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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Effective leadership is considered one of the fundamental characteristics distinguishing successful
organizations from unsuccessful ones. Leadership plays a strategic role in directing individuals, achieving
organizational objectives, and facilitating adaptation to environmental challenges. Among different
leadership approaches, situational leadership theory developed by Hersey and Blanchard emphasizes that
effective leadership depends on the readiness, maturity, and characteristics of followers. According to this
perspective, leaders must adjust their behavioral approaches according to contextual demands and
follower conditions, making this model particularly relevant in dynamic environments such as sports
organizations and football teams, where coaches act as leaders responsible for guiding athletes and
managing team processes (Hersey et al., 1979). Alongside leadership, attitude toward change has emerged
as a significant construct in organizational behavior. This concept consists of cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral components that influence whether individuals support or resist organizational transformation
(Oreg & Sverdlik, 2011).

In modern organizations, moral intelligence has also become an essential capability associated
with responsible leadership and ethical decision-making. High-performing organizations often emphasize
the development of moral intelligence because ethical behavior strengthens trust, commitment, and
organizational effectiveness (Beheshtifar et al., 2011; Lennick & Kiel, 2007). Moral values contribute to the
formation of social capital, which facilitates cooperation between individuals and organizations and
supports sustainable organizational development (Barati & Yazdanpanah Shah Abadi, 2011). Furthermore,
ethical leadership literature indicates that leaders’ moral behavior can enhance trust, organizational
commitment, and the quality of interpersonal relationships within institutions (Mayer et al., 2012).

In the context of sport, particularly football, coaches serve not only as technical instructors but
also as behavioral leaders who influence team culture, ethical standards, and readiness for change.
Leadership practices are therefore closely associated with players’ motivation, responsibility,
commitment, and adaptation to changing conditions. Previous research has emphasized the importance of
leadership in organizational learning, acceptance of change, and reduction of resistance during
transformation processes (Holten & Brenner, 2015; Hussain et al., 2018; Jung et al., 2020; Rafferty et al., 2013).
In addition, organizations today operate in complex environments shaped by globalization, technological
development, uncertainty, and continuous transformation, making adaptability and positive attitudes
toward change essential for achieving strategic goals (Errida & Lotfi, 2021; Izadi & Siadat, 2016).

Football organizations constantly experience changes in competition structures, stakeholder
expectations, management approaches, and technological developments. Consequently, football coaches
must possess leadership capacities that enable them to manage change effectively while maintaining
ethical standards. Although previous studies have examined leadership style, moral intelligence, and
attitude toward change separately, limited empirical research has integrated these variables into a
comprehensive explanatory model, especially among football coaches in Irag. Therefore, the present study
aimed to present a model explaining the relationship between leadership style and attitude toward change
with the mediating role of moral intelligence among football coaches in Irag.
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Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive-correlational in terms of
methodology. The research was conducted using a survey approach and structural equation modeling
based on the partial least squares method. This approach was selected because the main objective was to
simultaneously examine direct and indirect relationships among leadership style, moral intelligence, and
attitude toward change and to evaluate the mediating role of moral intelligence within the proposed
conceptual model.

The statistical population consisted of football coaches in Iraq and individuals associated with the
football coaches’ assembly, totaling 336 individuals. Based on the Krejcie and Morgan sample size table,
179 participants were selected through simple random sampling. Data collection was performed using
standardized questionnaires. Leadership style was assessed using a questionnaire based on the situational
leadership model of Hersey, Blanchard, and Natemeyer, which evaluates four leadership styles, including
directing, coaching, participating, and delegating styles. Participants selected responses reflecting their
typical coaching behavior in different situations.

Attitude toward change was measured using a three-dimensional organizational change attitude
questionnaire assessing affective, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions. The questionnaire included 18
items scored on a seven-point Likert scale. Moral intelligence was assessed based on its main components,
including integrity, responsibility, compassion, and forgiveness. The validity of the instruments was
examined through content validity, convergent validity, and discriminant validity, while reliability was
evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability coefficients.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and Smart PLS software. Descriptive statistics, including
frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation, were used to describe participants and research
variables. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test was used to examine data distribution. The measurement model
was assessed through factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance extracted
(AVE), and discriminant validity. The structural model was evaluated using path coefficients, t-values,
R2, Q2, and the overall goodness-of-fit (GOF) index.

