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ABSTRACT

Objective: Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling, as one of the ritualistic and cultural
heritages of Iran, despite their millennia-long history and ethical-heroic values, have faced
multiple challenges in recent years. These include weak advertising, gender exclusivity,
negative public perceptions, and lack of financial resources. So, the aim of this research was
developing branding startegies for the Iranian Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling
federation.

Methodology: This research project aims to identify and propose branding strategies for
Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling and is structured into three main sections. First, in-
depth interviews were conducted with eight experts, including members of the federation’s
board of directors, professional athletes, academic researchers, and Zurkhaneh club owners, to
gain insights into the challenges, capacities, and branding priorities. In the second stage, the
federation’s strategic plan was analyzed, and brand-related codes were extracted from this
document. Finally, a focused working group of sports marketing specialists utilized the
collected data to design branding strategies.

Results: The findings indicate that sustainable development of Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani
wrestling requires a calculated rebranding effort and innovation within traditional frameworks.
Key strategies include: establishing "Classic" and "Modern™ committees within the federation,
gradually facilitating the inclusion of women, integrating the sport into schools and universities,
collaborating with other federations and joint events, redesigning Zurkhaneh equipment for
fitness clubs, and enhancing advertising and social media presence through the selection of
cultural ambassadors. If these strategies are implemented, it is expected that negative public
perceptions will shift, a broader audience will be attracted to Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani
wrestling, sustainable income will be generated for the federation, and the national and
international status of this sport will be elevated.

Conclusion: These results can serve as a foundation for planning by sports managers, cultural
policymakers, and researchers interested in reviving the Iranian-ritual identity within the realm
of sports.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
ranian Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling, with their rich historical and cultural

heritage, embody traditional practices that have been integral to Iranian identity for

centuries. Despite their deep-rooted significance, these sports face challenges in

adapting to contemporary societal shifts and attracting newer generations. Negative

perceptions, such as associations with lower social classes or being exclusive to older

demographics, have hindered their appeal among youth and broader audiences.
Additionally, structural limitations, including the exclusion of women and a lack of innovative
marketing strategies, have contributed to their declining prominence. This study aims to explore
the current status of Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling, identify the underlying causes of
their diminished appeal, and propose comprehensive rebranding strategies to revitalize these
traditional sports, making them relevant and attractive to modern audiences both nationally and
internationally.

Methodology
This research utilizes a qualitative approach based on Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory

methodology. Data collection involved semi-structured interviews with 8 key informants
including federation officials, club managers, athletes, and sport historians. Additionally, policy
documents and archival materials from the Zurkhaneh Federation were analyzed. A focus group
discussion was also conducted with experts in sports branding and cultural heritage. Data
analysis followed a three-phase coding process: open coding to identify initial categories, axial
coding to explore relationships between categories, and selective coding to integrate the
findings into a central theoretical framework. Triangulation and member-checking techniques
were to ensure the study’s validity and reliability. A paradigmatic model was used to structure
the data into five core components: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening
conditions, strategies, and outcomes. This method provided a systematic understanding of the
current identity crisis facing the Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling and helped identify
practical and cultural levers for strategic brand revitalization.

Results
The analysis revealed several critical factors impacting the perception and participation in

Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling:
1. Causal Conditions:

o Negative Public Perception: Associations with lower social strata and
perceptions of exclusivity have deterred broader participation.

o Gender Exclusivity: The traditional male-only environment has limited
inclusivity and growth potential.

o Lack of Modern Marketing: Insufficient use of contemporary media and
marketing strategies has resulted in low visibility among younger
demographics.

2. Contextual Conditions:
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o Rich Cultural Heritage: Elements such as live music, unique architecture, and
heroic literature present opportunities for cultural branding.

o Institutional Support: Potential collaborations with governmental and cultural
organizations could provide necessary resources and platforms for promotion.

3. Intervening Conditions:

o Competition with Modern Sports: The popularity of contemporary sports and
digital entertainment poses challenges to attracting youth.

o Traditionalist Resistance: Conservative attitudes within the community may
resist necessary innovations for modernization.

4. Strategies:

o Rebranding Initiatives: Developing dual pathways—'Classic Pahlevani' to
preserve traditions and 'Modern Pahlevani' to incorporate contemporary
elements.

o Inclusivity Measures: Creating frameworks to involve women, thereby
expanding the participant base.

o Educational Integration: Introducing Zurkhaneh practices into school and
university programs to engage younger audiences.

o Digital Engagement: Leveraging social media and collaborations with
influencers to enhance visibility and appeal.

5. Outcomes:

o Enhanced Public Image: Shifting perceptions to view Zurkhaneh spor and
Pahlevani wrestling t as inclusive and culturally significant.

o Increased Participation: Broader demographic engagement, including youth and
women, leading to revitalized community interest.

o Financial Sustainability: Attracting sponsorships and media partnerships to
ensure economic viability.

