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Abstract

The objective of this study is to investigate the role of strategic thinking in enhancing innovation
indicators and organizational development in Iranian sports federations. This research
employed an exploratory mixed-methods approach consisting of qualitative and quantitative
phases. Semi-structured interviews with sports managers and experts formed the qualitative
phase, analyzed through thematic analysis. Based on qualitative findings, a researcher-
developed questionnaire was designed and distributed among managers and specialists of
sports federations. The statistical population included senior and middle managers,
organizational development experts, and sports governance specialists. Quantitative data
were analyzed using structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM). The results indicated that
strategic actions derived from strategic thinking had the strongest effect on organizational
outcomes, with the path “strategic actions — outcomes” showing a highly significant and strong
coefficient. Causal conditions had a significant effect on the core phenomenon, while
contextual and intervening conditions significantly strengthened strategic actions. All
constructs demonstrated strong factor loadings, reliable measurement indices, satisfactory
convergent and discriminant validity, high R? values, and significant Q? predictive relevance.
All direct and indirect hypothesized paths in the model were confirmed. The findings
underscore that strategic thinking is a multidimensional and influential organizational capability
that, when institutionalized within sports federations, can directly and indirectly enhance
innovation, strengthen organizational development, improve performance, and increase overall
responsiveness.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Strategic thinking has increasingly emerged as a critical organizational capability in environments
marked by complexity, rapid technological changes, and heightened competition. In the field of
sports governance, where federations operate within dynamic national and international
ecosystems, the importance of adopting a strategic mindset is even more pronounced. Strategic
thinking enables sports managers to combine analytical skills, creativity, systems thinking, and
foresight to make informed decisions, anticipate environmental challenges, and promote sustainable
organizational development. Research highlights that strategic thinking is fundamentally different
from strategic planning; while planning focuses on structured, linear procedures, strategic thinking
emphasizes synthesis, insight, intuition, and envisioning future possibilities (Manourian, 2024;
Mintzberg, 2021).
Within sports organizations, strategic thinking has been linked to stronger competitive positioning,
enhanced performance outcomes, and improved adaptability in uncertain contexts. Empirical
findings show that strategic thinking significantly contributes to organizational excellence and
innovation, particularly when managers possess strong analytical and cognitive capabilities (Al-
Abbadi et al., 2024; Masadeh et al., 2023). Moreover, strategic thinking plays a crucial role in shaping
human capital, strengthening organizational culture, and facilitating the development of strategic
competencies (AlQershi, 2021; Roshani Ali Beneh et al., 2021). This aligns with evidence suggesting
that leaders with strategic mindsets are better equipped to foster collaborative environments, resolve
organizational conflicts, and promote strategic learning (Babaei Nejad & Shamseddini, 2021;
Hajizadeh, 2024).
In recent years, sports federations in Iran have faced increasing demands for higher efficiency,
transparency, innovation, and international competitiveness. These pressures necessitate
managerial approaches that go beyond routine operations and embrace long-term thinking,
environmental scanning, and opportunity recognition. Studies conducted in Iran have emphasized
the necessity of strengthening strategic thinking capabilities among sports managers, noting that
such capabilities contribute to improved structural development, innovation pathways, and the
effective execution of strategies (Ghasemi, 2025; Mazloomiswaini & Shahlaei, 2023; Rouhani, 2022).
Furthermore, strategic thinking enhances organizational agility and adaptability—critical attributes
for sports federations aiming to keep pace with global developments (Zardanpour, 2020).
A growing body of literature also highlights the importance of strategic thinking in enhancing job
satisfaction, fostering innovation, and improving financial performance in sports organizations (Ravan
Shad, 2023; Rezaei, 2023). In particular, the interaction between strategic thinking and innovation
capacity has been identified as a primary determinant of organizational development in federations
(Soltani Zadeh et al., 2024). Strategic foresight, an integral component of strategic thinking, is
identified as a moderator that strengthens the relationship between strategic planning and
organizational outcomes (Ahi et al., 2022; Saleh & Al-Hakimi, 2024).
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Moreover, strategic thinking is essential for managing political environments, external stakeholder
relationships, and global competitive pressures—forces that heavily influence the functioning of
national sports federations (Safari et al., 2023; Shamkhi & Saleh, 2023). Research also reveals that
sports organizations with advanced strategic thinking frameworks can better align internal structures
with global standards, promote innovation-driven reforms, and enhance international branding
(Asobee, 2021; Mohebinejad et al., 2021).

