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Abstract:

This study aimed to design and explain a context-specific model of open strategizing for Iranian sports federations. This applied qualitative
study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm using an inductive approach and Strauss and Corbin’s systematic grounded theory
methodology. The participants comprised 23 academic and executive experts with substantial knowledge of sport management, sport
governance, and strategic planning. They were selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews, which continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was performed through open, axial, and
selective coding using the constant comparative method. The trustworthiness of the findings was assessed according to Guba and Lincoln’s
criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The stability of the coding process was also verified through test—
retest reliability. Data analysis resulted in a paradigmatic model comprising six interrelated dimensions. The declining effectiveness of
traditional models, institutional and knowledge-related pressures, and transformations in the social ecosystem emerged as causal conditions.
The central phenomenon was open strategizing in sports federations, encompassing targeted strategic transparency, stakeholder inclusion,
continuous strategic dialogue, and collective decision-making. Structural capabilities, cultural and communicative readiness, technological
and data infrastructure, and legal and governance requirements constituted the contextual conditions. Managerial and cognitive barriers,
cultural and behavioral challenges, resource and technical constraints, and external interventions were identified as intervening conditions.
The principal strategies included establishing participatory structures, operationalizing transparency, managing strategic dialogue,
digitalizing strategizing processes, empowering stakeholders, governing conflicts of interest, implementing open monitoring and reporting,
developing strategic communications, and institutionalizing open practices. The expected consequences included improved strategic
decision-making, revitalized social capital, enhanced governance quality, balanced and sustainable development, and greater justice and
inclusive participation. Open strategizing can transform Iranian sports federations from centralized and closed institutions into participatory,
transparent, organic, and accountable organizations. Its implementation may strengthen organizational legitimacy, stakeholder trust, strategic
ownership, governance quality, and long-term strategic sustainability through the systematic use of collective knowledge.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Sports federations have evolved from narrowly defined administrative bodies into complex governance institutions
responsible for regulating competitions, developing athletes, allocating resources, representing national sport internationally,
and coordinating relations among diverse stakeholder groups. Their decisions influence not only competitive outcomes but also
public trust, organizational legitimacy, social participation, and the sustainable development of sport. Contemporary sport
policies increasingly emphasize accountable governance, social inclusion, institutional transparency, and broader stakeholder
participation as essential requirements for the effective management of sport organizations (Ministry of Youth & Sports, 2025).
In this context, strategic management provides federations with a framework for setting long-term directions, aligning
organizational resources with priorities, responding to environmental change, and improving performance. Evidence suggests
that effective strategic management can enhance coordination, organizational efficiency, and competitive performance in sport
federations (Shujaa, 2023). In nonprofit sport organizations, however, strategic management must also accommodate public
missions, resource limitations, social expectations, and multiple accountability relationships (Mrkonjic et al., 2025).

Sports federations operate within a highly pluralistic stakeholder environment. Athletes, coaches, referees, provincial
associations, clubs, sponsors, media organizations, fans, governmental agencies, national Olympic committees, and
international federations may all affect or be affected by strategic decisions. A stakeholder in sport management is therefore
understood as any individual or group possessing a legitimate interest in the activities, decisions, or consequences of a sport
organization (Panico, 2024). Meaningful stakeholder engagement can improve the quality of strategic analysis, reveal
implementation barriers, identify conflicting interests, and strengthen commitment to organizational decisions (Brooke, 2025).
Nevertheless, engagement becomes meaningful only when stakeholders are provided with genuine opportunities to express
their views, receive responses, and observe how their contributions influence final decisions (Amis & Porchet, 2024). This issue
is particularly important in federations where strategic decisions are traditionally concentrated in a limited managerial core.

The legitimacy of sports federations increasingly depends on their ability to balance institutional autonomy, legal
obligations, international standards, performance expectations, and stakeholder demands. Federations gain and maintain
legitimacy not merely through formal recognition, but also through stakeholder perceptions of fairness, competence,
transparency, accountability, and responsiveness (Clausen & Bayle, 2024). Governance research has shown that many
federations continue to face deficiencies in stakeholder participation, monitoring mechanisms, accountability, and access to
information (Solanellas et al., 2024). Strategic management may contribute to better governance, although its effectiveness
depends on organizational size, structural capacity, leadership practices, and institutional conditions (Garmamo et al., 2024).
Transparency is also central to integrity in sport because it enables stakeholders to understand organizational priorities, financial
arrangements, decision criteria, performance outcomes, and accountability processes (Costa et al., 2025). In the Iranian context,
organizational transparency in sport federations is influenced by managerial, structural, cultural, communicative, and

