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Objective: This study aimed to explain the role of strategic agility and its underlying mechanisms
in strengthening organizational performance and innovation capacity in Iranian sports
organizations.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed thematic analysis. The research population
consisted of senior and middle managers of sports organizations and academic experts in sport
management. Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. In total, 25 semi-structured interviews lasting approximately
40-60 minutes were conducted. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through
six stages of thematic analysis: familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching
for themes, reviewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final
analytical report. The credibility and dependability of the findings were enhanced through
participant review of the results and repeated coding of selected interviews.

Findings: The thematic analysis indicated that strategic agility was primarily achieved through
rapid and data-driven decision-making, autonomous and multidisciplinary teams, short and
continuous review meetings, interdepartmental coordination, and rapid reallocation of financial and
human resources. Innovation emerged as a major driver of organizational performance and agility
and operated interactively with technology, organizational learning, and interdepartmental
coordination. Digital platforms, project-management systems, and data-analytics tools facilitated
faster decision-making, reduced dependence on intuitive judgments, and improved anticipation of
environmental changes. Continuous feedback, documentation of successful and unsuccessful
experiences, and knowledge sharing strengthened organizational learning and flexibility. The
simultaneous interaction of strategic agility, innovation, technology, organizational learning, and
coordination created a continuous feedback and learning cycle that enhanced organizational
responsiveness, productivity, adaptability, and innovation capacity.

Conclusion: Strategic agility can most effectively improve organizational performance and
innovation capacity when it is institutionalized in conjunction with innovation, technology,
organizational learning, and interdepartmental coordination. Accordingly, sports organizations
should develop flexible structures, autonomous teams, data-driven decision-making processes,
continuous learning mechanisms, and appropriate technological infrastructures to strengthen their
ability to respond rapidly and effectively to dynamic and unpredictable environments.

Keywords: Strategic Agility, Organizational Performance, Innovation Capacity, Thematic
Analysis, Sports Organizations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Contemporary organizations operate in environments characterized by rapid technological
development, economic volatility, intensified competition, changing stakeholder expectations, and
increasing uncertainty. Under such conditions, conventional organizational structures and linear strategic
planning processes may be insufficient for maintaining effectiveness and competitiveness. Organizations
increasingly require the ability to detect environmental changes, interpret emerging opportunities and
threats, make timely decisions, and rapidly reconfigure resources and processes. Strategic agility has
therefore emerged as a critical organizational capability that enables firms and institutions to respond
effectively to discontinuity, uncertainty, and environmental turbulence. Rather than representing merely
a rapid reaction to change, strategic agility encompasses strategic sensitivity, flexible resource
deployment, timely decision-making, organizational coordination, and the capacity to translate
environmental information into coherent action (Mueller-Saegebrecht & Walter, 2025; Tenggono et al., 2025).

The growing importance of strategic agility is closely associated with digital transformation.
Digital technologies improve the speed and accuracy of information flows, facilitate coordination, and
provide organizations with real-time data for decision-making. Digital transformation can consequently
enhance both organizational agility and competitive advantage by allowing organizations to respond more
effectively to environmental developments (Shao, 2025). Similarly, artificial intelligence and electronic
human resource management systems can contribute to real-time decision-making through advanced data
analysis, forecasting, automation, and improved access to organizational information (Ongesa, 2025).
Recent evidence further suggests that artificial intelligence capabilities can contribute to competitive
advantage when organizations possess appropriate strategic and entrepreneurial capabilities for translating
technological resources into responsive action (Saeidi & Alizadeh, 2026).

However, technological infrastructure alone cannot generate strategic agility. Managerial
capabilities determine how environmental information is interpreted and how rapidly resources can be
mobilized and reconfigured. Dynamic managerial capabilities and digital readiness are consequently
important foundations for strategic agility, particularly in complex and rapidly changing organizational
settings (Tenggono et al., 2025). Human resource management is similarly important because flexible
human resources, decentralized authority, continuous learning, and employee involvement can increase
organizational adaptability and resilience (Shayanmehr et al., 2025). At the organizational-system level,
flexible structures, information technology, knowledge management, learning mechanisms, and human
resources have been identified as shared enablers of organizational agility and resilience (Mohammadi Ali
et al., 2025). Conversely, structural rigidity, centralized decision-making, inadequate communication,
resistance to change, and restrictions on resource reallocation may act as barriers to organizational agility
(Daniali Deh Howz, 2025).

