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ABSTRACT 
 

The aim of this study was to compare and prioritize the success factors of Sepahan F.C (SFC) and Zob Ahan 
Esfahan F.C. (ZAFC) soccer teams in the Premier League and the AFC Cup during the 80s. This was a cross 
sectional descriptive study. The research sample included 210 participants from staff and employees of clubs, their 
players, and all the coaches, staff, and major members of their fans community.  Data has been collected using a 
field survey method, a researcher made questionnaire. Validity of the questionnaire was approved by professors and 
specialists in sports management trend and the reliability of the questionnaire was assessed using Cronbach's alpha 
(α = 0.94). Descriptive statistics and tests of Mann-Whitney and Friedman were used to analyze data. Results 
showed that success factors of SFC and ZAFC were significantly different. Average rating factors of macro 
management, administrative, structural factors, and institutional support of the SFC was significantly higher than 
ZAFC. On the other hand, hardware facility of ZAFC was significantly higher than SFC. In addition, results of 
Friedman test showed a significant difference between success factors priorities between two clubs. 
KEYWORDS: Soccer. Success Factors, Sepahan F.C., Zob Ahan F.C. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

With the advancement of societies, sports and physical education have found precious value among the 
people. Global scale of its stunning attractions, beauty, excitement, competition is one of the persistent and 
pervasive issues among most of the Medias [Gvnargrysh & Byzantium, 13]. Today sport is a phenomenon beyond a 
mere physical activity and has been highly developed in different countries, as far as it has been considered as a 
trade and industry most of the time. Governments in developed countries consider Sport as an important trade and 
industry along with other industries [Football Conference, 19]. Professional sports, as one of the diverse areas in 
modern sports, have had a significant role in promoting sports industry. So that, paying attention to professional 
sports has significantly helped the economy of many developed and developing countries [Sir Norman Chester, 24]. 

    Holding professional sports not only at national level but also at international levels in various branches all 
over the world is common. These matches are usually played in a league form. Trustee holding professional leagues 
in most countries that have professional leagues are professional league organizations .In one hand these 
organizations are responsible for organizing the games and the other hand they are responsible for attracting huge 
financial incomes over holding the league. Football as one of the most attractive and highest earning of professional 
sports has gone beyond the frontier of amateur and has experienced a multilateral development in all of its branches. 
Today, football, as evidenced by all available evidence, is the most popular sport in the world. Cultural, social, 
economy and political influences of football has become it an inseparable phenomena in today life of many 
countries, so that sometimes we call it "football industry” [Morrow, S, 21].  

    Regardless of economic efficiency that led to the naming of the football industry, artistic performance of its 
players that sometimes we call them 'magicians' amazes every fan of beauty and increases this popular sport's boom 
day by day. The main pillars of football industry are professional players, professional coaches, professional clubs 
and organizations that everyone has its special significance. But since the league organizations include players and 
clubs and are responsible for the organization of professional competition, hence they play the key role in the 
football industry [Elahi,A ,Goodarzi, Mahmoud & Khabiri, M,1]. Study on influencing factors in business success 

125 



Aghaei and Alvandi, 2013 

 

and better results in the fields of sports is an issue that has always been regarded by many critics and sports scientists 
.by use of different science and scientific and practical experience and researches that have been conducted can 
appear efficiently in premier league and Asian champions league. Effective factors in victory or defeat, success or 
failure of a sports team like a football team in a game are numerous, some of them are in the ground, and many of 
them are out of the ground. Whatever happens in the game and a team wins or loses is a function of factors and 
incident that have occurred out of the football ground. Short-term, midterm, long term schematization, managers' 
preparation and provisions etc. are factor that often are neglected. 

