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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a comprehensive model for implementing strategic plans in Iranian sports
federations by identifying the influential factors, implementation strategies, and resulting consequences.
This qualitative study employed grounded theory based on the systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin.
The research population consisted of strategic management experts, including managers of Departments
of Youth and Sports, managers and officials of sports federations, and university professors in sport
management and management. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling, and sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved after 18 interviews. Data were collected through library
studies, examination of upstream documents, and semi-structured interviews. Trustworthiness was
evaluated according to Guba and Lincoln’s criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability. Test-retest coding reliability was 86%, indicating acceptable reliability. Data were analyzed
through open, axial, and selective coding to construct the final paradigmatic model. Analysis yielded 158
initial codes, 52 concepts, and 16 categories. The causal conditions comprised achievement of objectives
and prevention of problems. Characteristics of formulated strategic plans, weaknesses of plan
implementers, and managerial problems emerged as contextual conditions, while economic and political
problems constituted intervening conditions. Six categories of implementation strategies were identified:
human-resource, financial, managerial, supervisory, motivational, and legal strategies. The principal
consequences were categorized as sports, social, and economic development. The resulting model
demonstrated that strategic plan implementation is shaped by the interaction among causal, contextual,
and intervening conditions, which influence the selection and effectiveness of implementation strategies
and ultimately determine organizational and societal outcomes. Effective implementation of strategic plans
in Iranian sports federations requires simultaneous attention to the quality and feasibility of strategic plans,
competent and committed human resources, managerial capacity, adequate financial support, continuous
monitoring, legal support, and the management of economic and political constraints. The proposed model
can help reduce the gap between strategy formulation and execution and strengthen organizational
capacities required to achieve sustainable sports, social, and economic outcomes.

Keywords: Strategic Plans, Strategy Implementation, Sports Federations, Operational Plans, Grounded
Theory.
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The increasing complexity of contemporary sport has transformed sports federations into
organizations that must simultaneously manage competitive performance, athlete development,
public participation, financial resources, institutional relationships, regulatory requirements, and
interactions with national and international stakeholders. Under such conditions, strategic planning
has become an essential managerial mechanism for defining long-term priorities, allocating scarce
resources, coordinating organizational activities, and responding to environmental change.
Nevertheless, the existence of a strategic plan does not necessarily guarantee organizational
effectiveness. The practical value of a strategy ultimately depends on whether formulated objectives
can be translated into coordinated actions, operational programs, resource allocations, managerial
responsibilities, and measurable outcomes. This distinction is particularly important in sports
federations because these organizations operate within complex institutional environments
characterized by multiple stakeholders, resource dependencies, changing managerial structures,
and diverse political, economic, and social pressures. Strategic and operational plans may therefore
fail to generate the expected outcomes when implementation mechanisms are weak or
organizational actors are insufficiently prepared to execute them (Habibi et al., 2021).

Strategy implementation has increasingly been recognized as a multidimensional managerial
process rather than a simple stage following strategy formulation. Effective implementation requires
consistency among organizational objectives, structures, human resources, leadership,
communication, monitoring systems, and environmental conditions. A theoretically appropriate
strategy may therefore remain ineffective when an organization lacks the managerial and institutional
capacity required to translate it into practice. Reviews of strategy implementation emphasize that
implementation involves interconnected organizational and behavioral mechanisms and that many
strategic failures originate from difficulties in execution rather than deficiencies in initial formulation
(Tawse & Tabesh, 2021). Similarly, innovative approaches to sport development emphasize the
importance of moving beyond formal policy statements toward practical mechanisms capable of
producing sustainable behavioral and organizational outcomes (Yuldashev, 2021).

The implementation challenge is particularly significant in sports federations because these
organizations depend extensively on human resources and managerial competence. Leadership
behavior and human resource management practices can substantially influence the relationship
between strategic plans and organizational performance (Tadesse et al., 2023). Within Iranian sport
organizations, the effective utilization of specialized human resources is likewise associated with
managerial, organizational, and contextual conditions that may facilitate or constrain organizational
effectiveness (Sadeghi et al., 2023). Moreover, managerial political intelligence and political skill may
become relevant in sports federations because managers must negotiate relationships with
governmental institutions, stakeholders, and other influential actors (Faraji et al., 2025). At the
international level, communication patterns and culturally responsive decision-making frameworks
also influence the functioning of sports federations operating across different institutional and cultural
settings (Kang et al., 2025).