Table 1. Finding summery

Components Key Themes Representative Strategies
Causal The necessity of revitalizing and Distinct identity, Globalization potential of Zurkhaneh
Conditions  integrating a new brand identity sport and Pahlevani wrestling, Increased financial

resources, Rebranding

Contextual High potential in philosophy, Strong brand philosophy, Declining popularity

Conditions identity, and differentiating factors ~ Attractive artistic capacities, Cultural and historical
alongside institutional support potentials

Intervening  Legal, cultural, and competitive Target audience preferences, International federation,

Conditions  challenges Limitations,Religious and traditional orientations

Strategic Integrated brand promotion Core Strategy: Rebranding of Zurkhaneh Sport and

Responses strategies Pahlevani wrestling, Domestic development strategy,

International promotion strategy, Stakeholder engagement
strategy,Digital and technological strategy
Expected Enhancement of status and Growth of the status of Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani
Outcomes economic sustainability wrestling at national and international levels, Financial
sustainability of the federation
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Discussion and Conclusion
The rebranding of Iranian Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling represents a crucial

intersection of cultural preservation and strategic modernization. Drawing on a grounded theory
approach and supported by empirical interviews, the findings of this study demonstrate that the
traditional image of these sports—although rich in history and spiritual philosophy—has
become increasingly disconnected from the preferences of younger and more diverse audiences.
Several causal factors such as negative stereotypes (e.g., perceptions of the sport as outdated or
exclusive to men), the absence of media representation, and limited accessibility were identified
as key obstacles to broader engagement.

Nevertheless, the sport's unique strengths—such as live music, poetic rituals, heroic
narratives rooted in Shahnameh, and its architectural symbolism—highlight its untapped
potential for cultural branding. If approached with sensitivity, these elements can serve as
powerful tools for modern storytelling, particularly within the framework of digital engagement
and experience-based marketing.

Through the lens of Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) model, we interpret
these findings as pointing toward the necessity of cultivating strong brand awareness and
resonance. Specifically, building a bridge between traditional values and modern presentation
styles (such as integrating performances into cultural festivals, creating animated content based
on Zurkhaneh rituals, or employing athlete-influencers) can effectively shift public perception.
Moreover, educational interventions—Ilike incorporating the sport into school physical
education programs or university wellness courses—can facilitate grassroots engagement and
long-term identity shaping.

The dual-branding strategy recommended in this study—comprising a "Classic" and a
"Modern" stream—enables the Federation and related stakeholders to cater to different
segments of society. The Classic stream safeguards historical continuity and religious-cultural
authenticity, while the Modern stream allows creative experimentation that could appeal to
urban youth, international audiences, and gender-diverse groups. Such a hybrid approach aligns
with contemporary best practices in heritage sport management and branding.

The study also brings attention to several policy-level implications. It underscores the
importance of institutional support, especially in areas like media coverage, funding,
infrastructure development, and collaboration with international federations. Without such
alignment, rebranding efforts may be stunted by systemic limitations or sociocultural resistance.

In conclusion, Iranian Zurkhaneh and Pahlevani wrestling should not be seen relics of the
past but living embodiments of Iranian identity. To ensure their survival and growth,
stakeholders must commit to a multi-layered rebranding approach that respects tradition while
embracing change. Future success lies in balancing authenticity with innovation—offering an
experience that is physically engaging, emotionally compelling, and culturally meaningful.

Originality/Value

This study provides a pioneering effort in developing a culturally rooted branding model for Zurkhaneh
sport and Pahlevani wrestling in Iran—a field largely overlooked in contemporary sports marketing
literature. Unlike prior studies that focus predominantly on branding strategies in modern, professional team
sports, this research addresses the unique symbolic, ethical, and spiritual dimensions of a traditional sport
registered as intangible cultural heritage by UNESCO. By applying Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory



a : -
Journal of é é
Sport Management and Development

(JSMD) University of Guitan

Print ISSN: 23224800

Online ISSN; 283855908

and integrating insights from key stakeholders, the research presents a context-sensitive framework that
bridges heritage-based values with modern branding tools such as digital storytelling, influencer
engagement, and stakeholder integration. The results offer valuable guidance for federations, marketers, and
policymakers seeking to revive indigenous sports through culturally adaptive and strategically sound
branding practices. The study thus contributes not only to the academic field of sport branding and cultural

marketing, but also to practical efforts in preserving and modernizing national heritage through sport.

Research Limitations/Implications
» Sampling Limitation:
Focus on internal stakeholders (lack of participation from international traditional sports actors)
» Methodological Limitation:
Absence of quantitative methods to objectively measure the impact of strategies
» Thematic Limitation:
Lack of in-depth analysis of socio-religious resistance to innovations
» Temporal-Spatial Limitation:
The study was exclusively focused on Iran's Zurkhaneh sport and Pahlevani wrestling
The research was conducted during the year 1403 (2024—2025).
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Table 3. The Research Findings paradigm Based on the Strauss & Corbin Model.
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Figure 1. Zoorkhaneh sport Federation's Branding pattern
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