   One of the most important factors to achieve the goals is the organization manager attention to the 
performance evaluation and performance management.Successful clubs often have an illustrious difference that 
makes them different from the others and that is the existence of an effective and active leadership and management. 
The main purpose of sport managers and researchers is precise evaluation of organization and sport teams to 
familiarize politician and executives to operational barriers problems and weak points and keep the plans in 
direction of success by feedback presentation.  Athletic goals in a specific trend and characteristics, his relationship 
with other athletes, coach's recognition of athletes and earlier sports results, all are the factors that will affect the 
quality of the games and sports results. To impact of each of these factors on sports, certain psychological 
phenomena can emerge that knowledge of these phenomena can help athletes, coaches, referees and spectators in a 
successful game presentation and admonish them for shortcomings of team. 

    Due to the significance of the football clubs' success and their economic and non-economic impacts on the 
status of football in the country and on the national team, so much research has been conducted on the determining 
factors in the progress of the football clubs. Research in the area mostly addressed the managerial issues and didn't 
pay attentions to the key reasons behind the progression in the football clubs. In this sort of research the financial 
issue was regarded as the main reason to the success in the football teams [Jalili. Saatchian, V, 4, 7].    In our 
country, Iran, there are just a few football clubs which use scientific and modern principles of management that 
helped them become successful in various competitions inside and outside of the country and continue their paths to 
turn into professional football teams. In recent years, these successful football clubs also introduced so many players 
in various age groups to the national teams. In this regard, investigating the causes of success in two Iranian football 
clubs, i.e. Sepahan Isfahan F.C. and Zob Ahan F.C., could make it clear how these two football clubs became the 
most honorable teams in Iran and even Asia during 2000s.   

     The football club functioning under the Iranian Football Federation have the opportunity to receive the 
license for professional activity of their clubs up to 2013, it is a question why getting among 18 teams in premium 
league and 26 teams in Azadegan League, there are just three football clubs can now receive this license. These 
three clubs include Mes-e- Kerman F.C, Sepahan F.C. and Zob Ahan Esfahan F.C [27]. Many professional football 
teams in the world have begun to utilize the idea of performance management in effective way before of Iran. So in 
order to have models based on scientific thinking and action in this area, it can be helpful to analyze the successful 
football clubs in Iran and compare them with other countries in a holistic and managerial point of views.  
Understanding the key reasons behind their success can provide the managers at different levels of football industry 
(i.e. football clubs, the league, and the football federation) with guidelines to be able to reach more success in their 
competitions with other teams in the country and lead to development of the national football.   

     Obviously the implementation of such research based on performance management can enable the football 
clubs to take advantage of information about the management factors as well as key to success or lack of success in 
other football clubs and show them different approaches in managing football clubs. In this case, the results of this 
research can be used in the standardization of football clubs according to components of the Asian Football 
Confederation and Federation of International Football Associations (FIFA) by macro managers in football clubs. In 
the past few years we have seen that the provincial teams (such as Shahid Sepasi Shiraz F.C. or, Bargh Shiraz F.C.) 
failed in the national League and the AFC Champions League and also the lack of success of the two popular capital 
teams (i.e. Persepolis F.C. and Esteghlal F.C.) in the AFC Champions League. So, by conducting the study and 
presenting its results to managers of other football clubs it can be shown that financial issues are not the only reason 
to ensure the success. Therefore, analyzing these two teams, i.e. Sepahan Isfahan F.C. and Zob Ahan F.C., can 
provide a good model for other football clubs to make faster progress. 

   For the first time in 1961, Ronald Daniel presented the critical success factors as business guide. The 
purpose of identifying and defining these factors were to determine the types of information required for the support 
of the senior management of the organization. According to Daniel, the critical success factors include a limited 
number of areas in which results, if they are satisfactory, will ensure successful competitive performance for the 
individuals or the organization. [Estevez, J. 17]. 

    Critical success factors are characteristics, situations or variables that if be properly maintained, supported 
and managed can play an undeniable role in the success. These factors include strategies that decreased risks with 
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high probability and impact and also can decrease cost which finally led to the increase of the profit and success of 
the organization [Foreman, J, A. 18]. Critical success factors provide an acceptable method for a strategic design. If 
critical success factors (Csfs) be identified, it can show key information needs of senior management. By using 
them, managers can take safe steps to improve the possibility of success [Chen, T. 16].  

