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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify the factors influencing the formation and implementation of strategic alliances in Iranian sports and youth
departments and to develop an indigenous model adapted to the country’s organizational and cultural context. A qualitative design based on
Strauss and Corbin’s systematic grounded theory approach was employed. The participants comprised 15 sports management academics,
senior managers of sports and youth departments, and experts in sports organization management, who were selected through purposive and
theoretical sampling. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and the analysis of relevant documents issued by the
Ministry of Sports and Youth. Theoretical saturation was achieved after the thirteenth interview; however, two additional interviews were
conducted to confirm and enrich the emerging categories. Data collection and analysis proceeded concurrently through open, axial, and
selective coding and the constant comparative method. The trustworthiness of the findings was established through data triangulation,
member checking, peer review, an audit trail, and intercoder consensus. The analysis generated 45 open codes, 15 axial categories, and five
selective categories: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors, strategies, and consequences. The causal conditions
comprised resource needs, competitive pressures, and internal organizational challenges. Organizational structure, a culture of cooperation,
and the legal and economic environment constituted the main contextual conditions. Operational risks, external barriers, and human factors
were identified as intervening conditions. Strategic planning, relationship management, and performance evaluation and monitoring emerged
as the principal implementation strategies. The consequences included improved organizational performance, sustainable sports development,
greater stakeholder satisfaction, cost reduction, increased sponsorship revenue, and foreign investment. Potential adverse consequences
included alliance failure, resource loss, excessive dependence on partners, and increased managerial complexity. Successful strategic alliance
implementation in sports and youth departments requires alignment with governmental structures, organizational culture, economic
constraints, and national sports priorities. The proposed model provides a practical framework for coordination among the Ministry of Sports
and Youth, sports federations, and provincial departments and may contribute to sustainable sports development, economic synergy, increased
public participation, and stronger sports diplomacy.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Contemporary sports organizations operate in an increasingly complex environment characterized by globalization,
technological change, financial constraints, intensified competition, shifting stakeholder expectations, and growing demands
for sustainable development. Under such conditions, reliance solely on internal resources and traditional bureaucratic structures
is no longer sufficient for maintaining organizational effectiveness or responding to emerging challenges. Strategic alliances
have therefore become an important mechanism through which organizations can gain access to complementary resources,
specialized knowledge, technologies, markets, and networks while preserving their legal and administrative independence.
Such alliances are not limited to contractual exchanges; rather, they involve coordinated and purposeful relationships through
which partners share selected resources, capabilities, responsibilities, and risks in pursuit of mutually beneficial objectives
(Isoraite, 2009). Strategic alliances can also function as learning arrangements in which organizations acquire, exchange, and
internalize knowledge that would otherwise be difficult or costly to develop independently (Viorrison & Mezentseff, 1997).

The importance of strategic alliances is particularly evident in sectors where innovation, public service, and resource scarcity
intersect. Research has shown that alliances may support access to knowledge, technological capabilities, and new markets and
can improve organizational adaptability in rapidly changing environments (Kurokawa et al., 2005). Strategic partnerships
between traditional organizations and technology-oriented firms, such as alliances between banks and financial technology
companies, demonstrate how collaboration can enable digital innovation, accelerate service development, and combine the

legitimacy and infrastructure of established institutions with the agility and technical expertise of emerging firms (Klus et al.,
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2019). Similarly, digital adoption may contribute to organizational sustainability more effectively when it is accompanied by
high-quality services and well-structured alliances that connect technological capabilities to complementary external resources
(Utama et al., 2024). In the Iranian context, digital transformation leadership may also facilitate alliance formation when
technological change is aligned with organizational values, cultural expectations, trust, and ethical principles (Sohrabi et al.,
2023).

From a resource-based perspective, strategic alliances are formed because organizations possess heterogeneous resources
and rarely control all the assets required for sustainable performance. However, access to a partner’s resources does not
automatically create value. Alliance performance depends on the organization’s ability to identify, coordinate, combine, and
deploy complementary resources in accordance with shared objectives. Resource orchestration in strategic alliances therefore
emphasizes the managerial processes through which available resources are structured and transformed into interorganizational
capabilities (Min, 2022). Strategic embeddedness and the modular organization of alliance activities may further enhance
innovation and performance when tasks, responsibilities, and knowledge interfaces are clearly defined (Bouncken et al., 2015).
These principles are highly relevant to sports and youth departments, which must collaborate with federations, municipalities,
universities, private companies, sponsors, nongovernmental organizations, media institutions, and international agencies to
implement programs that exceed the capacity of any single organization.

