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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study investigated the emergence and persistence of corruption in Iran’s
football industry. It aimed to identify the institutional, structural, and cultural determinants of
systemic corruption, with the objective of developing a conceptual and strategic framework to
enhance governance in professional football.

Methodology: A qualitative research design based on Glaserian Grounded Theory was
adopted. Data were gathered through thirteen in-depth, semi-structured interviews with football
specialists and key informants from Iran, the United States, Italy, Australia, Qatar, and Irag. The
analytical process involved open, selective, and theoretical coding, conducted using MAXQDA
2024. The resulting conceptual model was developed in accordance with Glaser’s 6C
framework, which includes Causes, Contexts, Conditions, Covariance, Contingency, and
Consequences.

Results: The findings demonstrated that corruption within Iran’s football industry is deeply
rooted and structurally embedded. Key contributing factors included weak institutional
governance, political influence, opaque economic practices, a cultural tolerance for corruption,
ineffective monitoring systems, and dysfunction within the judicial apparatus. The central
phenomenon identified was systemic corruption in the governance of football. Ten overarching
themes were incorporated into the final conceptual model, capturing the complexity and multi-
layered nature of the issue.

Conclusion: Addressing corruption in football requires comprehensive institutional reform,
the establishment of independent oversight bodies, the deployment of transparency-enhancing
technologies, the promotion of integrity-driven values, and the consistent enforcement of legal
and regulatory frameworks. The conceptual model developed in this study provides a strategic
foundation for policymakers and football administrators, particularly in contexts marked by
fragile governance systems.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
oothall, a transnational and highly influential phenomenon, transcends the
boundaries of sport and serves as a stage for political, economic, and social
interests. Within this complex arena, corruption has emerged not as isolated
misconduct but as a systemic, institutionalized problem, sustained by weak
governance, political interference, opaque finances, and cultural tolerance for
wrongdoing. Although international bodies have repeatedly attempted to address
the issue, their policies remain largely reactive, fragmented, and lacking a solid theoretical
foundation. Comparative analysis of how football corruption takes shape and is controlled in
different countries can illuminate its root causes and operating mechanisms, providing the basis
for a conceptual model that supports evidence based and effective policymaking. Guided by
Glaserian Grounded Theory, this study aims to fill that critical gap in the literature.

Methodology

This study was conducted within an interpretivist paradigm and followed an inductive reasoning
approach, aiming to develop a context-sensitive theory grounded in empirical qualitative data.
To examine how corruption in football is formed and controlled, we adopted a qualitative
design based on the Glaserian version of Grounded Theory. Rather than imposing a predefined
framework, this method lets theoretical constructs emerge directly from the data.

The research population comprised individuals with relevant expertise and lived experience:
football-federation officials, international referees, sports journalists, university scholars in sport
and legal studies, and civil-society activists familiar with football-related corruption in six
countries (Iran, the United States, Australia, Italy, Qatar, and Irag). Participants were recruited
through purposive and snowball sampling. In total, 13 in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached.

Interview transcripts were analysed in MAXQDA 2024 using the classic three-step Glaserian
coding procedure (open, selective, and theoretical coding). In the first step, 455 open codes were
generated and, through constant comparison, clustered into concepts and categories. During
selective coding, these categories were integrated around the core phenomenon of systemic
corruption in football governance. Finally, a conceptual model was developed using Glaser’s 6C
framework, which encompasses causes, context, intervening conditions, core phenomenon,
strategies, and consequences.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the findings, we employed member checking,
inter-coder agreement, and external audits by independent reviewers. The inter-coder reliability
rate exceeded 86 percent, indicating strong consistency and credibility in the analytical process
and enhancing the overall rigor and trustworthiness of the study.

Results

The analysis of 13 in-depth, semi-structured interviews collected in six countries (Iran, the United
States, Australia, Italy, Qatar, and Irag) shows that corruption in football is systemic and deeply
entwined with dysfunctional governance structures and persistent institutional weaknesses. Using
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open, selective, and theoretical coding, we identified 455 initial codes that condensed into 10 key
categories and, ultimately, 7 overarching theoretical codes. The core phenomenon, systemic
corruption in football governance, was mapped with Glaser’s 6C model, which covers causes,
contexts, intervening conditions, the core phenomenon itself, strategies, and consequences.

At the causal level, weak managerial structures, limited financial transparency, political
interference, and informal economic practices emerged as the main drivers of corruption. When
these drivers intersect with contextual conditions such as cultural tolerance of corruption, legal
loopholes, and federations that depend heavily on political or financial power, corruption
becomes institutionalised within football systems. Among the most prominent categories are
“Political interference and the instrumental use of football,” which shows how elites in Iran,
Iraq, Italy, and Qatar exploit the sport to legitimise power and control society; “Financial
corruption networks, mafias, and illegal betting,” which reveal organised schemes that fix
matches, launder money, and manipulate formal structures; and “Weak oversight institutions
and judicial inefficiency,” which create an environment where corrupt practices persist and
offenders enjoy impunity.