technological factors (Shams & Ramezaninejad, 2024).
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Despite the recognized importance of governance and strategic management, conventional strategy-making in many
federations remains centralized, hierarchical, and relatively closed. Such arrangements may marginalize field-level knowledge,
reduce organizational learning, separate strategic plans from operational realities, and weaken commitment among those
responsible for implementation. Research on Iranian sports federations has identified managerial concentration, structural
rigidity, organizational culture, resource limitations, political pressures, and legal constraints as major barriers to
professionalization (Safarpour et al., 2023). Concentrated authority may also foster managerial overconfidence, reduced
openness to criticism, and resistance to oversight, patterns associated with hubris syndrome in sport leadership (Ershadi Raberi
et al.,, 2024). These weaknesses indicate that improving strategic outcomes requires more than producing formal plans; it
requires reconsidering how strategic knowledge is generated, shared, debated, and converted into collective action.

Open strategizing has emerged as a response to the limitations of closed strategy-making. It refers to a broader set of
practices through which strategic processes become more inclusive and transparent by involving employees, experts, external
stakeholders, or wider communities in generating ideas, analyzing problems, evaluating alternatives, and reviewing strategic
priorities (Dobusch et al., 2025). Open strategizing does not eliminate managerial authority; instead, it transforms leadership
from exclusive control toward the design and facilitation of strategic interaction. Strategic leaders must define participation
boundaries, protect sensitive information, encourage diverse perspectives, manage conflict, and retain responsibility for final
decisions (Stoiber et al., 2024). Stakeholder involvement in strategy-making can enrich analysis and improve implementability,
but only when participation is systematically structured and connected to decision processes (Ackermann et al., 2024).

The openness of strategy also involves substantial risks. Participation may remain symbolic when organizations invite
stakeholders without allowing their contributions to influence strategic outcomes. Under such circumstances, the ideals of
engagement may conflict with a prevailing discourse of managerial control, producing frustration, distrust, and resistance
(Pietila et al., 2025). Open strategizing therefore requires clear rules concerning participant roles, access to information,
feedback mechanisms, conflict-of-interest management, and the use of stakeholder inputs. Model-driven and digital methods
can support inclusive strategizing by structuring information, clarifying assumptions, comparing alternatives, and making
decision processes more transparent (Raaijmakers et al., 2025). Digital platforms can also reduce geographical barriers and
connect national federations with provincial bodies and dispersed stakeholders. In international sport settings, digital
communication, intercultural competence, and multicultural leadership have been recognized as important enablers of
communication and collective decision-making (Kang et al., 2025).

Open strategizing is also consistent with the principles of good governance and sustainable sport development. Good
governance in Iranian elite sport has been associated with transparency, accountability, stakeholder participation, legality,
ethical conduct, independent monitoring, anti-corruption mechanisms, efficiency, and distributive justice (Parsimanes et al.,
2025). Sustainable sport development similarly requires the integration of managerial, sociocultural, economic, environmental,
and health-related dimensions (Tofigh Khattab et al., 2024). Nevertheless, the existing literature has mostly examined
transparency, governance, professionalization, stakeholder engagement, and strategic management as separate issues. A
context-specific explanation of how open strategizing emerges, operates, and produces outcomes in Iranian sports federations
has remained underdeveloped. Therefore, the present study aimed to design an open strategizing model for Iranian sports

federations using a grounded theory approach.
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Materials and Methods

This applied qualitative study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm and followed an inductive research logic. The
systematic grounded theory approach was selected because the study sought to generate a context-sensitive explanatory model
directly from the experiences and interpretations of knowledgeable participants. The participants consisted of 23 academic and
executive experts familiar with sport management, sport governance, strategic planning, and decision-making in Iranian sports
federations. They included current and former federation presidents, senior sport executives, university faculty members,
governance researchers, provincial sport officials, strategic planning specialists, and other experienced stakeholders.
Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling based on relevant education, professional experience, and
substantive familiarity with federation structures and strategic processes.

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews. The interview guide addressed the meaning and necessity
of open strategizing, appropriate stakeholder groups, the desirable degree of transparency, contextual requirements, managerial
and organizational barriers, implementation mechanisms, and expected consequences. Interviews were conducted either in
person or virtually according to participant accessibility and preference. Data collection and preliminary analysis proceeded
concurrently, allowing emerging concepts to inform later interviews. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved and the final interviews produced no substantively new categories.

