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Abstract

This study aims to identify the causal and contextual factors influencing the selection of sports managers
in Iran using a qualitative, grounded theory approach. This applied qualitative research employed semi-
structured interviews with 20 sports experts and managers, selected through purposive sampling. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation. The interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis and
the three-stage coding method (open, axial, and selective) via MAXQDA software. The results revealed
two main categories of influencing factors: contextual and causal. Contextual factors included economic
conditions, legal frameworks, organizational culture, technology, political and social dynamics, and
environmental/geographic conditions. Causal factors comprised financial resources, income generation,
public and organizational culture, technological infrastructure, managerial structures, individual
competencies, and geographical context. These themes were categorized into primary and sub-themes
through systematic coding. The selection of sports managers is a multidimensional process influenced not
only by individual competencies but also by institutional, legal, social, and political structures. Developing
a comprehensive and transparent model for selecting sports managers requires simultaneous attention to

these dimensions and the use of technological tools and scientific evaluations.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
In recent years, the selection and appointment of managers in various organizational sectors have
received significant scholarly attention, particularly in high-impact fields like health, education, and
sports. Within the sports sector, where organizational success and public credibility heavily depend
on leadership, the process of selecting competent managers is a multifaceted and highly
consequential endeavor. The role of sports managers is not merely administrative; it encompasses
strategic planning, resource management, policy implementation, and fostering community
engagement. As such, the mechanisms through which these individuals are appointed warrant close
examination from both theoretical and practical perspectives (Rahpeyma et al., 2024).
Existing literature suggests that managerial selection processes are influenced by a combination of
merit-based, political, economic, and cultural factors (Atafar & Azarbaijani, 2001). The extent to which
these factors interact, and how they manifest specifically in the field of sports management, remains
underexplored in the Iranian context. While various models have been proposed to support
meritocratic selection in public and private sectors (Momeni & Jahanbazi, 2017), their applicability to
the unique institutional and cultural environment of Iranian sports organizations is not well-
documented. In Iran, concerns have been raised regarding the politicization of appointments, the
lack of objective selection criteria, and the absence of systematic evaluation mechanisms
(Hosseinipour Ghasemabadi et al., 2023; Shariati & Arabiun, 2007).
Moreover, global studies have highlighted the importance of creating inclusive and evidence-based
frameworks for managerial appointments in sports organizations. For example, in Romania, the push
for diversity and equity in sports management has exposed systemic barriers that limit access to
leadership roles for underrepresented groups (Stefanica et al., 2025). Similar tensions are observable
in Iran, where gender, regional background, and institutional loyalty often influence appointment
outcomes more than objective competency indicators (Saki, 2023). Given these challenges, the need
for a grounded, context-sensitive model that identifies both causal and contextual factors affecting
the selection of sports managers becomes paramount.
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Studies in organizational theory and human resource management also support the notion that
managerial appointments must be aligned with broader institutional goals, regulatory expectations,
and performance outcomes (Gunawan et al., 2025; Teimouri et al., 2018). Additionally, recent
advancements in digital technologies have opened new pathways for optimizing recruitment and
selection processes. The integration of artificial intelligence and data-driven decision-making has
been shown to enhance transparency and reduce bias in hiring practices (Okati, 2025). However,
such innovations have not yet been systematically adopted in Iran’s sports sector, which remains
largely dependent on traditional and often opaque selection procedures.

The absence of empirical, grounded models for the selection of sports managers in Iran represents
a critical gap in both national policy discourse and academic research. While some efforts have been
made to identify core competencies required for public sector leadership (Khomideh et al., 2022), a
comprehensive framework that accounts for the interaction of structural, cultural, environmental, and
individual factors specific to the sports domain is lacking. Furthermore, the few existing studies tend
to rely on quantitative approaches that may overlook the nuanced, lived experiences of stakeholders
involved in managerial selection (Rastegarimehr et al., 2024).

