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Abstract

This study aimed to analyze the role of organizational agility and technological innovation and to identify
the related components of organizational isomorphism and athlete performance in improving medal-
winning performance among Iranian Olympic sports federations. This applied qualitative study employed
a systematic review, semi-structured expert interviews, thematic analysis, and fuzzy Delphi validation. The
study population consisted of experts in sport management, sports federations, elite sport, and Olympic
sport, who were selected through purposive sampling. A total of 15 experts participated until theoretical
saturation was reached. Interview transcripts were analyzed thematically to extract basic, organizing, and
overarching themes. The extracted components were subsequently evaluated through two rounds of fuzzy
Delphi analysis. Expert judgments were converted into triangular fuzzy numbers, and fuzzy means and
defuzzified values were calculated. A defuzzified value of 0.70 was considered the minimum acceptance
threshold. Thematic analysis identified 60 basic themes, 20 organizing themes, and five overarching
themes: organizational agility, technological innovation, organizational isomorphism, Olympic athlete
performance, and improved medal-winning performance. In the second Delphi round, the defuzzified
values of all components ranged from 0.82 to 0.96. Technical and tactical readiness and international
success development received the highest scores at 0.96, followed by physical readiness and
sustainability of sporting success at 0.95, and performance-analysis innovation and psychological
readiness at 0.94. Operational agility, with a value of 0.92, was the highest-rated dimension of
organizational agility. Differences between the two Delphi rounds ranged from 0.03 to 0.06, indicating
satisfactory stability and expert consensus. Sustainable improvement in Olympic medal performance
depends on the coordinated interaction of organizational agility, technological innovation, institutional
adaptation, and multidimensional athlete preparation, and strengthening these capabilities can enhance
both immediate international success and the long-term continuity of medal-winning performance.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Olympic sport has increasingly evolved into a complex organizational, technological, and institutional
system in which medal-winning performance is shaped not only by athletes’ individual abilities,
coaching quality, and training volume, but also by the strategic and operational capacities of sports
federations. National sports federations operate at the interface between policy, elite sport
development, athlete preparation, scientific support, resource allocation, and international

competition. Their capacity to respond rapidly to environmental changes, integrate technological
advances, coordinate specialized units, and institutionalize learning therefore plays a critical role in
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sustainable sporting success. In highly competitive environments, organizational agility enables
institutions to detect emerging challenges and opportunities, reconfigure resources, revise
strategies, and implement timely responses. Strategic agility, in particular, has been increasingly
recognized as a critical capability for organizations seeking to sustain innovation and improve
performance under conditions of uncertainty and rapid change (Mueller-Saegebrecht & Walter, 2025).
Similarly, recent research has emphasized that organizational adaptability, flexible decision-making,
and lean approaches can help organizations respond effectively to dynamic environments and
changing stakeholder demands (Philippi et al., 2025). Within sports organizations, agility is
particularly important because federations must continuously adapt to changes in competition
schedules, athlete conditions, international regulations, coaching requirements, financial constraints,
and rapidly evolving performance standards. Previous studies in the Iranian sport context have
shown that strategic agility is associated with creativity and human capital, while managerial
capabilities and organizational intelligence can strengthen the agility of human resources in sport
organizations (Ghobadi et al., 2022; Jameh Bozorgi et al., 2023). In addition, organizational agility has
been linked to intellectual capital, innovation, and organizational entrepreneurship in the Ministry of
Sport and Youth, indicating that agile structures can improve the capacity of sport organizations to
recognize and exploit new opportunities (Maghsoudlou et al., 2021, 2023). Alongside agility,
technological innovation has become a central determinant of organizational competitiveness and
elite sport performance. Technological innovation in sports federations may include athlete
information systems, performance-analysis software, digital monitoring platforms, wearable devices,
simulation technologies, data-driven coaching tools, and automation of administrative processes.
The strategic management of technological innovation requires the integration of technology with
organizational strategy, human resources, knowledge, and operational processes rather than the
isolated acquisition of technological tools (Schilling, 2022). Evidence from sport organizations has
also indicated that information technology innovation can contribute to organizational performance
and can mediate the effects of psychological and organizational resources on performance
outcomes (Ehsani et al., 2023). The innovation capacity of sports organizations is further influenced
by core competencies and intellectual capital, suggesting that technology becomes valuable when
supported by adequate knowledge, expertise, and organizational capabilities (Mohebbinejad et al.,
2025). More broadly, technological and organizational innovation have been shown to operate
through dynamic complementarities, such that their combined effects may be greater than their
isolated contributions (Vahter & Vadi, 2024). Recent studies have also highlighted reciprocal
relationships among digitalization, organizational agility, innovation, and performance, suggesting
that digital capabilities can enhance organizational responsiveness while agile organizations may be
better positioned to adopt and exploit innovation (Troise et al., 2026; Wang, 2025). Similar evidence
suggests that dynamic capabilities, innovation, and agility jointly contribute to sustainable
organizational performance (Olaleye et al., 2025). In the Iranian context, technological innovation has
also been identified as a mechanism through which strategic agility may improve organizational
performance (Rezaei & Bagheri Marmati, 2023), while grounded research on innovation development
has emphasized the importance of contextual, ecosystem-based approaches to technological
transformation (Lotfi Haghighat et al., 2023). Furthermore, the institutional environment of sports
federations should not be overlooked. Federations are influenced by regulatory requirements,
professional norms, imitation of successful organizations, and interorganizational networks. From an
institutional perspective, isomorphic pressures can shape digital development, organizational
practices, and performance in sports organizations (Nakhaei et al., 2024). Technological innovation
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may also strengthen the sustainability of organizational services when embedded within operational
and managerial processes (Ali & Maelah, 2025). Despite these developments, previous studies have
generally examined organizational agility, technological innovation, institutional pressures, athlete
performance, or organizational outcomes separately. A more integrated understanding is required
to explain how these mechanisms interact within Iranian Olympic sports federations and how they
can contribute to sustainable medal-winning performance. Accordingly, this study aimed to analyze
the role of organizational agility and technological innovation and to identify the related organizational
isomorphism and athlete-performance components involved in improving medal-winning
performance among Iranian Olympic sports federations.