Findings

The results of the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test showed that the research variables, including
leadership style and its components, attitude toward change and its dimensions, and moral intelligence
and its components, had normal distributions. The significance values for all variables were greater than
the acceptable threshold, confirming the appropriateness of further statistical analyses.

The results of factor analysis and reliability assessment demonstrated that the measurement
instruments had acceptable psychometric properties. Cronbach’s alpha values confirmed adequate internal
consistency for the main variables and their components. The results also indicated that factor loadings
were at acceptable levels, confirming that the indicators appropriately represented their respective latent
constructs. Composite reliability values were greater than the recommended threshold, demonstrating
satisfactory reliability of the measurement model. Moreover, AVE values exceeded 0.50, confirming
convergent validity, and discriminant validity assessment showed that all constructs were sufficiently
distinct from each other.

The results of structural equation modeling demonstrated that leadership style had a positive and
significant relationship with moral intelligence among football coaches in Irag. The path coefficient



between leadership style and moral intelligence was 0.564, and the t-value was 7.948, exceeding the
critical value of 1.96. Therefore, the relationship was confirmed at the 95% confidence level, indicating
that more effective leadership styles were associated with higher levels of moral intelligence.

The relationship between moral intelligence and attitude toward change was also positive and
significant. The path coefficient was 0.593, and the t-value was 9.453, demonstrating that moral
intelligence significantly predicted a more positive attitude toward change among Iraqi football coaches.
Coaches with higher levels of integrity, responsibility, compassion, and forgiveness showed greater
acceptance and readiness toward organizational and professional changes.

The mediating role of moral intelligence in the relationship between leadership style and attitude
toward change was examined using mediation analysis. The Sobel test result showed a Z-value of 5.909,
which was greater than 1.96, confirming the significance of the mediating effect. Furthermore, the VAF
index was calculated as 0.338, indicating that 33.8% of the total effect of leadership style on attitude
toward change was explained through moral intelligence.

The structural model assessment also showed strong predictive and explanatory power. The R2
value was 0.712 for attitude toward change and 0.770 for moral intelligence, indicating strong explanatory
capacity. The Q2 values confirmed the predictive relevance of the model. Finally, the GOF index was
calculated as 0.660, demonstrating a strong overall fit for the proposed model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicated that leadership style was positively and significantly associated with moral
intelligence among football coaches in Iraq. This result suggests that coaches who demonstrate more
effective leadership behaviors tend to have higher levels of ethical capacities, including responsibility,
integrity, compassion, and forgiveness. Effective leadership behaviors appear to be linked with ethical
awareness and responsible professional conduct, which are essential characteristics in sport environments
where coaches influence both performance and values.

The results also confirmed that moral intelligence was positively associated with attitude toward
change. This means that coaches with stronger moral intelligence may demonstrate greater openness,
acceptance, and flexibility when facing organizational and professional changes. Ethical qualities can
strengthen trust, reduce resistance, and create a more constructive approach toward transformation
processes. Therefore, moral intelligence represents an important psychological and professional capacity
that can support change management in football organizations.

The mediation analysis showed that moral intelligence played a significant mediating role in the
relationship between leadership style and attitude toward change. This finding demonstrates that
leadership style is related to change attitudes not only directly but also indirectly through the enhancement
of ethical capacities. In other words, leadership approaches may contribute to a more positive orientation
toward change when they promote responsible, ethical, and trust-based behaviors among coaches.

Overall, the proposed model demonstrated appropriate validity, reliability, predictive power, and
overall fit. The findings highlight the importance of developing effective leadership practices and
strengthening moral intelligence among football coaches. Improving leadership competencies together
with ethical capabilities may help coaches respond more effectively to changing sport environments,
support organizational development, and create conditions that encourage positive attitudes toward
change. Since the research design was correlational and cross-sectional, the results should be interpreted
as relationships and predictive pathways rather than definitive causal effects. Future longitudinal and
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experimental studies can further clarify the mechanisms connecting leadership, moral intelligence, and
change-related attitudes in sports organizations.
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