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Abstract

This study aimed to design and present a sustainable development model for professional sports in Iraq
by identifying causal, contextual, intervening factors, strategies, and outcomes. The research employed
an exploratory mixed-methods approach in two phases. In the qualitative phase, the grounded theory
method with a systematic approach was used to extract categories from semi-structured interviews with
14 Iraqi sports experts. In the quantitative phase, the conceptual model derived from qualitative analysis
was tested using structural equation modeling with Smart PLS and SPSS software based on 263
questionnaires completed by staff from sports federations and organizations. Path analysis results showed
that strategies had a significant direct effect on the outcomes of sustainable professional sports
development (B = 0.851, t = 44.281). Causal conditions significantly influenced the core phenomenon (8 =
0.708, t = 19.807), and contextual conditions, intervening factors, and the core phenomenon had significant
impacts on strategies. Model fit indices were also acceptable (R? for outcomes = 0.724). The proposed
model can serve as a comprehensive framework for policymaking in the sustainable development of
professional sports in Iraq. Strategic planning, structural factors, and contextual readiness are essential

components in achieving sustainable development goals in this sector.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The global landscape of professional sports is increasingly shaped by the imperative of sustainable
development, as nations strive to align their sports infrastructure, policies, and practices with the
broader goals of social, economic, and environmental sustainability. In this context, professional
sports are no longer viewed solely as a domain of competition and entertainment but as a strategic
lever for societal transformation and economic revitalization. Numerous scholars have emphasized
the multidimensional value of professional sports in advancing public health, promoting national
identity, stimulating tourism, and generating economic opportunities (Elshaer, 2023; Giroux et al.,
2017; Rahmani et al., 2024). However, these potential benefits can only be realized through a well-
structured and context-sensitive framework of sustainable development.
Iraq, a country with a rich cultural heritage and significant demographic potential in the field of sports,
remains underdeveloped in terms of professional sports infrastructure and policy orientation. Years
of conflict, economic instability, and institutional fragmentation have hampered the growth of
organized sports and limited the country’s ability to capitalize on the social and economic value of
sport. Despite these challenges, Irag possesses several comparative advantages, including a
youthful population, a growing interest in sports (particularly football), and access to natural and
human resources that can support a dynamic sports industry (Haidar Eissa et al., 2023; Obaid &
Kishore, 2022). However, as studies indicate, the absence of an integrated and evidence-based
strategic model has prevented Iraq from leveraging these strengths effectively (Najmaldeen, 2021;
Zareian et al., 2019).
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A growing body of international literature underlines the significance of systemic planning and
strategic governance in advancing sustainable sports development. For instance, Changging et al.
(2023) and Xiang et al. (2023) highlight the catalytic role of mega-sporting events in fostering
sustainable urban and economic development in host cities (Changqing et al., 2023; Xiang et al.,
2023). Similarly, Pavlovi¢ (2023) stresses the role of sports tourism in promoting regional
development and cultural exchange (Pavlovi¢, 2023). These insights point to the need for a coherent
policy model that aligns Irag’s sports development with the principles of sustainability.

In the Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) region, several countries have begun investing
heavily in the professionalization and globalization of sports as a tool for national branding and
economic diversification (Elshaer, 2023). Iraq, however, lags behind due to structural deficiencies
such as inadequate sports infrastructure, weak legal frameworks, and limited public-private
partnerships in the sports sector (Pourkiani et al., 2017; Rezaei et al., 2019). Moreover, studies show
that issues related to environmental degradation, unequal access to facilities, and insufficient
stakeholder engagement further complicate the realization of sustainable sports development in
post-conflict societies (Chatziioannou et al., 2023; Dastbarhagh et al., 2023).

While some researchers have examined the economic dimensions of sports development in Iraq
and neighboring regions (Rowe et al., 2019; Taghvaee et al., 2023), there remains a clear research gap
concerning the design of a localized, multi-dimensional model tailored to Iraq’s specific socio-political
and institutional realities. This study aims to fill that gap by developing a sustainable development
model for professional sports in Iraq, based on empirical data collected through a two-phase mixed-
methods approach. The findings not only contribute to the academic literature but also offer
actionable insights for policymakers, sports managers, and development agencies engaged in Iraq’s
sports sector.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design comprising both qualitative and
quantitative phases. In the first phase, a grounded theory approach was adopted to extract thematic
categories through semi-structured interviews with 14 key informants, including sports federation
officials, policy experts, and university faculty members specializing in sports development.
Interviews were analyzed using systematic coding methods to identify causal, contextual, and
intervening conditions, as well as strategies and outcomes related to sustainable sports development
in lraq.