Organizational capacity constitutes another important prerequisite for successful strategic
implementation. Research on community sport clubs has demonstrated that capacity building is
necessary when organizations seek to translate participation strategies into sustainable outcomes
(Hanlon et al., 2022). Similarly, the implementation of federation strategies requires alignment
between learning and development, internal processes, organizational resources, and performance
objectives (Gohari et al., 2022). Organizational capabilities should therefore be identified and
structured in ways that enable sport organizations to connect their strategic priorities with actual
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operational capacities (Van Riel & Poels, 2023). Participation by organizational actors is equally
important because engagement during policy formulation and decision-making can shape
commitment to subsequent implementation (Viollet et al., 2020). Broader participation strategies in
sport have also highlighted the contribution of volunteers and other stakeholders to the
implementation of programs intended to enhance community participation (Fithroni et al., 2024).
Implementation is additionally affected by conditions outside the organization. Iranian studies have
identified economic, political, technological, communicational, structural, managerial, and
environmental factors as significant determinants of strategic-plan implementation in sport
organizations (Shahraki & Esmaeili, 2022). Previous research on barriers to implementing strategic
plans in Iran's sport administration has similarly demonstrated that strategic execution may be
constrained by multiple organizational and environmental obstacles (Ghorbani et al., 2015). In public
organizations more generally, unrealistic or overly ambitious strategies, managerial weaknesses,
and insufficient correspondence between organizational capacity and strategic expectations have
been identified as important implementation barriers (Mohammadi, 2021). Consequently, strategic
plans must be sufficiently realistic, operational, and adaptable to the resources and environmental
conditions of the organization.

The implementation process also requires mechanisms for translating knowledge and strategic
intentions into concrete practice. Effective dissemination and implementation of sport-science
knowledge depend on deliberate approaches for transferring research outcomes into real-world
sporting environments (Pyne & Périard, 2023). A comparable principle applies to strategic
management: documents and formal objectives are unlikely to produce outcomes unless they are
communicated, operationalized, monitored, and integrated into organizational routines. Policy
development within sports federations similarly involves agenda setting, formulation, decision-
making, and interaction among organizational actors (Piller & Nagel, 2023). Institutional and legal
conditions may also facilitate strategic development, as regulatory reform, talent development, and
supportive organizational mechanisms have been emphasized in strategies for the high-quality
development of sport-related industries (Huang & Qiu, 2024).

Previous studies in Iranian sport have proposed several mechanisms for improving strategic
implementation, including human-resource development, managerial reform, training, structural and
process improvement, attention to organizational climate, and establishment of specific
implementation mechanisms (Rezaei & Monazzami, 2019). Moreover, organizational characteristics
have been shown to influence the implementation of broader strategic initiatives such as corporate
social responsibility in sports federations (Zeimers et al., 2021). Contemporary sport organizations
must also respond to emerging environmental and health-related challenges, demonstrating that
strategic action requires adaptability to changing external circumstances (Hung et al., 2023). Despite
these contributions, previous research has often examined specific barriers, factors, organizational
functions, or individual federations separately. There remains a need for an integrated, context-
sensitive model explaining how causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors,
implementation strategies, and consequences interact in Iranian sports federations. Therefore, the
present study aimed to develop a model for implementing strategic plans in Iranian sports
federations.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on grounded theory. The systematic
approach of Strauss and Corbin was used to develop a theoretical model directly from the collected
data. The research population consisted of experts with knowledge and professional experience in
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strategic management and sport administration, including managers of Departments of Youth and
Sports, managers and officials of sports federations, university faculty members in sport
management, and management scholars. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling,
and sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached after 18 interviews. Data were
collected through library studies, examination of upstream documents, including approved
regulations of sport organizations and national strategic documents, and semi-structured interviews.
Initial interview questions were developed according to the research objective and the principal
components of the Strauss and Corbin paradigm model. Questions were open-ended so that
participants could explain their experiences and perceptions freely, while emerging responses
guided subsequent interview questions. Interviews were conducted by the researcher, recorded with
participants' consent, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed continuously. Ethical requirements,
including informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality, anonymity, and permission to
record interviews, were observed. Trustworthiness was assessed according to credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Coding reliability was additionally examined through
a test—retest procedure, and agreement between coders was 86%, indicating acceptable reliability.
Data analysis involved open, axial, and selective coding, through which initial codes were
progressively transformed into concepts, categories, relationships, and the final theoretical model.
Findings

Data analysis generated 158 initial codes, which were reduced to 52 concepts and subsequently
organized into 16 categories. These categories were arranged within five major components of the
grounded-theory paradigm: causal factors, contextual factors, intervening factors, strategies, and
consequences. The causal factors consisted of two categories: achievement of objectives and
prevention of problems. Participants emphasized that strategic plans must be implemented if
federations are to achieve organizational objectives, obtain meaningful results from their efforts,
remain competitive, and prevent problems such as wasted resources, weaknesses in talent
identification, and deficiencies in equipment and organizational functioning.

