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ABSTRACT
Received: 17 May 2026 The present study aimed to develop a strategic thinking model for the presidents of Iragi sports
Accepted: 03 Sep 2026 federations by identifying and validating its key components and determining the structural

relationships among them. This applied study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-method
design conducted in three stages. In the first stage, the initial dimensions and indicators of strategic
Final Publication: 22 May 2027 thinking were identified through a review of the literature and qualitative content analysis. In the
second stage, the fuzzy Delphi method was used to screen and validate the extracted indicators. The
expert panel consisted of 23 sports federation presidents, senior sport managers and experts, university
Keywords faculty members, and specialists in sport and strategic management who were selected purposively.
Expert judgments were converted into triangular fuzzy numbers and defuzzified using the centroid
method, with 0.50 considered as the acceptance threshold. In the third stage, Interpretive Structural
Federations, Fuzzy Delphi, Modeling was applied to determine the relationships among the final indicators. The Structural Self-
Interaction Matrix, initial and final reachability matrices, driving power, dependence, and hierarchical
levels were calculated. The fuzzy Delphi results showed that 11 of the initial 23 indicators were
Sport Management, Iraq retained. Hypothesis orientation and the shaman role received the highest defuzzified scores of 0.87,
followed by systems perspective and searching for unspoken questions with scores of 0.80.
Interpretive Structural Modeling showed that systems perspective, with a driving power of 11 and
dependence of 1, was the most fundamental factor in the model. In contrast, creating generative and
sustainable cycles, with a driving power of 1 and dependence of 11, was the most dependent outcome.
The final model consisted of 10 hierarchical levels, with strategic intent, the shaman role, thinking in
time, and hypothesis orientation functioning as important intermediary factors. Strategic thinking
among presidents of Iraqi sports federations has a hierarchical structure that begins with systems
perspective and progresses through leadership, temporal, hypothesis-based, and positional capabilities
toward win-win relationships and sustainable cycles of value creation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Sports federations operate in increasingly complex, dynamic, and uncertain
environments characterized by rapid changes in economic conditions, technological
developments, stakeholder expectations, governance requirements, international
regulations, and competitive pressures. As central governing institutions within national
sport systems, sports federations are responsible for developing sport disciplines, managing
elite and grassroots programs, allocating financial and human resources, coordinating clubs
and regional associations, supporting athletes and coaches, and maintaining relationships
with governmental and international sport organizations. The effectiveness of these
responsibilities depends substantially on the quality of senior managerial decision-making
and, particularly, on the capacity of federation presidents to understand complex
organizational environments and formulate appropriate long-term directions.
Contemporary sport management therefore requires competencies that extend beyond
routine administration and operational control and encompass strategic leadership,
environmental analysis, stakeholder coordination, and long-term organizational
development (1, 2).

Strategic management provides organizations with a framework for aligning internal
capabilities with environmental opportunities and threats, allocating resources, establishing
priorities, and sustaining competitive advantage. However, the existence of formal
strategic plans does not necessarily ensure strategic effectiveness. The quality of strategy
is strongly influenced by the way decision-makers conceptualize problems, interpret
environmental signals, connect organizational components, question established
assumptions, and anticipate alternative futures (3). Strategic thinking has consequently
emerged as a critical managerial capability that complements formal strategic planning.
Rather than being restricted to analytical planning procedures, strategic thinking involves
a multidimensional combination of systems thinking, temporal integration, creativity,
hypothesis development, opportunity recognition, strategic intent, and the capacity to
identify relationships among apparently separate organizational phenomena (4).

Recent perspectives emphasize that strategic thinking should be understood as an
integrative cognitive and managerial process through which leaders create coherence
between organizational objectives, resources, actions, and future aspirations. Strategic
coherence enables managers to avoid fragmented decision-making and instead connect
different organizational activities to a shared direction (5). Such coherence is particularly



Important in sports federations because their performance depends on the interaction of
multiple subsystems, including athlete development, coaching, competitions, financial
management, governance, marketing, stakeholder engagement, and international relations.
The strategic thinker therefore needs to perceive the federation as an interconnected system
rather than as a collection of independent functional units.

Strategic thinking is also relevant to effective resource allocation. Sports
organizations frequently operate under financial, infrastructural, and human-resource
constraints, making prioritization an essential managerial task. Strategic thinking can
support managers in identifying high-value activities, distinguishing strategic priorities
from routine demands, and directing scarce resources toward objectives with greater long-
term value (6). Research on strategy formulation in sport organizations similarly
demonstrates the importance of identifying organizational strengths and weaknesses and
systematically prioritizing strategic alternatives (12). Under changing socioeconomic
circumstances, national sports federations must continuously reassess their strategic
directions and ensure that organizational priorities remain compatible with environmental
realities (11).

