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ABSTRACT
This study aims to conduct a structural analysis of the driving forces behind

communicative governance in Iranian football clubs through a futures research
approach. Given the profound transformations in digital media and the increasing
complexity of communication within sports club structures, identifying influential
variables and determining their strategic roles in communication policymaking is
essential. This study is applied in purpose and qualitative—exploratory in method,
employing thematic analysis and the MICMAC technique. The research
population consisted of 16 experts in the fields of media, sports management, and
club communication. In the first stage, through the analysis of semi-structured
interview data, ten main drivers were identified, including “the penetration of new
communication technologies,” “professionalization of public relations,” “the role
of fan-based media,” and “brand identity integration.” Subsequently, using the
cross-impact matrix, the position of each driver in terms of influence and
dependence was determined. The results indicated that the two drivers—
“penetration of new communication technologies” and “media transparency”—
had the highest influence power and were classified as key drivers. Based on
these findings, four future scenarios of communicative governance in Iranian
football clubs were designed. These scenarios assist managers in adopting flexible
strategies for foresight and organizational resilience in line with the level of
technological readiness and communication capacity. This model can serve as a
theoretical and practical framework for redesigning human resource and media
policies in sports organizations.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The digital economy, as an emerging form of economy, focuses on leveraging digital information and
communication technologies to reinvent traditional economic models, thereby enhancing productivity
and economic dynamism. At the core of this framework is the use of data resources as a key factor in
production, which, through the extensive application of advanced information technologies such as the
Internet, big data, cloud computing, and artificial intelligence, facilitates the digital transformation of
economic activities. Given the expanding trend of digitalization in lranian sports businesses and the
significant role of advanced technologies in improving organizational performance and audience
engagement, identifying media leadership patterns and models that align human resources with the
requirements of the digital economy has become critically important. Moreover, the lack of integrated
and interdisciplinary policymaking in the field of media leadership, as well as the absence of localized
models for using media in human resource development, has caused the potential of media to shift
from capacity-building toward a consumptive, and sometimes even obstructive, role in the digital
renewal process. In addition, previous studies have often addressed human resources, media, or the
digital economy in a fragmented and topic-specific manner, while a comprehensive and systematic
examination of media leadership as a bridging factor among these domains remains largely absent in
the scholarly literature. Therefore, despite the growing importance of this issue, no comprehensive
model has yet been proposed that systematically analyzes and explains the role of media leadership in
enhancing the alignment of human resources in sports businesses with the digital economy.
Accordingly, the primary aim of this research is to design and model the role of media leadership in
improving the compatibility of sports human resources with the requirements of the digital economy.

Methods

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory approach. The rationale for this approach is that the
topic of media leadership in aligning human resources with the digital economy is an emerging,
interdisciplinary phenomenon that lacks a localized theoretical framework and requires an in-depth
exploration of expert experiences to uncover hidden semantic patterns through qualitative data.
Thematic analysis, as a standard method in qualitative research, enables the researcher to extract
meaningful categories and themes from participants’ experiences and identify the relationships among
them. In this study, thematic analysis was implemented using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-Step
approach, which includes familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing an analytical report. In addition to
these six stages, Attride-Stirling’s (2001) guidelines were used to map thematic networks and to
continuously compare data in order to identify connections between themes. The participants in this
study consisted of experts and managers involved in three main domains, all of whom played a direct
role at the intersection of sports businesses, the digital economy, and media leadership. These domains
included: (1) senior managers and experts in digital-oriented sports businesses, such as professional
club managers, online sports service startups, and innovative sports centers, who had hands-on
experience with the demands of the digital economy and could articulate operational challenges and
opportunities; (2) specialists and professors in digital media and sports communications, selected due
to the key role of media leadership in explaining the function of media in empowering human
resources and guiding technological change. With experience in managing sports media and
producing digital narratives, this group provided an essential perspective for analyzing the topic; and
(3) human resource and organizational development consultants in the sports industry, who were
directly engaged with the main research issue of aligning human resources with the digital economy.
Their participation helped identify the behavioral, psychological, and skill-related dimensions of
human resources in response to digital transformations.

Results

The findings of the study led to the identification of four overarching themes: “Media Leadership in
Digital Transformation,” ‘“Media-Based Empowerment of Human Resources,” “Perceptions and
Resistance to Digital Change,” and “Narrative Construction for Organizational Meaning-Making.”
These themes were derived from twelve organizing themes and forty-three basic themes. The final
model demonstrated that media leadership, by playing a strategic role through meaning-making,
media interaction with employees, purposeful narrative construction, and the establishment of
supportive structures, can help reduce resistance, enhance capabilities, and improve the adaptability of
human resources. This model can serve as both a theoretical and practical framework for redesigning
human resource and media policies in sports organizations.



Conclusion

The findings of the present study led to the identification of four overarching themes: Media
Leadership in Digital Transformation, Media-Based Empowerment of Human Resources, Perceptions
and Resistance to Digital Change, and Narrative Construction for Organizational Meaning-Making.
These themes, derived from twelve organizing themes and forty-three basic themes, provide a deep
and multi-layered understanding of the mechanisms through which media leadership influences the
enhancement of human resource adaptability within the digital economy. The final model
demonstrates that media leadership can exert a decisive impact on reducing resistance, enhancing
capabilities, and improving human resource alignment with the requirements of the digital economy
by playing a strategic role across four levels: meaning-making, media interaction, purposeful narrative
construction, and supportive structuring. This model effectively reveals the latent potential of media
leadership in driving organizational culture change, reshaping employee mindsets, and strengthening
human capital in the face of technological transformations. From a practical perspective, the model
can serve as both a theoretical and operational framework for designing human resource policies,
developing media-based training programs, and redefining the role of media in managing digital
transformation in sports organizations. For instance, managers can use this model to review their
communication strategies, leverage media as a strategic tool for human resource development, and
redefine digital performance evaluation systems based on media participation. Overall, the study
provides a cohesive and localized model of the role of media leadership in the digital transformation
of sports human resources, highlighting the necessity of an interdisciplinary perspective linking
media, human resource management, and the digital economy. Successful navigation of digital
transformation challenges in sports businesses requires competent media leadership capable of
facilitating cultural, cognitive, and organizational conditions for change through participatory and
meaning-oriented approaches. Sports organizations should prioritize media skills development, digital
critical thinking, and understanding emerging technologies in their training policies to enhance
employees’ mental and behavioral readiness for technological adoption. Furthermore, it is
recommended that positions such as Digital Transformation Media Leader be defined within
organizational structures to purposefully oversee narrative construction, media interaction, and the
management of digital change. Additionally, designing and implementing participatory internal media
campaigns and utilizing internal media channels—such as organizational social networks, internal
podcasts, and digital newsletters—to create collaborative and inspiring narratives can increase
employees’ understanding and acceptance of technological transformations. Finally, future studies are
encouraged to examine the impact of different types of media narratives on human resource attitudes
and behaviors using experimental and intervention-based methods to strengthen the external validity
of the proposed model.
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Figure 1. Propellant distribution map in the two-dimensional influence-responsibility space
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