Methods and Materials

This applied gqualitative study employed a multi-stage exploratory design integrating systematic
review, semi-structured expert interviews, thematic analysis, and fuzzy Delphi validation. The
gualitative population consisted of experts with substantial academic or executive experience in sport
management, Olympic and elite sport, sports federations, performance management, and related
technological or institutional domains. Participants included university faculty members, senior
managers and specialists from sports federations, and professionals with direct expertise in elite and
Olympic sport. Purposive sampling was used to select participants according to their direct familiarity
with the research topic, relevant scientific or executive experience, and ability to provide specialized
judgments regarding organizational and performance factors affecting Olympic success. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, and 15 experts ultimately participated.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore dimensions and indicators related to
organizational agility, technological innovation, organizational isomorphism, Olympic athlete
performance, and improved medal-winning performance. Interview data were transcribed and
analyzed through thematic analysis using iterative coding, constant comparison, category
development, and theme refinement. Codes with conceptual similarity were grouped into basic
themes, which were subsequently organized into higher-order organizing themes and overarching
themes. Following thematic analysis, a fuzzy Delphi questionnaire was developed to validate and
refine the extracted components. Experts assessed the relevance and importance of each
component using linguistic judgments converted into triangular fuzzy numbers. Fuzzy means were
calculated and then defuzzified to produce comparable crisp scores. A defuzzified score of 0.70 was
considered the minimum threshold for retaining a component. The Delphi process continued until
acceptable consensus and stability in expert judgments were achieved.

Findings

The expert sample consisted of 15 participants, including 12 men (80.0%) and 3 women (20.0%).
Eleven participants (73.3%) held doctoral degrees and four (26.7%) held master’s degrees. Seven
participants (46.7%) were university faculty members, five (33.3%) were senior managers or
specialists in sports federations, and three (20.0%) were professionals associated with elite and
Olympic sport institutions. Professional experience ranged from 9 to 31 years, with a mean of 17.93
years and a standard deviation of 6.21 years. Thematic analysis yielded 60 basic themes, 20
organizing themes, and five overarching themes. The first overarching theme, organizational agility
of sports federations, comprised strategic agility, structural agility, operational agility, and learning
agility. The second overarching theme, technological innovation of sports federations, included
innovation in technological infrastructure, performance analysis, training and education, and
federation management. The third overarching theme, organizational isomorphism, consisted of
coercive, normative, mimetic, and network isomorphism. The fourth overarching theme, Olympic
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athlete performance, included physical readiness, psychological readiness, technical and tactical
readiness, and professional support. The fifth overarching theme, improvement in medal-winning
performance, comprised international success development, championship capital development,
federation performance enhancement, and sustainability of sporting success.