The trustworthiness of the study was enhanced through prolonged engagement with the data, follow-up questioning, member
checking, expert review, detailed documentation of analytical decisions, and maintenance of an audit trail from raw data to
final categories. Coding stability was examined by recoding three randomly selected interviews after a two-week interval and
calculating test-retest agreement. Data analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding,
meaningful units were identified and assigned conceptual labels. During axial coding, conceptually related codes were grouped
into subcategories and main categories according to the paradigm model. During selective coding, all categories were integrated
around the central phenomenon of open strategizing in sports federations. Constant comparison was applied throughout the
analytical process.

Findings

Selective coding resulted in a paradigmatic model consisting of six interrelated dimensions: causal conditions, the central
phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. The causal conditions comprised
three main categories. The first was the effectiveness crisis of traditional models, reflected in centralized authority, rigid
structures, exclusion of operational actors, disconnection between strategies and provincial realities, nhonoperational plans,
inefficient resource allocation, and duplicated projects. The second category was institutional and knowledge-related pressures,
including international governance requirements, ethical standards, the need to protect organizational credibility, shortages of
specialized analysis, and the necessity of incorporating the experiential knowledge of coaches, referees, athletes, and experts.
The third category was transformation of the social ecosystem, represented by increased public demands, the influence of social
media, declining managerial secrecy, growing legal awareness, and greater expectations for direct participation.

The central phenomenon was open strategizing in sports federations. It comprised four components: targeted strategic
transparency, stakeholder inclusion, continuous strategic dialogue, and collective decision-making. Targeted transparency
involved controlled access to relevant information, clarification of priorities, explanation of decision rationales, and greater
comprehensibility of strategic documents. Stakeholder inclusion referred to the participation of influential groups, recognition

of field-level voices, and the involvement of experts in decision preparation. Continuous dialogue involved structured

oo ®

ol 48,5 &yg0 (CCBY-NC 4.0) Lales b illas 331 oy ygos dllia ol L]l odi g5 4 Blaie dllie pl Ll Goi> (olos VFoF © Dl 3> g jore



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\f'? Jb‘(}dﬁ)kﬁ:tr)l@ee)}l

exchange, sustained strategic communication, and openness to opposing perspectives. Collective decision-making combined
specialized knowledge with field experience and promoted shared understanding of federation goals.

The contextual conditions included structural capabilities, cultural and communicative readiness, technological and data
infrastructure, and legal and governance requirements. Structural capabilities involved strategic planning competence,
functioning committees, delegation mechanisms, organizational continuity, and stable administrative procedures. Cultural
readiness included managerial openness to criticism, teamwork, tolerance of ambiguity, organizational learning, trust, and
acceptance of plural perspectives. Technological conditions comprised digital interaction platforms, stakeholder databases,
document archives, data management systems, and privacy protections. Legal and governance conditions included federation
statutes, ministry regulations, disciplinary protocols, financial oversight, performance inspection, transparent appointments,
and institutional reporting.

The intervening conditions consisted of managerial and cognitive barriers, cultural and behavioral challenges, resource and
technical limitations, and external conflicts. These included fear of criticism, concern over losing control, secrecy, resistance
to change, frequent managerial turnover, symbolic participation, stakeholder distrust, insufficient budgets, shortages of strategic
and digital specialists, weak documentation, political interference, lobbying, conflicting stakeholder interests, and international
restrictions.

Nine major strategies were identified: building participatory structures, operationalizing transparency, managing strategic
dialogue, digitalizing strategizing processes, empowering participants, governing conflict and consensus, establishing open
monitoring and reporting, developing strategic communication, and institutionalizing open practices. The anticipated
consequences were categorized as improved strategic decision-making, revitalized social capital, enhanced governance quality,
balanced and sustainable development, and inclusive justice. These outcomes included more realistic plans, greater innovation,
continuity across managerial changes, increased legitimacy and trust, stronger stakeholder ownership, improved accountability,
reduced arbitrary behavior, healthier resource allocation, better coordination between national and provincial levels, and greater
inclusion of underrepresented groups.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that open strategizing in lIranian sports federations should be understood as an institutional
transformation rather than a limited consultation technique. Its emergence is driven by the declining effectiveness of centralized
strategy-making, increasing institutional pressures, and a social environment in which stakeholders demand greater
transparency and influence. Traditional models tend to separate strategy formulation from operational knowledge, producing
plans that may be formally coherent but weakly connected to provincial capacities, stakeholder expectations, and
implementation realities.

