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Background and Purpose: Organizations are dependent on their environment
and face uncertainty from environmental demands. Institutional theory posits
that organizations are constrained by their environment and face social and
cultural pressures to adopt certain practices and structures to gain legitimacy
and acceptance in society (1). These pressures, leading to organizational
isomorphism, are categorized as coercive, normative, and mimetic (2). Sports
federations, as the highest authorities for specific sports, face significant
institutional pressures that impact their performance and productivity. While
previous research in Iran has focused on the strategic plans of federations, there
is a gap in understanding the specific pressures experienced by their managers.
This qualitative phenomenological study aimed to investigate the lived
experiences of Iranian sports federation managers regarding the pressures
exerted on their organizations, seeking to identify and categorize these pressures
to provide insights for policymakers (3).

Methodology: This study employed a qualitative research design following a
phenomenological approach to deeply understand the lived experiences of
sports federation managers. The research was conducted in the summer of 2023.
Participants were 12 sports managers working in various Iranian sports
federations, selected through a purposive sampling method until data saturation
was achieved, consistent with recommendations for phenomenological studies
(4). Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews. Each
interview lasted between 15 and 75 minutes. At the beginning of each interview,
the confidentiality of the conversation and the research objectives were
emphasized. The interviews began with demographic questions, followed by
key questions about internal and external pressures on the federation and the
strategies adopted to cope with them.

The data analysis followed Colaizzi's (1969) seven-step phenomenological

method: 1- reading all descriptions to gain a sense of the whole; 2- extracting
significant statements related to the phenomenon; 3- formulating meanings from
these statements; 4- organizing these meanings into theme clusters and
categories; 5- integrating the results into an exhaustive description; 6-
formulating the fundamental structure of the phenomenon; and 7- returning to
participants for validation. To ensure trustworthiness, the researchers employed
several validation strategies, including member checking (returning extracted
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concepts to participants for confirmation), triangulation of analysts (having two
researchers involved in the coding process), and providing a thick, descriptive
account of the process to meet the criteria of credibility, transferability, and
confirmability (6). All data were analyzed using MAXQDA software.
Results: The analysis of the managers' lived experiences revealed that
pressures on lIranian sports federations are multifaceted and can be categorized
into nine main dimensions, comprising 30 sub-categories:

1. Stakeholder and Competitor Pressures: This includes pressures from key
supporters (e.g., National Olympic Committee, Ministry of Sports, sponsors)
and competition with other federations over limited resources and facilities.

2. Intra-Organizational Pressures: These emanate from internal sources,
including pressure from informal political and social groups within the
federation, power dynamics among internal figures, and the prevailing
organizational culture and motivational climate.

3. Structural and Managerial Pressures: This was a significant category,
encompassing issues in human resource management (e.g., lack of meritocracy
in hiring, need for foreign coaches, brain drain of athletes), poor organizational
structure leading to parallel work and wasted resources, a lack of strategic and
future-oriented planning due to managerial instability, problematic managerial
factors (e.g., resistance to change, lack of transparency, frequent managerial
changes), and overall structural weaknesses in the sports system (e.g., conflicts
between multiple overseeing bodies).

4. Legal and International Pressures: Federations face pressures from top-
down national sports policies, internal legal challenges (e.g., conflicts between
laws and their implementation, incongruity between national and international
regulations), and pressures from international bodies (e.g., suspensions,
compliance with global policies).

5. Ideological and Cultural Pressures: This dimension includes pressures
from religious groups to align activities with religious governance and
significant challenges related to the mandatory hijab for female athletes, which
restricts equal competition and media coverage.

6. Equipment and Technology Pressures: Federations struggle with limited
access to modern technology and analytical software, a lack of standard sports
equipment, and deficient or outdated sports infrastructure and venues.

7. Economic Pressures: Managers cited difficulties in international financial
transactions, severe inflation and economic instability, and a fundamental
limitation of financial resources and budgets, leading to intense competition for
state funding.

8. Sacial Pressures: This includes pressure from the general public based on
athletes' social status and national team results, demands from fans, and
significant pressure from domestic and international media and social media
platforms.

9. Political Pressures: This was identified as one of the most critical pressure
sources, involving external political pressures and international sanctions,
pressures from regulatory and security institutions, pressures from governmental
and political entities, and pressures from various political parties and powerful
groups influencing federation elections and decisions.
Discussion: The findings align with and extend institutional theory,
demonstrating that Iranian sports federations operate under a complex web of
coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures that drive isomorphism. The
identified pressures—particularly the strong political, structural, and ideological
forces—go beyond the typical commercial and normative pressures discussed in



Western contexts (7,8). The results suggest that while federations are formally
independent NGOs, they are deeply embedded in and constrained by Iran's
specific institutional environment. The pervasive nature of political interference
and resource dependencies highlights the need for a resource dependence theory
perspective alongside institutional theory to fully understand their strategic
responses. This study provides a crucial roadmap for Iranian sports
policymakers and governing bodies. Recognizing and actively managing these
multifaceted pressures, rather than allowing them to lead to negative isomorphic
outcomes, is essential for enhancing the effectiveness, autonomy, and ultimately
the performance of national sports federations.
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