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Abstract

The purpose of this research was to investigate and analyze the behaviors of
sports federations in response to these pressures. This research utilized a
qualitative method with a purposeful and non-random sampling approach. The
study involved 12 participants, consisting of top managers (presidents and
board members) from sports federations, all of whom had a minimum of two
years of experience on a federation board. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews lasting 15 to 75 minutes each, and thematic analysis was
employed to interpret the results, utilizing Maxqda software for this analysis.
The findings revealed that sport organizations employ two categories of
reactions—internal and external—in response to the pressures they face.
External reactions encompass interaction and negotiation, communication
with sources of power, media manipulation, compliance with laws, adherence
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to upstream institutions, and adjustments or evasion of legal requirements.
Internal reactions include managerial dishonesty, time management, resource
management, change management in processes and procedures, acquiescence,
and contingency management. Overall, it can be concluded that isomorphism
can hinder organizations' ability to adapt to change. Consequently, the manner
in which they react and respond in the context of isomorphism is crucial. The
findings of this research underscore the importance of developing managerial
skills—such as change management, negotiation techniques, resource
management, and communication management—to effectively address the
pressures faced by sport organizations.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study examines the behavior of Iranian sport federations under pressures
exerted by external and internal forces that shape organizational responses
within a modern institutional context. Grounded in institutional theory and
drawing on literature on isomorphism, legitimacy, and organizational
behavior, the research aims to illuminate how sport federations interpret,
absorb, and resist pressures from political, legal, media, and inter-
organizational sources, while simultaneously managing internal capabilities
such as change management, resource allocation, and stakeholder negotiation.
The core question guiding the inquiry is: how do Iranian sport federations
adapt their structures, practices, and governance arrangements in the face of
diverse pressures, and what managerial competencies emerge as crucial for
sustaining legitimacy and performance? The study aligns with prior
scholarship suggesting that institutional pressures can channel federations
toward conformity or strategic change, impacting governance quality,
compliance with upstream norms, and the broader policy environment
governing sport in Iran. By synthesizing findings across multiple federations
and interviewees, this work contributes to the understanding of how
isomorphism interacts with local contexts to shape organizational behavior
and performance in the sport management domain.

Methods

A qualitative design was employed, leveraging purposeful, non-random
sampling to capture rich, contextually grounded insights. The study involved
12 participants—top managers including presidents and board members from
Iranian sport federations—each with at least two years of board experience.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting between 15
and 75 minutes. The interview guide explored experiences of external
pressures (legal, regulatory, media, upstream institutions) and internal
responses (leadership, change management, resource management, time
management, and contingency planning). Thematic analysis was conducted to
identify patterns and themes, with Maxqda software used to code and organize
findings. Ethical considerations included confidentiality and informed



32 | Rezasoltani, et al.

consent, ensuring participants could speak candidly about organizational
pressures and coping strategies. The analytic framework integrated
Institutional Isomorphism theory with considerations of organizational
resilience, adapting established methods from qualitative sport management
research (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Maxwell, 1992; Patton, 2014) to the Iranian
federation’s context. Triangulation was pursued through cross-case
comparisons and alignment with existing literature on governance in sport,
professionalization of federations, and external control perspectives.

Results

The analysis reveals two overarching reaction modalities among the
federations: external and internal responses. External reactions encompass
negotiation with power sources, media management, compliance with laws,
adherence to upstream institutions, and strategic adjustments or evasion of
certain regulatory requirements. These responses reflect a tension between
autonomy and legitimacy, where federations balance national sports policy
objectives with international best practices. Internal reactions include
management-level changes such as ethical leadership considerations, time and
resource management, process reengineering, and contingency planning. A
central finding is that isomorphism—pressure to imitate or conform to
external organizational forms—can impede agile adaptation to changing
environments, particularly when multiple logics (e.g., performance,
commercialization, public accountability) compete within the federation. The
study also highlights how managerial skills in change management,
negotiation, and communication are critical to navigating these pressures.
Several subthemes emerged: (i) governance and ethical considerations in sport
leadership, (ii) the role of media and public opinion in shaping legitimacy, (iii)
the impact of legislative and regulatory regimes on compliance behavior, (iv)
the balancing act between professionalization pressures and grassroots sport
development, and (V) strategic resource allocation under constrained budgets.
The findings resonate with broader literature on institutional pressures and
isomorphic change (Slack & Hinings, 1994; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978/2015)
and extend understanding by detailing how Iranian federations interpret and
respond to pressures at the national level, while negotiating alignment with
global governance norms.

Conclusion

The study concludes that Iranian sport federations operate under a complex
set of external and internal pressures that drive two complementary modes of
response: external negotiation and internal alignment. External strategies
involve managing power relations, media narratives, and compliance with
regulatory frameworks, while still striving for organizational legitimacy
within the broader policy landscape governing sport. Internal strategies
emphasize the development of managerial capabilities, including change
management, resource optimization, and effective communication with
stakeholders. The research demonstrates that isomorphism can constrain
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adaptability if federations prioritize conformity over innovation; however,
purposeful leadership and skillful negotiation can mitigate such limits and
foster adaptive capacity. Practically, the findings suggest that sport federations
should invest in leadership development programs that enhance change
management, negotiation, and resource planning; cultivate transparent, ethical
governance cultures; and strengthen communication channels with media,
policymakers, and athletes. Theoretically, the study reinforces the value of
Institutional Isomorphism in explaining federations’ governance trajectories
while highlighting the need to integrate local-context factors and pathway-
specific strategies to support sustainable organizational performance. The
paper calls for future research to examine longitudinal changes across
federations, explore cross-cultural comparisons, and assess the impact of
governance reforms on performance outcomes within the Iranian sport
ecosystem. Owverall, the work contributes to the meta-narrative on
isomorphism in sport organizations and offers a nuanced view of how Iranian
federations navigate pressures to sustain legitimacy, adapt to evolving
governance expectations, and advance both competitive success and public
accountability in the contemporary sports landscape.
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