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Abstract

The aim of this study is to develop a model of the factors influencing the formation of
personal branding among Iragi coaches. This research is applied in terms of its
objective, descriptive-survey in terms of data collection method, and qualitative in
terms of research typology. Thematic analysis strategy was employed for data
analysis. The statistical population of this research consisted of professors and
experts in the fields of sports marketing and branding, as well as professional sports
coaches in Irag. Purposeful sampling was used in this study, whereby 16 university
specialists in the fields of sports management and marketing, along with professional
coaches from lIraqg, were selected through purposive sampling using the snowball
technique. The results obtained from the analysis of the conducted interviews
revealed that 93 initial codes were extracted from 16 interviews, from which 20
preliminary themes emerged. Ultimately, these themes were categorized into six final
themes: environmental factors (political-economic conditions), expertise, coach’s
performance and skills (coaching experience, lifestyle outside the field of sports,
promotion, behavioral approach of the coach, and coach’s personality). This model
can serve as a practical framework not only for Iragi coaches but also for coaches in
similar contexts to plan and manage their personal branding effectively. Furthermore,
from the perspective of sports policy-making, the findings of this study can assist
sports and educational institutions in providing the necessary infrastructure for
nurturing coaches with stronger and more influential personal brands.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Personal branding refers to the process of creating, managing, and communicating a distinct and
recognizable identity that reflects one’s character, abilities, values, and individual traits (Vincent et
al., 2024). Much like commercial brands, personal branding enables individuals to project a unique
image that resonates within professional and public contexts. It represents how others perceive an
individual and how that person presents themselves across various platforms such as workplaces,
media, and social networks (Pazmino & Pack, 2022; Sharifzadeh et al., 2021). In today's hyper-
competitive landscape, a strong personal brand is a strategic tool for gaining credibility, expanding
influence, and seizing new opportunities (Williams & Pedersen, 2012; Williams et al., 2012). A
distinctive identity helps individuals avoid being perceived as generic and can lead to heightened
professional success and visibility (Parsakia & Jafari, 2023).
This notion is especially critical in professions that rely heavily on public engagement, such as
coaching. A coach with a powerful personal brand is more likely to garner trust, respect, and
opportunities within and beyond their immediate sphere. Social networks and digital platforms
provide unprecedented access to audiences and allow for real-time reputation building, underscoring
the importance of cultivating a brand that resonates with key stakeholders (Mahmoudian Abed &
Mohammadi, 2017). Trust in the digital age is often established not through direct interaction but
through carefully crafted personal narratives and consistent online presence. Coaches can leverage
this dynamic to promote their expertise, offer services, and attract sponsorship or collaborative
opportunities (Chen & Chung, 2017; Keller, 2008).
For sports coaches, personal branding goes beyond fame or public relations; it becomes a career
management strategy. Coaches are more than educators or team leaders; they are perceived as
role models, public figures, and influencers within sporting cultures (Dumont & Ots, 2020). Their
brand embodies their philosophies, achievements, values, and lifestyle, and it influences how they
are received by athletes, organizations, and fans (Kunkel et al., 2019). In an era where social media
and media visibility shape reputations, coaches with refined personal brands stand a greater chance
of elevating their careers and becoming thought leaders in their field (Arai et al., 2014).
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In countries like Iraq, where coaches face unique cultural, economic, and political challenges,
developing an indigenous framework for personal branding is both necessary and timely (Hasaan et
al., 2019; Hasaan et al., 2016). Existing models of personal branding in sports have primarily been
developed in Western contexts, making them less applicable to the Iragi socio-political landscape.
Iragi coaches often lack the resources and strategic knowledge required to enhance their personal
brands effectively. Moreover, the scarcity of research in this area adds to the gap in practical
guidance. The current study seeks to address this void by designing a comprehensive model tailored
to the realities of Iraqi coaches, aiming to empower them to manage their public and professional
images more effectively and purposefully.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a descriptive-survey method with an applied research objective. The
thematic analysis strategy, following the six-step approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006),
was used to analyze data derived from semi-structured interviews. The population consisted of Iraqi
sports marketing experts, university professors, and professional coaches. Using purposive and
snowball sampling techniques, 16 participants were selected based on their expertise in sports
management and marketing. Theoretical saturation was reached after 15 interviews, with the
sixteenth conducted for verification. Interviews lasted an average of 40 minutes and were transcribed
verbatim.