    Several definitions of critical success factors were provided in the literature. One of the most important 
definitions is for Rockart. He defined critical success factors as a limited number of areas of activities which lead to 
the successful competitive performance. In another definition, Bruno and Lidker stated that the key success factors 
include characteristics, conditions or variables that if be managed properly, they can have a significant impact on the 
competitive position of the organization. Instead, Pinto and Slevin believed that the key success factors to those 
factors which can considerably improves the chances of implementing projects [Rahnavard . Faraj Allah & 
Muhammadi, A. 11]. 

     On the success of the football clubs, Kordi [2003] reviewed the opinions of professionals, coaches, 
referees and sports writers in the country regarding the problems of football clubs. The results of Kordi's analysis 
showed that football managers do not follow clear and well-defined strategies and mostly decide based on their 
personal interests. Meantime, entering the politicians add a lot of problems to the football management. Besides, 
football management lacks professional and scientific committees for the making conclusive decisions. In this area, 
lack of discrimination between policy makers and executives in football, lack of managerial index, lack of clear cut 
definitions for the characteristics of managers, administrators, supervisors, trainers, and president of the federation, 
lack of the national development program in software area, lack of continuing monitoring and control of the 
activities on the half of the football federation and lack instability in football management are considered as main 
problems in this field. [Kurdi, MR 12]. 

Khabiri [2002] conducted a research on comparing the status of Iran Professional League with other football 
clubs from Europe and Japan, South Korea, UAE and Turkey. His research revealed that foreign clubs have better 
performance in the area of development plans, financial programs and the status of sports spaces. Besides, the 
Professional League club have failed to achieved minimum standards in any of the six areas have set by the UEFA. 
There are also huge gaps in some of these areas [Khabiri, M., 5].  

Based on his visit and analysis of the Tokyo Football Club3, Khabiri [2002] reports there are 175 people 
working in the service of club on a full-time and professional basis. This includes 100 professional players and 75 
people in various posts to handle Club affairs. The organizational structures and number of members include as 
follows: 10 senior manager, 10 persons in the areas of management, accounting and marketing, 5 persons in fan club 
and children club, 7 persons in the areas, 6 persons in sale areas, 15 persons in development and upgrade of non-
sport sections, 10 persons in development and upgrade of sport sections and6 technicians. This club was established 
in October 1998with a capital of 6 million by 251 groups (238 companies and 13 groups).This Club is one of the 
professional clubs in Japan Football League which also achieved great successes in the field of volleyball [Khabiri, 
M., 5]. 

After holding the football World Cup 2002 (Korea-Japan), Japanese researchers at a conference titled as 
"things that should be done after the 2002 World Cup" concluded that without having the appropriate program for 
basic teams and toddlers, there will be no strong national team [Sir Norman Chester, 23]. Chiu Hun, sports Professor 
at Beijing University, traveled to the United Kingdom for watching summer Olympic Games in London 2012, in an 
interview with the CBS channel mentioned that there are various reasons for the causes of the Chinese success in 
different periods. As a training provider, I believed that that the fundamental attentions to children's sports lead to 
identifying those who deserve to advance to the championship level. These identified persons then goes under basic 
and specialized training, and advance up to Olympic Championship level. He also states" with a population of 1.34 
billion, there is no problem for China in terms of human resources for sports. According to the numerous fertility 
levels in China, about 400 thousand children are identified as gifted in different sports by experts and by experts and 
skilled instructors and they are sent into special schools for the acquisition of specific education. This group will 
advance step by step and finally will be the representative of China in the Olympics and World Cup and win medals 
for the country [27].  

One of the important factors in today's football club is to retain and attract viewers according to the identity of 
the club. Fans, football fans have an undeniable role in the survival of the club. This means that the audience is not 
just a means of raising funds for the club [22].  