The absence of institutional accountability, the inefficiency of legal frameworks, and the
lack of targeted anti-corruption education further normalise corruption in many of the countries
studied; corrupt acts are routinely accepted as standard managerial practice. During theoretical
coding, the interplay among these categories was synthesised within the 6C framework, yielding
a comprehensive model that links causal factors, structural and cultural conditions, intervening
influences, coping strategies, and the ethical and social consequences of corruption around the
core phenomenon. According to this model, lasting reform in football governance will require
systemic restructuring, genuinely independent monitoring bodies, transparency-enhancing
technologies, and the institutionalisation of ethical training and education.

Discussion and Conclusion

This comparative study investigated how corruption emerges and is controlled in football across
six countries, using Glaserian Grounded Theory as the methodological guide. The evidence
shows that corruption in these football systems is neither isolated nor incidental; it is deeply
embedded, systemic, and institutionalized. The core category, systemic corruption in football
governance, anchors a final model built on Glaser’s 6C framework (Causes, Contexts,
Conditions, Covariance, Contingency, and Consequences), offering a full picture of the
corruption cycle in varied national settings.

Data analysis indicates that dysfunctional governance, institutional opacity, weak oversight,
and judicial inefficiency are the primary enablers of corruption in football. Political interference,
the use of football for non-sporting agendas, financial-misconduct networks, illegal betting, and
the lack of structured ethical training further entrench corrupt practices. In Iran, Iraq, and Qatar,
where football governance is highly centralized and state controlled, corruption is driven by
top-down decision making, financial dependence, and limited institutional autonomy. In the
United States and Australia, despite robust legal systems, problems persist because enforcement
is uneven and betting markets and financial flows remain under-regulated.

Corruption in football is therefore more than an economic crime or on-field irregularity; it
reflects wider governance failures and clashing systemic interests. The findings confirm earlier
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research and highlight the need for a multilayered, context-sensitive, systems-based response.
Effective anti-corruption policy must target governance reform, financial transparency,
institutional independence, digital oversight tools, and professional ethics at every tier of
football administration. The conceptual model developed here gives policymakers,
administrators, and international governing bodies a practical blueprint for creating
evidence-based, context-specific anti-corruption programs. By exposing the complex and often
hidden dynamics of football corruption, this study underscores the urgency of political resolve,
institutional transparency, and systemic accountability in confronting this pervasive challenge.

Originality/Value

The primary contribution of this study lies in its innovative application of the Glaserian Grounded Theory
methodology to conduct a cross-national comparative analysis of corruption in football. By grounding the
research in empirical field data and deliberately avoiding reliance on pre-existing theoretical frameworks,
the study generates a context-sensitive and theoretically robust model that captures the structural
dynamics of corruption and the mechanisms for its control.

A further contribution is the systematic identification of both shared and country-specific theoretical
codes, culminating in the articulation of the core phenomenon: systemic corruption embedded within the
governance structures of football. The study highlights that, in the absence of comprehensive structural
reforms and the establishment of independent, transparent, and accountable institutions, anti-corruption
efforts are likely to remain superficial and unsustainable. It argues that only through the convergence of
political will, institutional transparency, and the promotion of an anti-corruption culture can meaningful
progress be made toward restoring legitimacy and credibility in football governance.

Research Limitations/Implications

A key limitation of this study was the difficulty in gaining access to knowledgeable and candid
informants on the topic of football-related corruption in certain contexts-particularly in countries
characterized by restricted political environments or underdeveloped regulatory frameworks. The
sensitivity of the subject often led to self-censorship among participants, which limited the depth and
openness of some responses and presented challenges in obtaining fully transparent data.

Additionally, linguistic, cultural, and institutional differences across the selected countries added
layers of complexity to the comparative analysis, potentially affecting the consistency of interpretations
and thematic coding. The sample size was limited to thirteen interviews, due to both practical constraints
and the achievement of theoretical saturation. While this relatively small number may limit the
generalizability of the findings, it is important to emphasize that the objective of this study was not
statistical generalization but rather the development of grounded theory. As such, the study prioritizes
theoretical depth and conceptual rigor over breadth of representation.
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Table 1. Demographics, characteristics of interviewees, and inclusion criteria
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Table 2. An example of coding in the emergent approach (Glissery)
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Figure 1. The second final model derived from the research data
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