Strategic alliances may also stimulate innovation in organizational and service-delivery models. Collaboration can influence
value creation at organizational, interorganizational, and network levels by enabling partners to redesign resources, activities,
stakeholder relationships, and financing mechanisms (Patrick et al., 2021). Studies of social-mission startups have similarly
indicated that alliances can strengthen performance by providing access to resources, legitimacy, networks, and markets,
although their effects depend on partner characteristics and the manner in which the relationship is governed (Cacciolatti et al.,
2020). Collaboration and business networking can create value through reciprocal learning, complementary capabilities, and
expanded opportunity structures, but their sustainability requires trust, balanced dependence, and effective relationship
management (Mariam, 2025). In public sports organizations, these mechanisms may support innovative forms of public
participation, shared use of facilities, digital service provision, event management, sponsorship, sports tourism, and youth
development.

The sports sector is inherently networked because sports organizations depend on multiple actors for financing, athlete
development, tourism, media coverage, infrastructure, event delivery, and community engagement. Strategic alliances between
national sports organizations and sports tour operators, for example, can combine technical sports expertise with tourism
marketing and logistical capabilities, thereby producing integrated experiences and wider economic benefits (Kennelly &
Toohey, 2014). Partner selection is therefore a critical stage in alliance development. Studies in medical tourism have identified
reputation, financial strength, market access, specialized competence, prior experience, trust, and cultural compatibility as
important partner-selection criteria (Shalbafian, 2020). Analytical approaches such as game theory may also improve partner
selection by clarifying the interests, strategic alternatives, and possible reactions of potential allies, particularly when partners
simultaneously share common interests and compete over resources or benefits (Hajesmaeilian & Nezamivand Chegini, 2020).

Another central issue concerns value creation and value capture. Although alliances may create joint benefits, the
distribution of those benefits may be unequal because of differences in bargaining power, control over critical resources,

absorptive capacity, contractual arrangements, or network position (Jafarnejad et al., 2018). Consequently, successful alliances
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require transparency regarding the allocation of financial, reputational, technological, and social benefits. Previous research
has identified trust, commitment, communication, goal compatibility, flexibility, managerial support, and conflict-resolution
mechanisms as major determinants of alliance success (Franco, 2011). Evidence from the automotive industry also suggests
that alliances can facilitate technology acquisition, product development, market access, and cost reduction, but only when
managerial coordination and mutual benefits are adequately established (Vialek Akhlag & Timouri, 2021). In addition, alliance
performance should be evaluated through indicators that correspond to the alliance’s original strategy rather than through
uniform financial measures alone (Cravens et al., 1998).

Strategic alliances have also been associated with organizational performance and sustainability in different sectors. In
healthcare organizations, alliances have been linked to more effective resource utilization and improved organizational
outcomes (Safarzadeh et al., 2012). In manufacturing, competitive strategic alliances may reinforce green supply-chain
practices and sustainability by coordinating environmental objectives and complementary capabilities among firms (Abbas &
Tong, 2023). Crisis conditions further increase the importance of interorganizational collaboration. During the coronavirus
pandemic, universities and colleges relied on strategic partnerships to preserve service continuity, share infrastructure, and
respond to rapidly changing educational requirements (Green & McCann, 2020). In project-oriented small and medium-sized
organizations, resource complementarity, trust, goal alignment, managerial support, and prior collaborative experience have
also been identified as influential factors in alliance formation and continuity (Nili, 2021). Similarly, research on customer-
oriented organizations has shown that alliance implementation should be understood as a systemic process involving causal
conditions, organizational contexts, intervening factors, strategies, and consequences (Pourshahabi et al., 2022).

Despite the growing literature on alliance outcomes, partner selection, technological innovation, resource sharing, and
performance evaluation, limited attention has been paid to the integrated process through which strategic alliances are formed
and implemented in Iranian sports and youth departments. These public organizations operate within centralized administrative
structures and face financial limitations, sanctions, technological gaps, uneven provincial capacities, regulatory constraints, and
coordination problems among ministries, federations, provincial departments, and other stakeholders. Imported models
developed for commercial firms may therefore fail to capture the institutional, cultural, economic, and managerial features of
this context. Accordingly, the present study aimed to identify the factors influencing the formation and implementation of
strategic alliances in Iranian sports and youth departments and to develop an indigenous grounded theory model adapted to
their organizational and cultural context.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study was conducted using the systematic grounded theory approach. Participants were selected through
purposive and theoretical sampling and included 15 university academics in sports management, senior managers of sports and
youth departments, and experts with substantial experience in sports organization management. Eligibility criteria included at
least 10 years of professional experience in sports management and either a senior leadership position in a sports organization
or a relevant postgraduate degree. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analysis of
organizational and policy documents related to the Ministry of Sports and Youth. Interviews were conducted face-to-face or
through videoconferencing, lasted approximately 4575 minutes, were audio-recorded with permission, and were transcribed

verbatim.
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Data collection and analysis were conducted concurrently. Initial interviews guided the selection of subsequent participants
and the development of more focused questions in accordance with theoretical sampling. Theoretical saturation was reached
after the thirteenth interview, when no substantively new concepts or categories emerged. Two additional interviews were
conducted to confirm, refine, and enrich the existing categories. Data were analyzed manually through open, axial, and selective
coding and by using constant comparison across interviews, documents, codes, and categories. Trustworthiness was
strengthened through data-source triangulation, member checking, peer review, maintenance of an audit trail, examination of
discrepant perspectives, and intercoder consensus. Two researchers independently coded selected transcripts and discussed
differences until approximately 90% agreement was achieved. The emerging conceptual model was also reviewed by an
academic specialist in grounded theory.