Three categories emerged as contextual factors: characteristics of formulated strategic plans,
weaknesses of plan implementers, and managerial problems. Effective plans were described as
realistic, accessible, explicit, understandable, and sufficiently high in quality. Implementation was
constrained when managers and employees lacked commitment, responsibility, expertise,
knowledge, or persistence. Managerial difficulties included inadequate infrastructure, resistance by
individuals whose interests might be affected, limited managerial knowledge, inability to convert
strategic plans into operational programs, short managerial tenures, and financial weaknesses.
Economic and political problems constituted the two intervening categories. Economic factors
included inflation, shortages of financial resources, inadequate governmental financial support,
limited private-sector capacity, and inequitable distribution of resources. Political factors included
political interference in federation decisions, sanctions, and inadequate diplomatic relationships.
These conditions could restrict organizational autonomy, reduce access to resources and
international opportunities, and prevent formulated programs from reaching the implementation
stage.

Six categories of implementation strategies were identified: human-resource, financial, managerial,
supervisory, motivational, and legal strategies. Human-resource strategies included continuous
training, strengthening existing personnel, employing qualified and committed specialists, using
younger professional capacities, and appropriately allocating responsibilities. Financial strategies
included governmental support, encouragement of private-sector investment, identification of
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required financial resources, and budgeting consistent with strategic objectives. Managerial
strategies included infrastructure development, operational planning, localization of international
strategies, continuation of successful previous programs, needs assessment, analysis of current and
desired conditions, interorganizational cooperation, and group decision-making. Supervisory
strategies emphasized continuous monitoring, performance indicators, formal reporting, evaluation,
feedback, and corrective action. Motivational strategies included financial and nonfinancial
incentives and recognition of successful personnel and ideas. Legal strategies concerned
establishing formal legal support for strategic programs and revising restrictive regulations.

Finally, three categories were identified as consequences: sports development, social development,
and economic development. Sports development encompassed improved talent identification,
progression from grassroots to elite sport, greater international success, increased participation, and
improved federation management. Social development involved enhanced national pride, social
cohesion, solidarity, youth participation, and potential reductions in selected social problems.
Economic development included employment creation, increased foreign-currency inflows through
sporting success and sport tourism, reduced costs resulting from incomplete implementation and
repeated planning, and improved financial returns from successfully implemented strategic
programs.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that strategic-plan implementation in Iranian sports federations is a
systemic process in which organizational needs, internal capacities, environmental constraints,
managerial responses, and resulting outcomes are interconnected. The identification of achievement
of objectives and prevention of problems as causal conditions indicates that implementation is not
an administrative activity separate from strategic planning; rather, it is the mechanism through which
strategic intentions acquire organizational value. A plan that remains at the level of documentation
cannot produce sporting, managerial, or societal outcomes.

The contextual findings further indicate that implementation depends heavily on the quality of both
the strategy and those responsible for executing it. Strategic programs should therefore be realistic,
clear, operational, and aligned with actual organizational resources. At the same time,
implementation requires knowledgeable, committed, and professionally competent managers and
personnel. Even a technically strong strategy may fail when organizational members do not
understand it, lack commitment to it, or are unable to convert broad objectives into operational tasks.
Managerial continuity also appears important because frequent changes in management may
interrupt long-term programs and weaken institutional commitment to previously approved
strategies.

The identification of economic and political conditions as intervening factors demonstrates that
federations do not implement strategies in isolation from their broader environment. Financial
instability, unequal resource allocation, political intervention, sanctions, and restricted international
relations may alter organizational priorities and constrain implementation capacity. Accordingly,
strategic plans should incorporate environmental uncertainty and provide flexible mechanisms for
responding to changing external circumstances rather than assuming stable conditions throughout
the implementation period.

The six groups of strategies identified in the model show that successful execution requires
coordinated interventions rather than reliance on a single managerial solution. Human-resource
development should operate alongside appropriate financing, operational management,
performance monitoring, motivation, and legal support. Continuous supervision is particularly
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important because implementation is dynamic; deviations from intended objectives should be
identified early and corrected through structured feedback. Similarly, motivational mechanisms can
strengthen personnel commitment, while legal support can protect strategic continuity and clarify
institutional responsibilities.

The consequences identified in the study suggest that effective implementation can extend beyond
the internal performance of federations. Properly implemented strategic programs may enhance
talent development, competitive performance, public participation, social cohesion, employment,
sport tourism, and economic efficiency. The proposed model therefore conceptualizes strategic
implementation as a pathway connecting organizational management with broader sporting, social,
and economic development.

Overall, the study concludes that effective implementation of strategic plans in Iranian sports
federations depends on alignment among strategic-plan quality, competent human resources,
managerial capacity, sufficient financial support, continuous monitoring, motivational mechanisms,
legal backing, and appropriate management of economic and political constraints. The resulting
grounded-theory model provides an integrated framework through which federation managers and
sport policymakers can understand implementation barriers, select coordinated responses, and
strengthen the likelihood that strategic plans will be translated into sustainable organizational and
societal outcomes.
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