Reliability was assessed using the test-retest method with a reliability coefficient of 0.74. Validity was
verified through member checking and peer review. Initial coding was conducted manually, and
recurring concepts were clustered into thematic categories. After reviewing and refining codes, six
core themes and 22 subthemes were identified. The final model was constructed to encapsulate the
key drivers of personal brand development among Iraqi coaches.

Findings

The thematic analysis of 16 interviews yielded 93 initial codes that were condensed into 20
preliminary themes and ultimately grouped into six core themes. The first major theme was
environmental factors, which included political and economic conditions that either facilitated or
constrained personal brand development. Coaches described how regional instability and limited
institutional support created barriers to visibility and public recognition.

The second theme, expertise, encompassed formal education, professional training, and up-to-date
knowledge, all of which were considered foundational to building credibility. This was closely related
to the third theme, coach performance and skillset, which included leadership abilities, emotional
intelligence, strategic decision-making, and team management effectiveness. These attributes were
essential for not just professional success but also in shaping public perceptions.

A fourth category focused on coaching experience, with participants emphasizing that a strong track
record of wins, long-term engagement in high-profile competitions, and overcoming professional
challenges significantly contributed to branding.

The fifth core theme, lifestyle beyond the field, emerged from discussions about personal values,
family engagement, ethical behavior, and social interactions. Coaches acknowledged that behavior
outside of sports settings—such as community engagement and media appearances—qgreatly
influenced their public image.

The sixth theme addressed coach personality and promotional behavior, encompassing traits like
charisma, humor, honesty, and the ability to network. Coaches also discussed the importance of
engaging with social media, creating content, and maintaining a visible online presence as tools for
self-promotion and sustaining audience trust.
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These six themes—environmental factors, expertise, performance, experience, lifestyle, and
personality—formed the conceptual foundation of the final model for personal branding among Iraqi
coaches.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study provides a nuanced understanding of the factors influencing the formation of
personal branding among Iragi coaches. By adopting a thematic analysis method, the study
uncovered how personal, professional, and contextual dimensions converge to shape brand
identities. The findings emphasize that personal branding is not merely an outcome of achievements
but is deeply affected by environmental constraints and cultural norms.

Environmental factors such as political instability and economic uncertainty can hinder coaches’
access to media, sponsorship, and recognition. In such contexts, the ability to strategically navigate
these challenges becomes critical. Expertise and continuous learning are essential for gaining
credibility, while performance-based indicators such as team success and decision-making skills
solidify the coach’s value proposition. The study also highlights the role of lifestyle and ethical
conduct in building a trustworthy and relatable public image.

Promotion and strategic communication emerge as vital tools for coaches to enhance visibility and
engagement. In today’s media-driven world, being a subject-matter expert is not sufficient; one must
also be seen as such. Social media usage, presence in charitable activities, and maintaining
transparency are powerful brand enhancers.

Moreover, the study reveals that personality traits—ranging from emotional intelligence to humor—
can significantly influence how coaches are perceived and remembered. These intangible factors
are often what distinguish one coach from another in the eyes of the public.

The proposed model serves as a strategic roadmap for coaches seeking to strengthen their personal
brand in Iraq or similar sociopolitical environments. It provides practical guidance for identifying and
cultivating key dimensions of branding and offers institutions a framework to support coaches more
effectively.

From a policy perspective, the findings suggest the need for educational programs focused on brand
management, media training, and communication skills for sports professionals. Creating
institutional support systems that facilitate coach visibility and content creation could be
transformative. Furthermore, collaboration between academic institutions, sports federations, and
media platforms may accelerate the integration of personal branding into the broader strategy for
national sports development.

In sum, personal branding is not an accidental byproduct of success but a deliberate process that
requires introspection, strategy, and consistent effort. The final model developed in this study reflects
a context-sensitive approach that integrates personal attributes with external realities. It underscores
the importance of self-awareness, cultural alignment, and media literacy in crafting a sustainable
and influential personal brand. As such, the model offers both theoretical depth and practical
relevance, marking a significant contribution to the emerging discourse on branding in the
professional sports domain.
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