Rahimi [2007] studied factors which affect the performances of the Islamic Republic of Iran's teams at the 
2006 Asian Games in Doha from point of views of managers, experts, coaches and athletes. He came to the 
conclusion that more than 75 percent four operating budget effective and very effective in getting to know the 
results. With regard to the raised issues, this research seeks to answer the following questions: 

1. Is there any difference between Sepahan F.C. and Zob Ahan Isfahan F.C. in terms of success factors? 
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2. How success factors are prioritized in Sepahan F.C and Zob Ahan Isfahan F.C? 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

This was a cross sectional descriptive study. The statistics population was consists of 460 people. Stratified 
random sample survey was selected from the statistics population and the research sample included 210 participants 
from staff and employees of clubs, their players, and all the coaches, staff, and major members of their fans 
community.  Data has been collected using a field survey method, a researcher made questionnaire that was scored 
based on a Likert scale of five values (strongly agree to strongly disagree). Validity of the questionnaire was 
approved by professors and specialists in sports management trend and the reliability of the questionnaire was 
assessed using Cronbach's alpha (α = 0.94). Kolmogorov-Smirinov and Shapiro Wilk were used to verify data 
normality. Descriptive statistics and tests of Mann-Whitney and Friedman were used to analyze data.  Due to the 
high dispersion and variability of them, 250 questionnaires were distributed among the entire population. 
 

RESULT 
 

Table 1 - Demographic Characteristics 
Job category Age Education levels sex 

JC N P age range N P Document N P sex N P 
Directors 8 3.4 Below of 20 4 1.7 Less than 

diploma  
8 3.4  

 
man 

 
 

214 

 
 

91.5 Employee 65 27.8 20 -30 82 36.8 diploma 82 35 
Fan 24 10.3 31 -40 91 38.9 High diploma 61 26.1  

woman 
 

20 8.5 
Coach 82 35.5 41 -50 39 16.7 license 54 23.1  
Player 51 21.8 51-60 14 6 Master 19 8.1 
Other 3 1.3 61 and 

above 
4 1.7 PhD 9 3.8 

 
According to the table1, specialized for education level of  research participants, %3.4 are under  high school 
diploma , %35 were high school graduates, %26.1 had a under bachelor degree, %23.1 had a bachelor's degree, 
8.1% had  master's degree and 3.8% of them had doctoral. 
Age of the participants, %1.7 were  below 20 years, %35 were between 20 and 30 years, %38.9 were between 31 to 
40 years, %16.7 were between 41 and 50 years, %6 were between 51 to 60 years and %1.7 were over 60.Also % 
91.5 of participants were men and %8.5 of them were female. In addition %.3.4 of participants were executive 
managers, %27.8 employees, %10.3 fans, %35.5 technical units, %21.8 players, and %1.3 were others. 

 
Table 2 –Distribution of participant’s location in the research area 

percent frequency Club 
53.8 126 Sepahan 
45.7 107 Zobahan 
.40 1 Noting 
100 233 Total 

According to table 2, %53 of them was in the Sepahan club and %45.7 was in the ZobAhan club. 
 

Table 3: Mann-Whitney U test to compare the success factors of SFC and ZAFC 
sig z U Mann-

Whitney 
Mean Total Rank Mean N Club Title 

0.011 2.547 -  5437.50 127.35 16045.5 127.3 126 SFC Macro management 
   104.82 11215.5 104.8 107 ZAFC 

0.460 0.739 -  6363.00 120.00 15120.0 120.0 126 SFC Resources Financial  
and budget   113.47 12141.0 113.4 107 ZAFC 

0.015 2.426 -  5513.00 107.25 13514.0 107.2 126 SFC  
Hardware facilities   128.48 13747.0 128.4 107 ZAFC 

0.715 0.365 -  6555.00 118.48 14928.0 118.4 126 SFC  
Technical factors   115.26 12333.0 115.2 107 ZAFC 

0.478 0.709 -  6380.00 119.87 15103.0 119.8 126 SFC  
Team-based   113.63 12158.0 113.6 107 ZAFC 