Findings

Analysis of the interview and documentary data generated 45 open codes, 15 axial categories, and five selective categories
comprising causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors, strategies, and consequences. The core phenomenon
was identified as the implementation of strategic alliances adapted to the organizational and cultural context of Iranian sports
and youth departments.

The causal conditions consisted of three axial categories: resource needs, competitive pressures, and internal challenges.
Resource needs included inadequate domestic funding, limited access to specialized international knowledge, and the need for
modern sports technologies. Competitive pressures included the globalization of sports, competition with international sports
organizations, and the need to develop sustainable competitive advantages. Internal challenges comprised weak coordination
among provincial departments, shortages of specialized personnel, and restrictive governmental regulations.

The contextual conditions included organizational structure, organizational culture, and the legal and economic
environment. Organizational structure was reflected in the governmental character of sports departments, relationships between
federations and the ministry, and hierarchical decision-making. Organizational culture included cooperation, trust, shared
values regarding sports development, and acceptance of strategic change. The legal and economic environment included
national sports-development regulations, economic sanctions, and national development plans.

The intervening factors were classified as operational risks, external barriers, and human factors. Operational risks included
alliance failure, cultural incompatibility between partners, and implementation-related management problems. External barriers
included economic fluctuations, political changes, and crises affecting sports activities. Human factors included employee
resistance to change, inadequate strategic-management skills, and problems related to commitment and trust.

The principal strategies were strategic planning, relationship management, and evaluation and monitoring. Strategic
planning involved developing a shared roadmap, analyzing partner needs, and prioritizing national sports objectives.
Relationship management involved mutual commitment, regular communication, and resolution of cultural and organizational
conflicts. Evaluation and monitoring included alliance-performance assessment, risk evaluation, and preparation of appropriate
legal contracts.

The consequences included both positive and potentially negative outcomes. Positive organizational outcomes comprised
improved resource efficiency, sustainable sports development, and greater stakeholder satisfaction. Economic synergies
included cost reduction, increased sponsorship income, and attraction of foreign investment. Potential negative outcomes
included alliance failure, resource loss, excessive dependence on partners, and increased managerial complexity.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings indicate that strategic alliances in sports and youth departments are not isolated contractual arrangements but
context-dependent processes shaped by the interaction of organizational needs, institutional conditions, external pressures,
human capabilities, and managerial actions. Financial shortages, technological requirements, international competition, and
internal coordination problems create the initial motivation for collaboration. However, these drivers do not independently
determine alliance success. Their effects are filtered through governmental structures, organizational culture, legal frameworks,
economic instability, and the capacity of managers and employees to support interorganizational cooperation.

The model demonstrates that alliance implementation requires more than identifying potential partners. Sports and youth
departments must clarify shared objectives, determine the complementary resources of each partner, define responsibilities,
establish regular communication, manage cultural and organizational differences, and evaluate performance continuously.
Formal contracts are necessary but insufficient unless they are supported by trust, reciprocal commitment, transparency, and
the capacity to resolve conflict. Likewise, alliances intended to introduce digital technologies or specialized expertise must
include mechanisms for knowledge transfer so that public sports organizations do not become excessively dependent on
external actors.

The consequences identified in the study show that strategic alliances can improve resource utilization, strengthen
sustainable sports development, increase stakeholder satisfaction, reduce costs, expand sponsorship revenues, and support
foreign investment. Nevertheless, these benefits are conditional rather than automatic. Poorly designed alliances may lead to
resource waste, managerial complexity, partner dependence, and eventual failure. Therefore, the proposed model emphasizes
the need to balance cooperation with organizational autonomy and to align alliance objectives with the public mission of sports
and youth departments.

Overall, the study provides an indigenous and process-oriented framework for understanding strategic alliances in Iranian
sports administration. The model can facilitate coordination among the Ministry of Sports and Youth, provincial departments,
federations, municipalities, universities, private firms, sponsors, and civil-society organizations. By moving from fragmented
and short-term collaboration toward strategically planned and continuously evaluated partnerships, sports and youth
departments may improve their resilience, expand public participation, modernize service delivery, and contribute more

effectively to the sustainable development of sport in Iran.
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