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Abstract:

The aim of this study is to identify the consequences of sustainable development in professional sports in Iragq using a qualitative grounded
theory approach. This qualitative study employed the systematic grounded theory method (Strauss & Corbin). The statistical population
consisted of experts and specialists in the field of professional sports development in Irag. Fourteen participants were selected using purposive
and snowball sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding in
NVivo software. The analysis resulted in five main categories: economic function, healthy society, infrastructural function, socio-cultural
function, and sports tourism development. Key consequences identified include reduced financial dependence on government budgets,
increased national gross domestic product, enhanced public health, expanded infrastructure, improved female participation, and growth of
the sports tourism industry. Sustainable development in Irag's professional sports extends beyond athletic performance and functions as an
interdisciplinary driver for strengthening social capital, diversifying national income, enhancing public well-being, and improving the
country’s international standing.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent decades, professional sports have emerged as a powerful force influencing economic growth, urban regeneration,
national identity, and social well-being. Particularly in post-conflict and developing nations like Iraq, sports are increasingly
perceived not merely as recreational activities or elite competitions, but as strategic instruments capable of catalyzing
sustainable development. The concept of sustainable development—integrating economic viability, social equity, and
environmental responsibility—has gradually expanded into the realm of professional sports, prompting researchers and
policymakers alike to explore its multidimensional outcomes. Given Iraq’s unique geopolitical context and developmental
challenges, assessing the implications of sustainable professional sports development is not only timely but critical for national
recovery and progress.

Research in various contexts has demonstrated that sports can serve as a mechanism for economic diversification and social
cohesion. For instance, the development of the sports sector has contributed significantly to reducing dependency on oil
revenues in neighboring countries and has provided an avenue for youth employment and community engagement (Elshaer,

2023; Rahmani et al., 2024). In Iraq, the high youth population, coupled with increasing unemployment and limited recreational
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infrastructure, presents both a challenge and an opportunity. If developed sustainably, professional sports could address
multiple structural issues—ranging from economic stagnation and health disparities to national fragmentation.

International literature highlights the transformative potential of sports when linked to broader urban and policy frameworks.
Mega sporting events, for instance, have been shown to boost local economies, promote international visibility, and trigger
infrastructure investment (Changging et al., 2023; Xiang et al., 2023). Furthermore, the integration of sports into sustainable
tourism strategies can revitalize local communities and promote environmental stewardship (Hussen & Himam, 2022; Pavlovic,
2023). However, translating these macro-level benefits to fragile contexts such as Iraq requires grounded, context-specific
research. Prior studies in Iragq have mainly focused on marketing strategies and administrative deficiencies (Bapir, 2018; Obaid
& Kishore, 2022), leaving a gap in understanding the broader developmental consequences of professional sports through a
sustainability lens.

The present study seeks to fill this gap by systematically identifying and analyzing the consequences of sustainable
development in Iraq’s professional sports sector. Drawing on the grounded theory approach, this qualitative inquiry explores
how experts and stakeholders perceive the multidimensional effects—economic, social, infrastructural, cultural, and touristic—
of implementing sustainability-driven strategies in professional sports. This research not only contributes to academic
discussions on sports and sustainability but also provides policy-relevant insights for institutional reform and investment in
Iraq’s sporting infrastructure.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a qualitative methodology rooted in Strauss and Corbin’s systematic grounded theory framework.
The study population included 14 experts purposefully selected from among professionals, academics, and senior
administrators engaged in sports development in Iraq. Snowball sampling was utilized to ensure the inclusion of highly
informed individuals. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting between 30 minutes to two hours,
depending on the participant’s depth of engagement and availability. Each interview was recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
coded using NVivo software. The data analysis proceeded in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.
Trustworthiness was ensured through peer debriefing and triangulation by cross-referencing emergent codes with theoretical
and empirical literature.

Findings

The data analysis yielded five major categories, each comprising multiple open codes representing the perceived
consequences of sustainable development in Iraq’s professional sports sector.

The first category, economic function, encompassed subthemes such as reducing dependency on governmental funding,
creating non-oil revenue streams through sports tourism, increasing national GDP via exports of sports services and products,
attracting foreign investment, enhancing transportation and sports infrastructure, and improving youth employment conditions.

The second category, healthy society, emphasized outcomes such as nationwide improvements in physical and mental health,
fostering a culture of healthy living, reducing healthcare costs, and elevating communal enthusiasm and morale through active
engagement in sports.

The third category, infrastructural function, focused on the expansion of sports facilities across the country, Iraq’s athletic
development at national and international levels, increased interest in sports participation among citizens, development of hotels

and transport systems for sports tourism, and the promotion of traditional rural sports.
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The fourth category, socio-cultural function, included enhancing national identity and pride, promoting social cohesion
through collective participation, spreading a culture of peace, and strengthening the role of women in sports and public life.

The final category, sports tourism development, captured the effects of hosting training camps and international events,
attracting sports tourists, showcasing local sports venues, and promoting Iraq’s natural attractions such as rivers and mountains
for eco-sport tourism.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the extensive and interrelated impacts of sustainably developing professional sports in
Irag. Economically, the findings reveal the strategic potential of sports as a diversification tool capable of reducing overreliance
on the volatile oil sector. Through investments in sports tourism and the commercialization of sports products and services,
Iraq can activate new income channels and attract both domestic and international investors. These economic benefits are
particularly crucial given the country's urgent need for job creation and post-conflict recovery.

Socially, the research highlights how sustainable sports initiatives contribute to health promotion, community engagement,
and youth empowerment. Improved public health outcomes and decreased healthcare expenditures can relieve pressure on
Iraq’s overstretched health system. Moreover, a healthier, more active population tends to exhibit greater productivity and civic
participation, reinforcing broader development goals. The role of sports in promoting unity and psychological well-being is
especially pertinent in Iraq’s socially fragmented context, where collective experiences can help rebuild trust and national
cohesion.

From an infrastructural standpoint, the expansion of sports facilities and associated services (e.g., transport, lodging) creates
a ripple effect that benefits multiple sectors. Investment in infrastructure not only enhances the quality of life for citizens but
also sets the stage for hosting regional and international sporting events. This, in turn, improves Iraq’s global visibility and soft
power—a crucial asset for a country seeking to rebrand itself on the world stage.

Culturally, the findings affirm that sports act as a medium for expressing national identity and encouraging inclusive
participation. The involvement of women and marginalized groups in sports breaks sociocultural barriers and accelerates
progress toward gender equity and social justice. Likewise, the revival of traditional sports strengthens local heritage and instills
pride in indigenous practices.

Finally, sports tourism emerges as a particularly promising avenue for sustainable development. By leveraging its
geographical and cultural assets, Iraq can position itself as a unique destination for sports-based travel and eco-tourism. The
hosting of training camps, international events, and adventure sports not only generates revenue but also fosters intercultural
dialogue and regional cooperation.

Taken together, the outcomes of this research suggest that sustainable development in professional sports is not a luxury but
a necessity for Iraq. It offers a multidimensional framework through which the country can tackle entrenched economic, social,
and political challenges while building resilience and capacity for future growth. Policymakers should, therefore, integrate
sports planning into national development strategies, allocate necessary resources, and engage all stakeholders—from
government and private sector actors to civil society and international partners. Through a well-coordinated, sustainability-

focused approach, Iraq’s sports sector can transform from an underutilized domain into a national asset of strategic importance.
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