0.272 1.099 -  6180.00 121.45 15302.5 121.4 126 SFC  
Fan Club   111.76 11958.5 111.7 107 ZAFC 
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0.120 1.554 -  5952.00 123.26 15531.0 123.2 126 SFC Media support 
  109.63 11730.0 109.6 107 ZAFC 

0.030 2.170 -  5637.50 125.76 15845.0 125.7 126 SFC Administrative and 
structural factors   106.69 11415.5 106.6 107 ZAFC 

0.045 2.00 -  5720.00 125.10 15763.0 125.1 126 SFC Supporting institutions 
  107.46 11498.0 107.4 107 ZAFC 

0.449 0.757 -  6360.50 120.02 15122.5 120.0 126 SFC Human 
communication   113.44 12138.5 113.4 107 ZAFC 

 
According to the table (3), comparison of success factors between Sepahan FC and ZobAhan with regard to the Z 
component of macroeconomic management( z= -2.547), hardware facilities (z= -2.426), and administrative and 
structure factors (z= -2.170) and institutional support (z= -2.000) in the level  (p =0.05), there are significant 
differences between Sepahan FC and ZobAhan. Average rating of factors such as macroeconomic management, 
administrative, and structural factors and institutional support for the club Sepahan FC is significantly higher than 
ZobAhan FC .and among all success factors, hardware facilities plays more important role for ZobAhan in 
comparison to Sepahan FC. Also by consideration the value of z for the other components of success (p =0.05) we 
can say that there is no significant difference between Sepahan FC and ZobAhan FC. 
 

Table (4) Prioritize of success factors for Sepahan Football Club 
Average 
Rating 

                                              Factors Priority 

7.01 Technical factors : players attraction , coaches and good staff, well trained and qualified 1 
6.76 Macro management 2 
6.43 Administrative and organizational structure 3 
6.25 Basic teams 4 
5.62 Media support (visual, aural and written) 5 
5.13 Fan Club 6 
5.12 hardware facilities: Spaces, facilities and proper training ground  7 
4.75 Financial and budgetary factors 8 
4.40 Human Communication 9 
3.53 Institutional support( public and private) 10 

Sig =0.000   X2=167.490 
 
The prioritization of Sepahan football club success (Table 4) showed that, the highest success factors are, players 
attraction, coaches and well trained and qualified staff(technical factors) and macro management , administrative 
and organizational structure ,base teams, media support (visual, aural and written), fans club, Spaces, facilities and 
proper training ground (hardware facilities) ,financial factors, budget, human relationships, Institutional support  
(governmental and non-governmental ), respectively, have the highest proportion of other priorities   .  
These priorities according to the chi-square value (x2=161.490) in (p =0.05) level are considerable and can say that 
there are significant differences between the success factors. 

 
Table (5) Prioritize of success factors for ZobAhan Football Club 

Average 
Rating 

                                                Factor Priority 

6.85 Technical factors : players attraction , coaches and good staff, well trained and qualified 1 
6.83 hardware facilities: Spaces, facilities and proper training ground 2 
6.11 basic teams 3 
5.61 Macro management 4 
5.59 Administrative and organizational structure 5 
5.43 Media support (visual, aural and written) 6 
5.37 Fan Club 7 
4.81 Human Communication 8 
4.62 Financial and budgetary factors 9 
3.79 Institutional support( public and private) 10 

Sig=0.000   x2=109.661 
 
The prioritization of ZobAhan football club success (Table 5) showed that, the highest success factors are, 

players attraction, coaches and well trained and qualified staff(technical factors), Spaces, facilities and proper 
training ground (hardware facilities), base teams, overall management , administrative and organizational structure , 
media support (visual, aural and written), fans club, human relationships ,financial factors, budget, Institutional 
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support   (governmental and non-governmental ), respectively, have the highest proportion of other priorities. These 
priorities according to the chi-square value (x2=109.661) in (p =0.05) level are considerable and can say that there 
are significant differences between the success factors. 
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

The first question related to the comparative study of success factors for Sepahan FC and ZobAhan Esfahan 
FC, it was found that the mean rating of overall management, administrative and structural factors and institutional 
support for the Sepahan FC is significantly higher than ZobAhan FC.And among success factors, level of hardware 
facilities of ZobAhan FC is significantly higher than level of hardware facilities for Sepahan FC. 