This study aims to address these gaps by employing a qualitative, grounded theory approach to
identify both causal and contextual factors influencing the selection of sports managers in Iran. By
conducting in-depth interviews with experts and practitioners in the field, the research seeks to
provide a holistic understanding of the criteria, constraints, and expectations that shape the
appointment process. Ultimately, the study aspires to contribute to the development of an evidence-
based, context-appropriate selection model that can guide future policy and practice in Iranian sports
organizations.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design utilizing grounded theory methodology to explore
the selection of sports managers. The research was applied in nature and employed a data collection
strategy based on semi-structured interviews. Twenty participants were selected through purposive
sampling, consisting of sports management experts, organizational managers, and senior staff from
sports federations and clubs. The interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached.
Data collection was conducted in the participants' natural working environments to ensure
authenticity and relevance. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed systematically
using MAXQDA software. The data analysis followed the classic three-stage coding process of
grounded theory: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the open coding phase, raw
data were broken down into conceptual components. Axial coding involved categorizing these
concepts into thematic clusters and identifying relationships among them. In the selective coding
phase, a central core category was identified, integrating other categories into a cohesive
explanatory model.

Findings

The analysis yielded two primary dimensions influencing the selection of sports managers in Iran:
contextual factors and causal factors. Each of these dimensions comprised several main themes
and associated subthemes.

In the contextual dimension, six major themes were identified:

AR
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1. Economic and Financial Conditions — including the general economic situation of the
country, funding sources for sports organizations, and the revenue-generation capacity of
sports entities.

2. Legal and Regulatory Systems — encompassing the legal frameworks governing sports
management, state policies, and the formal procedures for managerial appointments.

3. Organizational Culture and Social Environment — referring to societal values, intra-
organizational cohesion, and the extent of openness to critique and innovation within sports
spaces.

4. Infrastructure and Technology - including the availability of sports facilities, digital
infrastructure, and the use of modern technologies in managerial practices.

5. Political and Social Dynamics — such as the stability of political support for sports, influence
of interest groups, and national policy alignment.

6. Geographical and Environmental Factors — covering the impact of geographic location,
climate, and natural events on sports activities and leadership requirements.

In the causal dimension, the following six core themes were found to be driving managerial
selection:

1. Financial Capability — such as budget control, investment attraction, and effective financial
resource management.

2. Cultural and Social Perceptions — including the public's perception of sports leadership
roles, and cultural expectations of managerial behavior.

3. Technological Proficiency — particularly in leveraging IT systems, digital tools, and data
analytics for effective sports management.

4. Legal and Political Support — stability in legal frameworks, state policy continuity, and the
role of government oversight institutions.

5. Organizational and Managerial Competence — encompassing prior experience, technical
knowledge, and personal competencies of potential managers.

6. Environmental Adaptability — the ability of managers to function effectively under local
environmental and logistical constraints.

The integration of these themes led to the development of a conceptual framework outlining how
these contextual and causal factors interact in shaping the selection process. The resulting model
highlights both structural determinants and dynamic variables that organizations must navigate when
appointing sports managers.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the complexity of the managerial selection process in Iranian
sports organizations. Rather than being a purely merit-based or linear process, managerial
appointments are embedded in a broader matrix of institutional, political, cultural, and environmental
influences. The presence of multiple contextual constraints—such as budget limitations, legal
ambiguities, and cultural resistance to change—often dilutes the role of individual competency in the
final selection.

Moreover, the study reveals that even when formal criteria are established, informal dynamics such
as political affiliations, social capital, and personal networks play a decisive role in shaping
outcomes. This has significant implications for policy design, suggesting the need for structural
reforms that promote transparency and minimize the influence of non-meritocratic factors.
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At the same time, the findings also point to areas of opportunity. The increasing digitization of
management systems, growing public demand for accountability, and the potential for cross-sectoral
learning all offer pathways to enhance the effectiveness and fairness of selection processes. By
building capacity in data-driven decision-making, fostering a culture of feedback, and
institutionalizing best practices, Iranian sports organizations can move toward a more balanced and
objective framework for leadership appointments.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the academic literature by providing an empirically grounded,
theoretically informed model for understanding the selection of sports managers in a complex
sociopolitical environment. Its implications extend beyond sports, offering insights into public sector
governance, organizational development, and leadership evaluation in transitional contexts. The
framework developed here can serve as a valuable reference for policymakers, practitioners, and
scholars seeking to improve management practices in the sports domain and beyond.
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