Another important characteristic of strategic thinking is its close relationship with
organizational learning and advanced cognitive skills. Strategic thinkers do not treat their
initial assumptions as unquestionable facts; rather, they continuously test, revise, and
reinterpret assumptions on the basis of new information. Strategic thinking can therefore
enhance the relationship between managerial practices and organizational learning by
enabling organizations to transform experience and information into improved future
decisions (7). Problem-solving and decision-making processes likewise contribute to the
development of higher-order cognitive abilities by encouraging individuals to define
problems accurately, generate alternatives, evaluate consequences, and reconsider initial
judgments (8). Entrepreneurial strategic thinking similarly emphasizes opportunity
recognition, innovation, ambiguity tolerance, and the ability to transform new ideas into
strategic action (18).

Within sport management, strategic thinking is closely associated with
organizational adaptability and agility. Previous research in sports federations has
indicated that strategic thinking can contribute to organizational agility by improving the
capacity to recognize changes, reassess priorities, mobilize resources, and respond
effectively to environmental pressures (13). Future-oriented thinking is also essential
because many sport-related decisions produce outcomes over extended periods. Talent
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development, coach education, infrastructure improvement, international performance, and
institutional reform require an ability to connect past experience, present conditions, and
future possibilities. Research concerning the desirable future of sport has consequently
emphasized the importance of identifying key strategic factors and developing coherent
strategies for long-term excellence (19).

Strategic thinking is inseparable from leadership. Federation presidents influence
not only formal strategies but also organizational meaning, priorities, culture, and the
behavior of other managers. Managerial mindset has been shown to influence leadership
behavior, indicating that the cognitive frameworks through which leaders interpret
organizational situations can shape how they guide others (14). Leadership research in sport
and business also demonstrates that effective leadership involves multiple behavioral and
relational dimensions that influence organizational achievement (15). In sports
organizations, leadership approaches emphasizing ethical responsibility, service, and
stakeholder interests can contribute to the development of a constructive organizational
climate (16). Differences between coaches and administrators in their perceptions of
professional standards further indicate that senior sport leaders must integrate diverse
professional perspectives when making organizational decisions (17).

The strategic capacity of sport organizations may additionally benefit from diversity
in leadership and decision-making structures. Persistent challenges concerning gender
representation in sport leadership demonstrate the need for more inclusive governance
systems (20). Broader management evidence also suggests that diversity can expand the
range of perspectives available for organizational problem-solving and decision-making
(21). Because complex strategic problems rarely have a single obvious solution, the ability
to incorporate heterogeneous perspectives may strengthen the quality of strategic analysis.

Furthermore, strategic decision-making is influenced by managers' cognitive
readiness, concentration, and ability to function under pressure. Innovative approaches
within sport management have increasingly highlighted the importance of psychological
and neurophysiological factors related to concentration, stress management, and vitality
(9). At the organizational level, strategic choices must also remain sensitive to contextual
constraints. Research conducted in resource-constrained environments demonstrates that
effective strategies depend on recognizing local conditions and developing flexible
responses compatible with environmental limitations (10). These considerations are
particularly relevant to Iraqi sports federations, whose leaders must simultaneously manage
organizational development, resource limitations, stakeholder expectations, competitive



performance, institutional relationships, and evolving national and international sport
environments.

Despite the growing literature on strategic thinking, leadership, and strategic
management, considerable conceptual variation remains in the assessment and modeling
of strategic thinking (4). Existing frameworks have largely been developed in general
organizational environments or social and institutional contexts that may not adequately
reflect the specific characteristics of Iragi sports federations. Accordingly, there is a need
for a contextualized model that not only identifies the principal components of strategic
thinking among federation presidents but also determines how these components influence
one another within a hierarchical structure. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop
a strategic thinking model for the presidents of Iragi sports federations by identifying and
validating its key components and determining their structural relationships, driving power,
dependence, and hierarchical levels.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study was applied in purpose and employed a sequential exploratory mixed-
method design. The research process consisted of three interconnected stages. In the first
stage, the initial dimensions, components, and indicators of strategic thinking were
identified through a systematic review of theoretical and empirical literature and qualitative
content analysis. Scientific articles, theses, specialized books, and research reports
published between 1990 and 2024 in the fields of strategic thinking, strategic leadership,
strategic management, and systems thinking were examined. Persian-language sources
were searched through Noormags, Magiran, EImnet, and Irandoc, while international
studies were retrieved from Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Google Scholar, and
ProQuest. Relevant concepts were organized through open, axial, and selective coding,
resulting in an initial set of 23 indicators.

In the second stage, fuzzy Delphi analysis was used to screen and validate the
extracted indicators. The expert panel consisted of 23 specialists selected purposively on
the basis of relevant theoretical knowledge and managerial experience. The panel included
sports federation presidents, senior managers and experts from the Iragi Ministry of Youth
and Sports, university faculty members specializing in sport management and strategic
management, and researchers with experience in strategic planning within sports
organizations. Expert evaluations were collected through a five-point fuzzy Delphi
questionnaire. Linguistic judgments were transformed into triangular fuzzy numbers, and
the mean lower, middle, and upper fuzzy values were calculated for each indicator.
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Defuzzification was performed using the centroid method, and a threshold of 0.50 was used
for indicator acceptance.