The centrality of targeted transparency, stakeholder inclusion, continuous dialogue, and collective decision-making shows
that openness involves both informational and participatory dimensions. Transparency without participation may merely
publicize predetermined decisions, whereas participation without sufficient information prevents stakeholders from
contributing meaningfully. Effective open strategizing therefore depends on the simultaneous design of accessible information,
structured dialogue, legitimate representation, and clear decision rules.

The model also demonstrates that open strategizing cannot be implemented solely through digital platforms or temporary
consultative meetings. It requires structural continuity, cultural readiness, reliable data, legal support, leadership commitment,

and psychological safety. Resistance is likely where managers interpret participation as a threat to authority or where
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stakeholders perceive engagement as symbolic. Consequently, leadership development, conflict-of-interest governance,
feedback systems, and formal institutionalization are essential.

The identified strategies provide a practical pathway for implementation. Participatory councils, stakeholder forums, open
drafts of strategic plans, digital feedback systems, periodic public reporting, strategic literacy programs, and formal conflict-
management mechanisms can gradually embed openness in federation routines. Nevertheless, participation must be
differentiated according to stakeholder expertise, legitimacy, and responsibility. Open strategizing should broaden strategic
intelligence without allowing powerful interest groups to capture decision-making.

Overall, the proposed model suggests that open strategizing can transform sports federations from centralized, document-
oriented institutions into learning, responsive, and accountable organizations. By integrating dispersed knowledge, making
decision rationales more visible, and creating stakeholder ownership, it can improve strategic realism, strengthen legitimacy,
enhance governance, and support more balanced sport development. Its long-term effectiveness, however, depends on whether

openness becomes a stable organizational capability rather than a temporary managerial initiative.

References

Ackermann, F., Eden, C., & McKiernan, P. (2024). Stakeholders in Strategy Making. Journal of Strategy and Management, 17(2), 282-296.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSMA-11-2023-0280

Amis, L., & Porchet, M. (2024). Tool on Meaningful Stakeholder Engagement. https://www.sporthumanrights.org/library/cshr-publishes-a-
tool-on-meaningful-stakeholder-engagement

Brooke, C. (2025). Stakeholder Engagement in Sports Governance. https://minisite.hkcgi.org.hk/academy/blog/stakeholder-engagement-
sports-governance

Clausen, J., & Bayle, E. (2024). Challenges and Practices in International Sport Federations to Gain and Maintain Legitimacy. Current Issues
in Sport Science, 9(2), 1-12. https://doi.org/10.36950/2024.2ciss012

Costa, S., Silva, A. )., Dias, T., Marinho, D. A., Batalha, N. M., Roque, R., Afonso, C., Aminova, M., & Ferraz, R. (2025). Integrity and
Transparency in Sports: A Survey Review. The Open Sports Sciences Journal, 18, 1-9.
https://doi.org/10.2174/011875399X353976250203045235

Dobusch, L., Hautz, J., & Ortner, T. (2025). Open Strategy as a New Form of Strategizing. In D. Golsorkhi, L. Rouleau, D. Seidl, & E. Vaara
(Eds.),  Cambridge  Handbook  of Strategy as  Practice  (pp. 674-693).  Cambridge  University  Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009216067.039

Ershadi Raberi, E., Adib Saber, F., & Elmiyyeh, A. (2024). A Model for Controlling Hubris Syndrome in Iranian Sports Federations. Journal of
Sport Management. https://doi.org/10.22059/jsm.2024.376082.3291

Garmamo, M., Haddera, T., Tola, Z., & Jaleta, M. (2024). Organizational Culture, Strategic Management, and Good Sports Governance in
Selected Ethiopian Olympic Sports Federations: Does Organizational Size Matter? Pamukkale Journal of Sport Sciences, 15(1), 1-32.
https://doi.org/10.54141/psbd.1386892

Kang, J. W., Coughlan, D., Kang, J. Y., & Beck, K. (2025). Cross-Cultural Management in International Sports Federations: Communication
and Decision-Making Frameworks. Research Journal of Business Management, 19, 1-10. https://doi.org/10.3923/rjbm.2025.1.10

Ministry of  Youth, A, & Sports, G. o. | (2025). Cabinet Approves National Sports Policy 2025.
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2141138

Mrkonjic, M., Clausen, J., & Bayle, E. (2025). Strategic Management and Performance of Non-Profit Sport Organizations. In M. Mrkonjic, E.
Bayle, C. Klenk, & D. Schwizer (Eds.), Sport Management in Europe: Perspectives and Implications for Practice (pp. 25-42). Edward Elgar
Publishing. https://iris.unil.ch/handle/iris/279297

