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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article Type: The study aimed to designe a framework for the mascot's
Original Research characteristics of the Student Sports Championship Olympiad of the

Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology. This applied,
Received: 12.29.2025 qualitative, and exploratory research employed thematic analysis to
Revised: 02.21.2026 identify key characteristics influencing mascot design. Data were
Accepted: 04.28.2026 collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews with experts in
branding and marketing, managers and staff of the Ministry of
Science’s Physical Education Department, former and current heads

ng’}:’:?;& of the Student Sports Federation and experts in student sports.
Branding and Marketing Purposeful sampling continued until theoretical saturation was
Designing a Framework reached, resulting in a total of 15 interviews. In data analysis, 278
Mascot initial codes were identified and grouped into 22 subcategories, which
Student Sports Olympiad were further condensed into three main categories: physical

characteristics (design and symbol, type of attire, size, human, body
*Corresponding Author: shape, plant and animal species, color, and objects), personality traits
Ahmad Mahmoudi (loving, heroic, explorer, humorous, popular, wise, creative, innocent,
Email: magical, and rebellious), and demographic characteristics (location,
ah.mahmoudi@ut.ac.ir age, and gender). The validity and reliability of the data were

confirmed through continuous coding checks and test-retest of
interviews (reliability = 86%), ensuring the credibility of the findings.
The results indicated that an effective mascot design requires
integration of physical, personality, and demographic dimensions.
This framework provides a practical, culturally contextualized guide
for creating a meaningful and identity-building mascot, which can
strengthen emotional engagement with the audience and enhance the
promotional impact of this national event.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The Student Sports Olympiad of the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology (MSRT),
is a national and symbolic event that plays an unparalleled role in promoting sports culture,
fostering solidarity, and showcasing the physical and mental capabilities of Iranian
students. In the contemporary era, branding and visual identity of major sporting events
have become key factors in attracting audiences, building a sense of belonging, and ensuring
lasting public recognition. Among these elements, the mascot (a crafted character or
symbolic figure) stands out as one of the most effective communicative and emotional tools,
capable of summarizing, simplifying, and delivering the core messages of an event in an
engaging manner to diverse audiences, particularly the youth and student population.
Despite the importance of mascots, designing one for a national-student event such as the
Sports Olympiad requires a deep understanding of the identity, cultural, and social layers of
its audience.

While numerous studies exist in the fields of sports branding and the impact of mascots in
marketing (e.g, Najjar, 2019; Quan et al., 2024), a gap remains in the development of a
native and systematic framework for identifying the characteristics of an effective and
dedicated mascot for Iranian student sporting events. Domestic research has also largely
focused on attitudes toward sports brands (Amini, 2021) or mascot design for specific
organizations (Seyyedabadi, 2023), with less attention paid to extracting a comprehensive
model for a national-student sporting event. Therefore, the primary objective of this study
was to systematically identify and extract the key characteristics for designing a mascot for
the Student Sports Olympiad of the MSRT. Addressing this fundamental question can
provide a practical guide for designers, managers, and organizers, elevating the mascot's
role from a mere decorative symbol to a strategic tool in communication and branding.

Methodology

This study was applied in purpose and qualitative in its data collection and analysis
approach. Given the exploratory nature of the research question, thematic analysis was
employed as the primary research strategy. This method was selected for its capacity to
organize, deeply analyze, and extract meaningful patterns from qualitative data. Data
sources consisted of two parts: 1) In-depth, semi-structured interviews with key
informants, and 2) A review of relevant theoretical literature and documents. Sampling was
conducted purposively, and continuing until theoretical saturation was reached. Ultimately,
15 interviews were conducted.

Participants included a combination of branding and marketing experts, current and former
managers and specialists from the MSRT General Department of Physical Education,
executives from the Student Sports Federation, experts in student sports with experience in
mascot design or utilization, and students with a history of participation in previous Sports
Olympiads. Data analysis followed the six key stages of thematic analysis: 1) Repeated
familiarization with the data (transcribing and studying interviews), 2) Generating initial
codes, 3) Searching for and forming sub-themes, 4) Reviewing and integrating themes, 5)
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Defining and naming final themes, and 6) Producing the report. To enhance the validity of
the research, strategies such as peer review and member checking were employed. All
ethical considerations, including obtaining informed consent, ensuring confidentiality, and
allowing participants to withdraw at any stage, were strictly observed.

Results and Discussion

Analysis of the interviews yielded a total of 278 initial codes. These codes were organized
into 22 sub-categories and ultimately consolidated into 3 main themes (core categories)
that form the final framework of mascot characteristics:

A) Visual Characteristics: This theme encompassed 9 sub-categories: Design & Symbol,
Type of Clothing, Size, Humanoid Representation, Body Shape, Plant Species, Animal
Species, Color, and Objects.

B) Personality Characteristics: This rich theme identified 10 key personality archetypes for
the mascot: The Hero, The Jester, The Explorer, The Everyman, The Sage, The Creator, The
Innocent, The Magician, The Lover, and The Outlaw.

C) Demographic Characteristics: This final theme situated the mascot in a broader social
context and included 3 sub-categories: Geographic Association, Age, and Gender.

The findings of this study align with Qolipour's (2024) emphasis on the necessity of
considering cultural and national characteristics in mascot design. The Hero category
directly confirms the findings of Rasouli et al. (2021) regarding the chivalrous spirit of
athletes. Furthermore, the emphasis on emotional (personality) and visual (appearance)
factors is entirely consistent with the conclusions of Quan et al. (2024). The innovation of
the present research lies in the systematic integration of these three dimensions into a
unified and native framework that addresses the specific needs of a national-student event.

Conclusions

This research aimed to design a model for the mascot of the MSRT Student Sports Olympiad.
Qualitative findings from interviews with experts led to the extraction of a three-
dimensional framework comprising Visual (9 categories), Personality (10 categories), and
Demographic (3 categories) Characteristics. The final conclusion indicates that a successful
mascot for this event should not be a simple symbol or a decorative doll, but rather a "living,
multidimensional character” that can simultaneously: 1) Convey national, athletic, and
student identity through its symbolic appearance, 2) Create emotional connections and
evoke excitement, pride, and a sense of belonging through its personality depth, 3) Address
all students and symbolize unity through its inclusive demographic identity. The application
of this framework by event designers and managers can lead to the creation of an enduring,
impactful, and identity-building symbol that remains not only during the Olympiad but also
as part of the collective memory and cultural heritage of Iran's university sports, ultimately
strengthening the event's brand and increasing its national appeal.
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