Strategic agility is also closely connected with innovation capacity. Agile organizations can
identify, test, and implement new ideas more rapidly, while innovation expands the range of possible
organizational responses to environmental change. Strategic agility has therefore been considered an
important capability for business model innovation (Mueller-Saegebrecht & Walter, 2025). In uncertain
entrepreneurial environments, the interaction between agility and creativity supports strategic marketing



innovation and enables organizations to exploit emerging opportunities (Mansur, 2025). Information
technology competence can likewise strengthen innovation capacity and organizational agility by
improving access to information, connectivity, and the ability to deploy innovative responses
(Ravichandran, 2017). Collaborative innovation and absorptive capacity further demonstrate that
organizational agility depends not only on internal resources but also on the ability to acquire, integrate,
and exploit knowledge from customers and external stakeholders (Mata et al., 2024).

The relationship between agility and performance is also increasingly emphasized. Entrepreneurial
alertness, digital platform capability, organizational agility, and business model innovation jointly
contribute to the performance of young innovative firms, indicating that organizational performance in
dynamic environments results from interconnected capabilities rather than from a single organizational
attribute (Troise et al., 2026). In international marketing, ambidextrous capabilities that balance exploration
and exploitation can also support marketing agility and enable organizations to react flexibly to changing
market conditions (Khodami et al., 2025). These arguments are especially relevant to sports organizations,
which face rapidly changing regulations, fluctuating financial resources, technological advancement,
evolving fan behavior, digital media expansion, and pressures to improve athlete and organizational
performance. Despite the increasing literature on strategic agility, much of the existing evidence is
quantitative and model-driven, while less attention has been devoted to understanding how managers
experience and enact strategic agility in sports organizations. Therefore, the present study aimed to explain
the role of strategic agility in strengthening organizational performance and innovation capacity in Iranian
sports organizations through a qualitative thematic analysis.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on thematic analysis to obtain an in-depth
understanding of the mechanisms through which strategic agility contributes to organizational
performance and managers' innovation capacity in sports organizations. The study population consisted
of senior and middle managers of sports organizations and academic experts with relevant knowledge and
experience in sport management. Participants were selected using purposive sampling followed by
snowball sampling. Initially, individuals with substantial managerial or academic experience relevant to
the research topic were recruited, and they subsequently introduced other qualified participants. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was reached and additional interviews no longer produced
substantively new concepts or codes.

A total of 25 semi-structured interviews were conducted. Interviews lasted approximately 40—60
minutes. The interview guide was developed based on the central dimensions of strategic agility, including
organizational flexibility, rapid responsiveness, innovation, anticipation of environmental developments,
and the use of technology. Open-ended questions enabled participants to describe their experiences and
provide practical examples. With participants' permission, interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim.

Data analysis followed six stages of thematic analysis: familiarization with the data, generation of
initial codes, searching for potential themes, reviewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes,
and preparing the final analytical report. Interview transcripts were read repeatedly to identify meaningful
patterns. Initial concepts were coded and subsequently grouped according to conceptual similarity.
Candidate themes were reviewed against the data, refined, and organized into final themes and
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components. Trustworthiness was enhanced through participant review of the findings and repeated
coding of selected interviews at different time points. Informed consent was obtained from all participants,
and confidentiality of participant information was maintained throughout the research process.

Findings

The thematic analysis identified an interconnected framework comprising environmental change,
strategic agility, innovation, technology, organizational learning, and interdepartmental coordination.
Participants consistently described the sports environment as dynamic and rapidly changing. Important
sources of environmental turbulence included technological developments, changes in league and
federation regulations, budget fluctuations, governmental policies, economic uncertainty, evolving fan
expectations, and the increasing influence of digital media. These conditions reduced the usefulness of
rigid plans and created a continuous need for organizational adjustment.

Strategic agility was primarily manifested through rapid, data-driven decision-making.
Participants described the use of autonomous teams, multidisciplinary working groups, short daily or
weekly meetings, coordination across organizational units, alternative scenarios, and rapid reallocation of
financial and human resources. These mechanisms reduced response time, increased productivity, and
enhanced organizational preparedness for unexpected events. Autonomous teams were particularly
important because they could respond to operational issues without excessive hierarchical delay, while
regular coordination mechanisms maintained strategic consistency across units.