In the first fuzzy Delphi round, all 20 organizing themes exceeded the 0.70 acceptance threshold,
with defuzzified values ranging from 0.76 to 0.93. Within organizational agility, operational agility
received the highest score at 0.88, followed by strategic agility at 0.87. Within technological
innovation, innovation in performance analysis ranked highest at 0.90. Among the organizational
isomorphism dimensions, normative isomorphism scored 0.82, network isomorphism 0.81, coercive
isomorphism 0.79, and mimetic isomorphism 0.76. For athlete performance, technical and tactical
readiness received the highest score at 0.93, followed by physical readiness at 0.92 and
psychological readiness at 0.91. Within medal-winning improvement, international success
development scored 0.93 and sustainability of sporting success scored 0.91.

In the second Delphi round, all components were retained and expert consensus increased. Final
defuzzified values ranged from 0.82 to 0.96. Technical and tactical readiness and international
success development received the highest values, both at 0.96. Physical readiness and
sustainability of sporting success followed at 0.95, while innovation in performance analysis and
psychological readiness each reached 0.94. Operational agility increased to 0.92, strategic agility to
0.91, learning agility to 0.88, and structural agility to 0.86. Innovation in technological infrastructure
and innovation in training and education each reached 0.89, while innovation in federation
management reached 0.85. In the institutional domain, normative and network isomorphism each
reached 0.86, coercive isomorphism reached 0.83, and mimetic isomorphism increased from 0.76
to 0.82 after conceptual refinement emphasizing selective and context-sensitive benchmarking.
Changes between the two rounds ranged from 0.03 to 0.06, and no component showed a change
greater than 0.10, indicating satisfactory stability and eliminating the need for a third Delphi round.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that improved medal-winning performance in Iranian Olympic sports
federations should be understood as the product of an integrated organizational system rather than
as the direct consequence of athlete talent or isolated technical preparation. Organizational agility
emerged as a foundational capability because federations require rapid decision-making, flexible
planning, reduced bureaucratic delay, effective delegation, operational responsiveness, and
continuous learning to function successfully in a volatile elite-sport environment. The particularly high
score of operational agility indicates that the ability to translate strategic decisions into timely action
may be especially important when preparing athletes for high-level competition.

Technological innovation was also identified as a central pillar of the model, with performance-
analysis innovation receiving the strongest expert support. This finding suggests that technologies
create the greatest value when they directly inform training design, athlete monitoring, competition
analysis, tactical decision-making, and individualized performance management. Consequently,
technological modernization should not be limited to administrative digitalization or equipment
acquisition; rather, it should be integrated into the core performance system of the federation.

The findings also highlight the importance of organizational isomorphism. Compliance with national
and international regulations, professionalization of management, learning from successful
federations, and expansion of networks with universities and specialized institutions can facilitate
institutional learning and improve organizational standards. However, the comparatively lower score
of mimetic isomorphism suggests that simple imitation is insufficient. Successful international models
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should be selectively adapted to the structural, cultural, financial, and institutional conditions of
Iranian sport.

Athlete performance functioned as the critical link between organizational capabilities and medal
outcomes. The high importance assigned to technical and tactical, physical, psychological, and
professional-support dimensions indicates that successful federations must create integrated
support systems around athletes. Ultimately, medal-winning performance was conceptualized not
merely as the number of medals won in a single Olympic cycle but as a sustainable outcome
reflected in international success, qualification rates, world rankings, athlete development,
succession planning, resource productivity, and repeated competitive success. The study therefore
concludes that sustainable Olympic medal performance in Iran requires a coordinated system in
which organizational agility, technological innovation, institutional adaptation, and multidimensional
athlete support reinforce one another and transform federation-level capabilities into durable
international sporting success.
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