In the third stage, Interpretive Structural Modeling was employed to determine the
structural relationships among the indicators retained through fuzzy Delphi analysis.
Experts evaluated pairwise relationships among the final indicators using a Structural Self-
Interaction Matrix. Relationships were represented using the standard V, A, X, and O
symbols. The matrix was subsequently converted into an initial binary reachability matrix.
Transitivity was then applied to obtain the final reachability matrix. Driving power and
dependence were calculated from row and column totals, respectively, and the indicators
were hierarchically partitioned using reachability and antecedent sets.

FINDINGS

The expert panel consisted of 23 participants, including 12 men (52.2%) and 11
women (47.8%). Six experts (26.1%) held bachelor's degrees, 9 (39.1%) held master's
degrees, and 8 (34.8%) held doctoral degrees. Most participants had academic backgrounds
in sport management or physical education, while their professional activities covered
universities, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, sport departments and boards, education,
sport and health services, clubs, and the private sports sector.

Fuzzy Delphi analysis was initially conducted on 23 indicators. The highest
defuzzified scores were obtained for hypothesis orientation and the shaman role, both with
values of 0.87. Systems perspective and searching for unspoken questions each received a
score of 0.80. Strategic trickery received 0.66, thinking in time received 0.59, focus on
differentiating factors and win-win association each received 0.58, strategic intent and
creating generative and sustainable cycles each received 0.53, and strategy as position
received 0.50. Using the 0.50 acceptance threshold, 11 indicators were retained and 12
were excluded.

Interpretive Structural Modeling demonstrated substantial differences in the driving
power and dependence of the retained indicators. Systems perspective had the highest
driving power of 11 and the lowest dependence of 1, identifying it as the most fundamental
driving component of the model. Creating generative and sustainable cycles had the lowest
driving power of 1 and the highest dependence of 11, indicating that it represented the most
dependent and final outcome of the model. Win-win association had a driving power of 2
and dependence of 10. Strategy as position and focus on differentiating factors each had
dependence values of 7 and driving power values of 3.



Thinking in time and the shaman role each demonstrated a driving power of 7, while
hypothesis orientation had a driving power of 6, indicating substantial intermediary
influence within the model. Strategic intent demonstrated a driving power of 5. The
hierarchical partitioning process produced a 10-level model. Systems perspective occupied
the deepest and most fundamental tenth level. Strategic intent and the shaman role were
positioned at level nine, followed by thinking in time at level eight, hypothesis orientation
at level seven, strategy as trick at level six, strategy as position at level five, searching for
unspoken questions at level four, focus on differentiating factors at level three, win-win
association at level two, and creating generative and sustainable cycles at level one as the
ultimate outcome.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that strategic thinking among presidents of Iraqi sports
federations is best understood as a hierarchical and developmental system rather than as an
isolated managerial skill. The central position of systems perspective suggests that strategic
thinking begins with the ability to understand the federation as an interconnected
organizational system. Without this foundational capability, higher-level strategic
behaviors are unlikely to develop coherently because managers may respond to isolated
problems without recognizing their broader organizational consequences.

Strategic intent and the shaman role functioned as early driving mechanisms linking
systemic understanding to subsequent strategic processes. This implies that federation
presidents require both a clear long-term direction and the leadership capacity to create
meaning, communicate purpose, and mobilize organizational members. Thinking in time
and hypothesis orientation then provide cognitive mechanisms through which leaders
connect past experience, present conditions, and future possibilities while treating strategic
alternatives as assumptions that can be tested and revised.

The middle levels of the model demonstrate the transition from cognition to strategic
positioning and action. Strategy as trick reflects flexibility and intelligent competitive
behavior, while strategy as position represents the ability to determine the federation's
appropriate place within its institutional and competitive environment. Searching for
unspoken questions and focusing on differentiating factors indicate a more advanced level
of strategic analysis in which leaders move beyond visible organizational problems to
identify hidden issues and distinctive capabilities.

The upper levels of the model emphasize relational and sustainable outcomes. Win-
win association suggests that mature strategic thinking enables federation presidents to
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create mutually beneficial relationships with athletes, coaches, governmental institutions,
sponsors, clubs, and other stakeholders. Finally, the position of creating generative and
sustainable cycles as the most dependent indicator indicates that sustainable strategic
development is not an isolated managerial action. Rather, it emerges from the cumulative
functioning of all lower-level cognitive, leadership, analytical, and relational capabilities.

Overall, the final model consists of 11 validated indicators organized across 10
hierarchical levels. Systems perspective functions as the principal foundational driver,
while creating generative and sustainable cycles represents the ultimate outcome of
strategic thinking. The model therefore portrays strategic thinking as a progression from
systemic understanding and leadership orientation toward temporal and hypothesis-based
reasoning, strategic positioning, differentiation, stakeholder value creation, and ultimately
sustainable organizational development. The resulting framework can provide a context-
sensitive basis for assessing and developing the strategic thinking competencies of
presidents and senior managers within Iraqi sports federations.
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