsorship retention in women’s sport is influenced not only by gender-equity
considerations but also by sponsors’ evaluations of the effectiveness and value of the relationship (Jensen
& Smith, 2024). Sponsor communication can likewise create a paradox: association with women’s sport
may challenge conventional gender stereotypes and strengthen the social identity of a brand, while
particular communication practices may also reproduce stereotypes and expose firms to reputational
sensitivities (Napoli et al., 2024). Moreover, sponsorship of women’s sport may reflect a combination of
economic and social rationalities, meaning that organizations can pursue marketing outcomes while
simultaneously seeking social legitimacy, organizational identity, and corporate responsibility benefits
(Morgan, 2019). These findings suggest that the sustainability of sponsorship depends on the sponsor’s
ability to justify the relationship through a combination of commercial and symbolic value.

These issues are particularly salient in Iran, where women’s sport operates within specific media,
institutional, economic, cultural, and regulatory conditions. Previous Iranian studies have identified



numerous obstacles to attracting sponsors, including organizational deficiencies, economic constraints,
limited media exposure, cultural challenges, and structural barriers (Alipour & Farahani, 2020). Research
on the development of financial resources for women’s sport has similarly emphasized weaknesses in
resource-mobilization mechanisms, managerial capacity, and the broader environment governing
commercial participation (Khatibi et al., 2020). A model developed for managing sponsorship barriers in
Iranian elite women’s sport further demonstrated that the problem is multidimensional and requires
coordinated intervention rather than isolated measures (Shomali & Keshkar, 2022). These studies provide
valuable evidence regarding what constrains sponsorship; however, they provide less explanation of how
such conditions are cognitively interpreted by commercial brands as investment risk.

A related stream of research has focused more directly on sponsor behavior. A decision-making
model developed for Iranian women’s sport demonstrated that sponsorship choices emerge from the
interaction of economic, social, institutional, value-based, and communication factors (Moulak & Alidoust,
2020). Other studies have proposed strategies for attracting sponsors in women’s premier football,
emphasizing professional marketing, communication, managerial improvement, and enhancement of the
commercial attractiveness of women’s competitions (Bagheri et al., 2021). Research on attracting and
retaining financial sponsors and sport philanthropists has likewise highlighted that maintaining
sponsorship requires attention to both initial acquisition and the continuing quality of the relationship
(Rasekh etal., 2022). More recent work has moved toward comprehensive sponsorship management models
in Iranian professional women’s sport, emphasizing sponsorship as an integrated process encompassing
identification, attraction, activation, management, evaluation, and retention (Jadiri et al., 2024).

Media visibility represents another central dimension of this problem. Social networks can
strengthen sponsor brand equity by providing alternative channels for audience interaction and increasing
the communicative value of women’s sport properties (Peyman & Afshari, 2020). However, effective media
development requires more than simply increasing the volume of content. Research on optimal media
architecture for women’s sport has emphasized the importance of coordinated media structures, systematic
content production, and strategic management of communication channels (Rostami Abousaeidi et al., 2024).
Studies of marketing barriers in Iranian professional women’s sport similarly demonstrate that cultural,
managerial, legal, and media-related limitations restrict the commercialization process (Sadeghi et al.,
2022). Recent research therefore increasingly stresses innovative marketing, audience segmentation,
content development, and new value-creation mechanisms as essential to sponsorship development (Elyasi
etal., 2024).

Taken together, the literature indicates that Iranian women’s sport faces no simple shortage of
sponsorship opportunities. Rather, there remains a theoretical gap concerning how media visibility,
commercial measurability, institutional conditions, and investment uncertainty interact in the decision
logic of sponsors. Existing research has largely identified barriers, strategies, and managerial
requirements, but has less often explained the process through which brands interpret these conditions as
risk. The concept of the attention economy provides a potentially useful perspective because commercial
value increasingly depends not simply on visibility itself but on whether attention can be measured,
sustained, segmented, and translated into defensible value for the sponsoring organization. Therefore, this
study aimed to explain how commercial brands form risk perceptions regarding the sponsorship of
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women’s sport in Iran and to identify the strategies through which such risks can be addressed from the
perspective of the attention economy.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a qualitative research design based on the systematic grounded theory
approach. The research field consisted of multiple groups involved directly or indirectly in the sponsorship
ecosystem of Iranian women’s sport. Participants were initially selected through purposive sampling and
subsequently through theoretical sampling as emerging categories required further conceptual
development. Eligibility emphasized direct experience with sponsorship negotiation, investment
assessment, sport management, policy development, athletic participation, coaching, or academic
expertise related to women’s sport.

A total of 24 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted. Participants included six brand
strategists and commercial sponsors, seven sport managers and policymakers, eight female athletes and
coaches, and three academic experts. Interviews generally lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, with an
overall average duration of approximately 65 minutes. Sampling and data collection continued until
theoretical saturation and sufficient conceptual density had been achieved.

All interviews were recorded with informed consent, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed
concurrently with data collection. Analysis followed constant comparison and consisted of open, axial,
and selective coding. During open coding, interview transcripts were examined line by line to identify
meaning units related to perceived risk, media constraints, commercial uncertainty, institutional and
cultural conditions, market opportunities, strategic responses, and sponsorship consequences. During axial
coding, relationships among concepts were organized according to causal conditions, contextual
conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. Selective coding was then used to
integrate and refine the categories around the core phenomenon. MAXQDA 2022 was used to support
qualitative data organization and coding. Trustworthiness was strengthened through member checking,
maximume-variation sampling, rich contextual description, external auditing, and agreement between
independent coders.