Despite the theoretical and empirical emphasis on strategic thinking in sports management,
comprehensive models specifically focused on Iranian sports federations remain limited. Existing
studies have explored components of strategic thinking, its relationship with organizational learning,
conflict management, and performance, yet the mechanisms by which strategic thinking enhances
innovation and organizational development at the federation level warrant deeper investigation. In
addition, contextual factors—such as political environments, cultural dynamics, and structural
constraints—demand that strategic thinking be examined within the socio-organizational realities of
Iranian sports governance (Abniki et al., 2021; Sadeghi & Ghassemi, 2021).

Given the strategic challenges facing Iranian sports federations—including the need for innovation,
global positioning, and organizational reform—there is a growing need to empirically examine the
role of strategic thinking in enhancing innovation and organizational development indicators.
Therefore, this study seeks to fill this gap by developing and validating a conceptual model explaining
how strategic thinking influences innovation capacity and organizational development in Iranian
sports federations.

The aim of this study is to investigate the role of strategic thinking in enhancing innovation indicators
and organizational development in Iranian sports federations.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design combining qualitative and quantitative
approaches. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
senior managers, experts in sports governance, strategic planning specialists, and innovation
researchers. Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical
saturation was reached. The interviews explored perceptions of strategic thinking, innovation
processes, organizational development mechanisms, and environmental challenges within sports
federations. Data were coded using thematic analysis, and themes were validated through member-
checking and expert review.

Based on the qualitative findings, a structured questionnaire was developed for the quantitative
phase. The questionnaire measured the main constructs of the conceptual model, including causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors, strategic actions, and organizational
outcomes. Its content validity was assessed through expert judgment, and its reliability was
confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability indices.

The statistical population consisted of managers, technical specialists, and experts in Iranian sports
federations. A sample size determined through Cochran’s formula was selected using available
sampling. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the relationships
between variables and validate the proposed model. Fit indices were also computed to assess the
adequacy of the model.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that all variables exhibited moderate to high mean scores, suggesting
favorable perceptions of strategic thinking and organizational development. Normality tests revealed
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that all variables deviated from a normal distribution, justifying the use of non-parametric and SEM-
based methods.

Spearman correlation analysis demonstrated significant positive relationships among all core
variables. Causal conditions, contextual conditions, strategic actions, and intervening conditions all
showed significant associations with the central phenomenon and outcomes, indicating an integrated
structural pattern among constructs.

Factor loadings across all measurement items were statistically significant, confirming strong
convergent validity. Composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha values for all constructs exceeded
acceptable thresholds, demonstrating good reliability. AVE values also confirmed satisfactory
convergent validity, and Fornell-Larcker and HTMT assessments indicated appropriate discriminant
validity across the constructs.

In the structural model, the path coefficient from strategic actions to outcomes was exceptionally
strong, indicating that strategic actions derived from strategic thinking have the most powerful effect
on organizational development and innovation outcomes. Similarly, the path from causal conditions
to the central phenomenon was strong, highlighting the influence of managerial quality, stakeholder
engagement, and internal organizational dynamics on strategic thinking processes.

Contextual conditions and intervening conditions also demonstrated significant effects, underscoring
the role of environmental and relational factors in shaping strategic actions. Indirect effects were
observed across multiple pathways, illustrating that strategic thinking operates through complex
mediational mechanisms.

R? values for key endogenous variables demonstrated high explanatory power, particularly for
strategic actions and outcomes. Predictive relevance values (Q?) confirmed the model’s strong
predictive accuracy. Finally, model fit indices indicated good overall model adequacy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that strategic thinking functions as a multidimensional
organizational capability that significantly enhances innovation and organizational development in
sports federations. Results demonstrate that strategic actions serve as the strongest predictors of
performance outcomes, emphasizing that the implementation of strategic thinking—not merely its
presence as a mindset—is crucial for driving meaningful organizational change.

Causal conditions showed a powerful influence on the formation of the central strategic
phenomenon, reinforcing the importance of leadership quality, managerial insight, and stakeholder
awareness. This suggests that strengthening managerial competencies is essential for fostering
strategic thinking within sports federations.

Contextual and intervening conditions also played important roles. Environmental, structural,
relational, and cultural factors not only shape strategic processes but also influence how effectively
strategic thinking is translated into actionable strategies. This highlights the need for federations to
build supportive organizational environments that encourage creativity, collaboration, and long-term
decision-making.

The indirect pathways indicated that strategic thinking influences outcomes through layered
mediating variables. This means that organizational development is optimized when strategic
thinking is embedded within systems, processes, and cultural norms.

Overall, the study contributes to the literature by presenting a comprehensive model explaining the
mechanisms through which strategic thinking enhances innovation and organizational development
in sports federations. The validated model can guide policy-makers, managers, and practitioners in
designing strategic programs and reform initiatives aligned with global standards.
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