In today's football, club's management is gravity center for football structure is located in the center and plays an 
important role.Clubs must be properly structured and managed using the principles of scientific and modern 
management to accomplish their goals by a precise planning .However; existence of hardware facilities is a crucial 
component. As we found that there was a significant difference in success factors between Sepahan FC and ZobAhan 
FC and Sepahan FC gives more serious consideration to factors like overall management, administrative and 
organizational structure, Institutional support while ZobAhan FC emphasis is on hardware factors and components. 

However the success factors of the two clubs have a vital role. As Jalilian and Khabiri [2006], Khodayari et al 
[2012], Sport Scotland [2001], UEFA [2003], the Tokyo Conference [2003], Stephenson [1991] and Chester [2000] 
have focused on these factors[3, 6, 20, 25, 26, 2]. In reply of second research question the prioritization of Sepahan 
football club success showed that, the highest success factors, players attraction, coaches and well trained and 
qualified staff(technical factors) and macro management , administrative and organizational structure ,base teams, 
media support (visual, aural and written), fans club, Spaces, facilities and proper training ground (hardware 
facilities) ,financial factors, budget, human relationships, Institutional support  (governmental and non-
governmental), respectively, have the highest proportion of other priorities. 

 Also prioritization of ZobAhan football club success showed that, the highest success factors, players 
attraction, coaches and well trained and qualified staff(technical factors), Spaces, facilities and proper training 
ground (hardware facilities), base teams, overall management , administrative and organizational structure , media 
support (visual, aural and written), fans club, human relationships ,financial factors, budget, Institutional support 
(governmental and non-governmental ), respectively, have the highest proportion of other priorities. Perhaps it is fair 
to say the most important components of professional clubs (soccer) are players that by offering excellent views of 
their abilities make sports more excitement. Hiring experienced players and technical team are valuable 
characteristics for every soccer team and included in the club investments .because due to these players and coaches, 
team fans increase , club income increases, motivation of players increases, the team grows tactically, players level 
rises and thus  more brilliant results will be gotten. 

Therefore, when technical factors, including the players and the technical team are experienced and well-
chosen, they would have an important contribution to the success of the team. Studies of Khodayari et al [2012], 
Rahimi [2007] and Mahdavi et al [2008], Sport Scotland [2001], UEFA [2003], the Tokyo Conference [2003], 
Stephenson [1991] and Chester [2000], have emphasized mentioned factors of club’s success too[6, 10, 20, 25, 26, 
27]. In today's society, importance of sport especially a popular sport like football can’t be ignored. Because of the 
essential need of conducting regular scientific and organized researches into football clubs, management in football 
and success and failure parameters and because of being football a novice industry, this study can be considered as 
an important research. While such subjects can be very attractive to researchers and research administrators from 
different fields such as sports management, performance management in football clubs. 

Obviously, the implementation of such research with a focus on performance management for the football 
clubs, can makes them familiar with use of information about the managerial factors and success or failure 
parameters of other football clubs and shows them differences in management between different clubs. 

As the research results show the success factors including players attraction, coaches and well trained and 
qualified staff (technical factors), Spaces, facilities and proper training ground (hardware facilities), base teams, 
overall management, administrative and organizational structure, media support (visual, aural and written), fans 
club, human relationships, financial factors, budget, Institutional support (governmental and non-governmental ) 
play important roles in the success of ZobAhan and Spahan clubs. 

According to the mentioned subjects and conducted researches, football clubs are obligated to identify and 
analyze these factors (success factors) and utilize them by making proper decisions to achieve desirable results. 
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