Innovation emerged as a major driver of both performance and agility. Examples included the
development of mobile applications and digital systems, personalized training approaches, small-scale
pilot projects, online educational platforms, new methods of fan engagement, and innovative internal
management processes. Such practices increased flexibility, reduced operational errors, and reinforced an
organizational culture supportive of experimentation and innovation.

Technology constituted another central theme. Organizations used online dashboards, project
management systems, data-analysis tools, performance-monitoring platforms, and digital communication
systems to collect, analyze, and distribute information. Technology supported monitoring of athletes and
coaches, real-time tracking of projects, prediction of injuries and emerging needs, financial forecasting,
and analysis of fan behavior. Participants indicated that these capabilities accelerated decision-making,
reduced reliance on speculation, and improved anticipation of future developments.

Organizational learning was represented by feedback sessions, documentation of successful and
unsuccessful experiences, knowledge sharing, continuous training, and systematic review of projects and
activities. These processes transformed individual experience into organizational knowledge and
contributed to improved decision-making, organizational flexibility, and continuous process
improvement.

Interdepartmental coordination complemented the other dimensions. Regular coordination
meetings and information-sharing platforms reduced fragmented decision-making, increased
transparency, and facilitated integrated organizational responses. Overall, the findings indicated that
strategic agility, innovation, technology, organizational learning, and coordination did not function
independently. Their simultaneous interaction created a continuous feedback and learning cycle through
which sports organizations improved responsiveness, productivity, adaptability, organizational
performance, and innovation capacity.



Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that strategic agility in sports organizations is a multidimensional and
interactive capability rather than an isolated managerial practice. Rapid decision-making was important,
but its effectiveness depended on access to reliable data, decentralized operational authority, flexible
resource allocation, organizational learning, and coordination across departments. Accordingly, strategic
agility should not be interpreted simply as organizational speed. Effective agility combines speed with
informed judgment, flexibility, and strategic integration.

The prominence of data-driven decision-making demonstrates the changing nature of management
in sports organizations. Managers increasingly operate in environments in which performance
information, financial data, fan behavior, technological developments, and regulatory changes must be
interpreted continuously. Digital dashboards and analytical systems therefore serve not merely as
technological tools but as infrastructures for agile managerial action. Their value lies in shortening the
interval between the detection of change and the organizational response.

Innovation also appeared to have a reciprocal relationship with strategic agility. Agility created
the structural and managerial conditions required to test and implement innovative ideas rapidly, whereas
innovation expanded the range of responses available to organizations. Small pilot projects, digital
applications, personalized training programs, and new service-delivery mechanisms enabled sports
organizations to experiment without requiring major organizational restructuring at the outset. This
relationship suggests that innovation capacity becomes more effective when organizations possess
mechanisms for rapidly evaluating and scaling successful initiatives.

Organizational learning represented a further mechanism through which agility could become
sustainable. Rapid responses may solve immediate problems, but without systematic reflection and
knowledge retention, organizations may repeatedly confront similar challenges without benefiting from
previous experience. Feedback meetings, documentation, and knowledge sharing allowed experiences to
become organizational resources and supported more informed responses to subsequent challenges. Thus,
learning transformed short-term adaptation into cumulative organizational capability.

The findings also highlight the importance of balancing autonomy and coordination. Autonomous
teams can accelerate responses by reducing bureaucratic delay, but excessive decentralization may
produce inconsistent decisions and fragmentation. Interdepartmental coordination therefore provides the
integrating mechanism through which local flexibility remains aligned with broader organizational
objectives. Agile sports organizations need both decentralized action and integrated strategic direction.

Overall, the study indicates that successful sports organizations institutionalize strategic agility
through a coordinated configuration of flexible structures, autonomous and multidisciplinary teams, data-
driven decision-making, technological infrastructure, continuous organizational learning, innovation-
oriented practices, and effective interdepartmental communication. None of these components appears
sufficient independently. Technology without learning may merely increase the volume of information;
autonomy without coordination may fragment decision-making; innovation without flexibility may
remain unimplemented; and rapid decisions without reliable data may reduce rather than improve
organizational effectiveness. The central conclusion is therefore that strategic agility strengthens
organizational performance and innovation capacity when it operates as an integrated organizational
system. Sports organizations that institutionalize this interactive configuration are better positioned to
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respond to environmental turbulence, reallocate resources efficiently, exploit emerging opportunities,
maintain organizational flexibility, and continuously improve their performance and innovative capacity.
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