Findings

The analysis generated 187 initial codes, which were consolidated into 61 initial concepts and
subsequently organized into the components of the paradigmatic model. Selective coding identified
“attention-economy-based risk perception” as the core phenomenon explaining commercial brands’
decision-making logic in the sponsorship of women’s sport.

Two principal causal conditions were identified. The first was attention deprivation and the
inability to substantiate attention, encompassing restricted visual and media coverage, marginalization
in print and digital media, weaknesses in measuring audience engagement, and limitations in the
commercial value of physical advertising spaces. The second was instability of the sponsored sport
asset, reflected in financial instability of clubs, managerial turnover, and the migration or departure of
prominent athletes. Together, these conditions reduced brands’ ability to predict whether a sponsorship
property could continuously generate commercially useful attention.

The core phenomenon consisted of three interconnected dimensions. The first was uncertainty of
commercial returns, including difficulty measuring return on investment, uncertainty regarding
advertising effectiveness, prolonged return periods, and doubts about the profitability of sponsorship. The



second was regulatory, reputational, and institutional-fit risk, involving regulatory changes,
uncertainty concerning advertising rules, possible reputational consequences, and incompatibility between
brand objectives and institutional requirements. The third dimension was investment trust and security
risk, associated with limited financial transparency, concerns regarding the use of sponsorship resources,
weak reporting mechanisms, and inadequate mechanisms for protecting investment.

The analysis indicated that the mechanism connecting these dimensions was uncertainty in
converting attention into demonstrable value. Brands did not necessarily interpret women’s sport as
commercially valueless; rather, they faced difficulty establishing the quantity, quality, continuity, and
commercial relevance of the attention produced. Consequently, visibility alone did not sufficiently reduce
perceived risk.

Contextual conditions included macroeconomic pressure, structural market and governance
deficiencies, legal and institutional uncertainty, a restrictive cultural-gender context, and limitations in
physical infrastructure. Intervening conditions included managerial and commercial capabilities, social
legitimacy and symbolic capital, social support networks, and market attractiveness and commercial fit.

Four major strategic categories emerged: generating and redistributing attention,
professionalizing and substantiating value, redesigning the value proposition and financing
mechanisms, and managing stakeholder experience. Specific actions included the use of digital
platforms, content marketing and storytelling, micro-influencers, athlete personal branding, symbolic
events, business planning, market segmentation, marketing technologies, sponsorship-effectiveness
monitoring, flexible sponsorship packages, cause-related marketing, crowdfunding, commercial synergy,
and systematic management of fans and sponsors.

The principal consequences were greater ecosystem resilience and sustainability, increased
financial independence and economic maturity of clubs, improved infrastructure capacity, more tangible
commercial returns for sponsors, and enhanced social value.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that sponsorship risk in Iranian women’s sport is fundamentally an
information and value-verification problem rather than merely a problem of insufficient exposure. The
distinction between attention and demonstrable attention is particularly important. A team, athlete, or
competition may attract considerable interest, especially through digital platforms, yet remain
commercially uncertain when reliable information about audience composition, engagement, continuity,
and brand relevance is unavailable. Accordingly, the commercial significance of attention depends on
whether it can be transformed into evidence that decision-makers can use to justify investment.

The study also demonstrates that perceived risk is multidimensional. Commercial-return
uncertainty interacts with reputational, regulatory, and contractual concerns. A sport property may possess
substantial audience potential but still be judged risky when sponsors cannot confidently activate
contractual rights, predict institutional conditions, monitor the use of resources, or ensure the continuity
of the sponsored asset. Risk therefore emerges through the combined effect of media, economic,
institutional, cultural, and managerial conditions rather than through any single barrier.

Another important implication is that the attractiveness of women’s sport is not fixed. Perceived
risk varies according to brand—audience fit, industry characteristics, organizational capabilities, and the
symbolic value associated with women’s sport. Consequently, women’s sport should not be positioned
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primarily as an area deserving financial assistance. Sustainable sponsorship requires a transition from an
entitlement or charitable logic toward a professional value-exchange logic in which sport organizations
can clearly demonstrate what the sponsor receives in return.

The model further indicates that generating more attention is necessary but insufficient.
Sustainable sponsorship requires professional systems capable of converting attention into measurable
commercial, reputational, relational, and social outcomes. Business planning, audience analytics,
sponsorship evaluation, transparent reporting, flexible value propositions, and professional stakeholder
management are therefore central mechanisms for reducing perceived uncertainty.

Overall, the study concludes that demonstrable attention constitutes the central linking
mechanism between the attention economy and sponsors’ risk perception in Iranian women’s sport. When
attention can be measured, documented, interpreted, and translated into defensible value, sponsorship
becomes more predictable and commercially credible. This transformation can facilitate a transition from
episodic, fragile sponsorship toward sustainable investment, stronger club autonomy, improved
infrastructure, and shared value creation between commercial brands and women’s sport.
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