The second phase involved the validation of the conceptual model derived from the qualitative
analysis using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). A researcher-designed questionnaire, informed
by qualitative findings and prior literature, was administered to 263 participants, including employees
of sports federations, administrative staff of youth and sports departments, and other stakeholders.
Data were analyzed using SmartPLS 4 and SPSS 26 software to evaluate measurement reliability,
construct validity, and structural relationships among latent variables.

Findings

The results of the structural model revealed statistically significant and meaningful relationships
among the core components of the proposed model. The analysis of the path coefficients indicated
that strategic actions (B = 0.851, t = 44.281) had the strongest direct effect on development
outcomes, suggesting that effective policy formulation and implementation are critical to achieving
sustainable impacts in Iraq’s professional sports sector.

Furthermore, causal conditions, including social factors, health and well-being, athletic potential, and
sports diplomacy, showed a strong direct effect on the core phenomenon (sustainable professional
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sports development) with a path coefficient of B = 0.708 (t = 19.807). The contextual variables, such
as human capital, infrastructure, geographical and economic conditions, also demonstrated a
significant influence on strategic pathways (B = 0.398), while intervening conditions like
administrative inefficiencies and cultural and legal constraints had a noticeable impact (8 = 0.342).
The direct effect of the core phenomenon on strategic actions was confirmed with f = 0.178,
indicating that the presence of favorable internal dynamics promotes the adoption of structured
development plans.

Model fit indicators were also found to be satisfactory, with R? values indicating strong explanatory
power for the dependent variables: R? = 0.501 for the core phenomenon, R? = 0.754 for strategies,
and R? = 0.724 for outcomes. Composite reliability and AVE values were above acceptable
thresholds, confirming the internal consistency and convergent validity of the constructs. Cross-
loading and Fornell-Larcker criteria further supported discriminant validity. The analysis of total
effects, including indirect pathways, revealed that causal conditions indirectly influenced strategies
and outcomes through the core phenomenon, while contextual and intervening variables indirectly
impacted outcomes through strategies.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the centrality of strategic planning in driving sustainable
development in Iraq’s professional sports sector. The significant impact of strategic components on
final outcomes indicates that Iraq must prioritize the formulation of actionable, data-driven sports
policies that address existing infrastructural, administrative, and legal gaps. This conclusion aligns
with broader research that emphasizes the importance of context-specific policy frameworks in
achieving long-term sports development goals.

The strong influence of causal conditions on the core phenomenon further confirms the need to
invest in foundational elements such as health infrastructure, athletic training programs, inclusive
participation, and international collaboration. These areas serve as the bedrock upon which strategic
initiatives must be built. In particular, fostering sports diplomacy and supporting youth engagement
through competitive sports can enhance Iraq’s global standing and contribute to social cohesion and
national pride.

The indirect effects observed among various variables highlight the interconnected nature of
sustainable sports development. They suggest that improvements in one domain (e.g., human
resources or environmental policy) can trigger ripple effects across the system, ultimately influencing
broader developmental outcomes. This reinforces the need for an integrative approach that includes
stakeholders from multiple sectors—education, urban planning, media, and private investment—in
the planning and implementation of sports development strategies.

In conclusion, the model developed in this study provides a comprehensive framework that captures
the complex interplay of conditions, strategies, and outcomes necessary for sustainable professional
sports development in Iraq. It offers valuable guidance for policymakers, international development
agencies, and civil society organizations seeking to revitalize Iraq’s sports sector as a vehicle for
sustainable national development. Given the country’s demographic potential and strategic regional
position, Iraq is well-positioned to harness the power of sports as a transformative force—provided
that it adopts coherent, participatory, and future-oriented policies rooted in empirical evidence.
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