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Abstract

Elite athletes contribute to the sparting status of Kermanshah Province and
Iran; however, the lack of localized models has hindered talent identification
and development. This study aimed to design a context-specific framework
for sports talent development in Kermanshah Province, addressing challenges
including inadequate infrastructure and athlete migration. A grounded theory
design based on Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) approach was employed in 2026.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 19 elite athletes, faculty
members, teachers, coaches, and sports managers selected purposively. Data
were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. Findings identified the
core category as‘the “systematic process of sports elite development.” Causal
conditions included cultural development, structural provision, and equal
opportunities; contextual conditions involved motivation enhancement and
targeted planning; and intervening conditions comprised social, financial, and
professional support. Strategies included assessment, screening, selection,
developmental placement, empowerment, and continuous support. Outcomes
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included elite sports branding and institutionalization of meritocracy in sports.
The model emphasizes integrated mechanisms for sustainable elite sports
development.

Introduction

Elite sport has become an important component of national and regional
development, with sporting success increasingly reflecting the effectiveness
of talent development systems rather than the performance of individual
athletes alone. Although substantial resources are invested.in identifying and
developing talented athletes, many sport systems continue.to experience
difficulties in establishing sustainable pathways from initial talent
identification to elite performance. These challenges are particularly evident
in regions where limitations in infrastructure, financial resources, institutional
coordination, social support, and long-term planning constrain the
development of athletic talent. Kermanshah Province possesses considerable
sporting potential and a strong historical and cultural background in sport;
nevertheless, the province has faced persistent challenges in identifying,
developing, retaining, and supporting elite athletes. Previous studies have
proposed general models of talent identification and elite athlete development
in Iran, but many of these-models have not sufficiently incorporated regional
characteristics, lived experiences of stakeholders, or the specific structural and
socioeconomic conditions of ‘Kermanshah Province. Therefore, the present
study aimed to develop ancontext-specific and process-oriented model of
sports talent development in.Kermanshah Province.

Methods

This qualitative study was conducted in 2026 using the systematic grounded
theory approach developed by Strauss and Corbin. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling based on predefined inclusion and exclusion
criteria and included managers and experts from the provincial Department of
Sport and Youth, university faculty members in sport and physical education,
physical education teachers, coaches, and athletes. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews guided by broad exploratory questions
concerning talent identification, elite athlete development, barriers to
development and retention, support mechanisms, and desirable organizational
structures. A total of 19 interviews were conducted, with each interview
lasting approximately 52 minutes. Theoretical saturation was achieved when
subsequent interviews failed to generate substantially new information. All
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interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed continuously through open, axial, and selective
coding. The analysis initially generated 342 raw codes, which were
progressively refined to 120 initial concepts and 38 subcategories. Axial
coding resulted in 16 main categories, while selective coding identified the
core category and established the relationships among the major components
of the emerging paradigm model. Credibility, confirmability, dependability,
and transferability were addressed through participant review, prolonged
engagement with the data, recoding procedures, peer examination, maximum
variation in participant selection, and transparent reporting. of the analytical
process.

Results

The central category emerging from the analysis was:\‘‘systematic sports elite
development,” indicating that elite athlete development isnot a linear process
of identifying talented individuals but a dynamic and-interconnected system
involving environmental preparation, strategic.guidance, multidimensional
support, and continuous development. The paradigm model identified three
causal conditions: cultural development, structural provision, and equal
opportunity creation. These conditions.represent the foundations required to
make talent visible and provide individuals with equitable access to sporting
pathways. The contextual conditions were motivation enhancement and
purposeful planning, which.create an environment in which identified talent
can remain engaged and progress toward higher levels of performance. Three
intervening conditions——social support, financial support, and professional
support—were found .to facilitate or constrain the effectiveness of the
development process.

The strategies derived from the data comprised broad-based assessment,
comprehensive screening, elite selection, placement within an appropriate
developmental pathway, empowerment, and continuous accompaniment and
support. These strategies suggest that talent identification should be
understood as a progressive process of discovery, assessment, development,
and guidance rather than as a one-time selection procedure. Finally, two major
consequences emerged: sports elite branding and institutionalization of
meritocracy. Elite athletes who successfully progress through the system can
become recognized social and sporting role models, while merit-based
mechanisms can strengthen trust, legitimacy, and sustainability within the
provincial sport system.
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Conclusion and Implications

The findings demonstrate that sustainable sports talent development in
Kermanshah Province requires a shift from fragmented and short-term talent
identification practices toward an integrated, long-term, and context-sensitive
development system. The proposed model emphasizes that sporting talent can
only be transformed into sustainable elite performance when cultural
acceptance, appropriate infrastructure, equal opportunities, motivation,
strategic planning, and multidimensional support operate in coordination. The
study therefore contributes theoretically by conceptualizing elite athlete
development as an adaptive and socially embedded process rather than merely
an individual performance outcome. From a practical perspective; provincial
sport authorities, federations, clubs, schools, and talent:.development
organizations should establish coordinated pathways that begin with broad-
based identification and scientific screening and continug through athlete
selection, appropriate placement, empowerment, professional development,
and long-term support. Particular attention should-be given to reducing
financial and social barriers, strengthening specialized coaching and support
services, and preventing the premature loss or.migration of talented athletes.
Furthermore, developing merit-based mechanisms and promoting successful
athletes as social and sporting role. models can contribute to the reproduction
and sustainability of the'talent development system. Although the model was
developed within the" specific 'sociocultural and institutional context of
Kermanshah Province and-.therefore requires cautious transfer to other
settings, it.provides a potentially useful framework for regions facing similar
resource constraints ‘and® structural challenges. Future research should
quantitatively test the_relationships proposed in the model and examine its
applicability ‘across different sports, provinces, and stages of athlete
development.

Keywords: Talent Identification, Elite Support, Elite Development,
Localization
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