Panico, G. (2024). Stakeholder. In P. M. Pedersen (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Sport Management (2nd ed., pp. 926-928). Edward Elgar Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781035317189.ch542

Parsimanes, H., Norouzi Seyedhosseini, R., & Nazari, S. (2025). Analysis of the Constituent Elements of Good Governance in Iranian Elite
Sport: A Mixed-Methods Approach. Journal of Sport Management. https://doi.org/10.22059/jsm.2025.401345.3543

Pietila, H., Laari-Salmela, S., & Puhakka, V. (2025). Participating by Choice or Command? When Ideals of Stakeholder Engagement Clash
with a Prevailing Strategy Discourse. Business & Society, 64(6), 1077-1110. https://doi.org/10.1177/00076503241255484

Raaijmakers, J., Bekius, F. A., de Gooyert, V., & Rouwette, E. A. J. A. (2025). Inclusive and Transparent Strategizing with Model-Driven
Methods? A Review Connecting Operational Research and Open Strategizing. Journal of the Operational Research Society.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01605682.2025.2537279

Safarpour, A., Alidoust Ghahfarokhi, E., Jalali Farahani, M., & Jafari Hajin, A. (2023). A Study of Barriers to the Professionalization of National
Sports Federations. Journal of Sport Management. https://doi.org/10.22059/jsm.2023.352230.3070

oo ®

ol 48,5 &yg0 (CCBY-NC 4.0) Lales b illas 331 oy ygos dllia ol L]l odi g5 4 Blaie dllie pl Ll Goi> (olos VFoF © Dl 3> g jore



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSMA-11-2023-0280
https://www.sporthumanrights.org/library/cshr-publishes-a-tool-on-meaningful-stakeholder-engagement
https://www.sporthumanrights.org/library/cshr-publishes-a-tool-on-meaningful-stakeholder-engagement
https://minisite.hkcgi.org.hk/academy/blog/stakeholder-engagement-sports-governance
https://minisite.hkcgi.org.hk/academy/blog/stakeholder-engagement-sports-governance
https://doi.org/10.36950/2024.2ciss012
https://doi.org/10.2174/011875399X353976250203045235
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009216067.039
https://doi.org/10.22059/jsm.2024.376082.3291
https://doi.org/10.54141/psbd.1386892
https://doi.org/10.3923/rjbm.2025.1.10
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2141138
https://iris.unil.ch/handle/iris/279297
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781035317189.ch542
https://doi.org/10.22059/jsm.2025.401345.3543
https://doi.org/10.1177/00076503241255484
https://doi.org/10.1080/01605682.2025.2537279
https://doi.org/10.22059/jsm.2023.352230.3070

\f'? Jb‘(}wﬁ)kﬁ:%)%e)}:

Shams, A., & Ramezaninejad, R. (2024). A Study of Factors Affecting Organizational Transparency in the Football Federation of Iran. Sport
Management Studies. https://doi.org/10.22089/smr}.2024.14923.3877

Shujaa, M. (2023). The Role of Strategic Management in Promoting Performance in Sport Federations in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia:
Football Federation and Equestrian Federation. The Arab Journal of Administration, 43(2), 203-238.
https://doi.org/10.21608/aja.2021.60229.1040

Solanellas, F., Munoz, J., Genovard, F., & Petchame, J. (2024). Governance Policies in Sports Federations: A Comparison According to Their
Size. Journal of Infrastructure, Policy and Development, 8(1), 2834. https://doi.org/10.24294/jipd.v8i1.2834

Stoiber, K., Hautz, J., Matzler, K., Stadler, C., & von den Eichen, S. F. (2024). Open Strategy: The Role of Strategic Leadership. In Z. Simsek,
C. Heavey, & B. C. Fox (Eds.), Handbook of Research on Strategic Leadership in the Fourth Industrial Revolution (pp. 365-388). Edward
Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802208818.00024

Tofigh Khattab, A., Fahiminejad, A., Tayyebi Sani, S. M., & Bahmanpour, H. (2024). Identification and Prioritization of Components Affecting
the Sustainable Development of Sport in Iran Using the Fuzzy Analytic Hierarchy Process. Sport Management Studies.
https://doi.org/10.22089/smrj.2024.14155.3816

O

Copyright: © 2027 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://doi.org/10.22089/smrj.2024.14923.3877
https://doi.org/10.21608/aja.2021.60229.1040
https://doi.org/10.24294/jipd.v8i1.2834
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802208818.00024
https://doi.org/10.22089/smrj.2024.14155.3816

