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Abstract

The sports industry is currently undergoing a fundamental transformation driven by convergence with digital
technologies. This research aimed to identify and analyze the mental models of managers and key decision-makers
regarding strategic alliances between technology companies and sports product manufacturers. In terms of
purpose, this study was applied, and regarding data collection, it employed a mixed-methods approach of the Q
methodology type. The statistical population consisted of experts in the fields of technology, sports management,
and sports products manufacturing, from whom 24 individuals were selected via purposive sampling. Using library
studies and in-depth interviews, 36 statements were extracted and a Q questionnaire was developed. Data were
analyzed using Q-factor analysis and Varimax rotation. The findings revealed four distinct mental models among
the experts: Transformation-Oriented Innovators (25.58%), who emphasize value creation and developing
integrated ecosystems; Pragmatic Conservatives (19.81%), who focus on risk management and profitability;
Strategic Collaborators (16.22%), who stress joint governance and knowledge transfer; and Autonomy Advocates
(13.67%), who are concerned with preserving brand ownership and data security. Collectively, these four models
explained 75.28% of the total variance. The results indicate a diversity of mental perspectives in this domain and
highlight the necessity of considering these models when formulating collaboration strategies.
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Introduction This applied research employed Q
The sports industry is undergoing a methodology, a mixed-methods approach

fundamental transformation as digital
technologies dissolve traditional industry
boundaries and redefine the entire value
chain, from product design to customer
engagement. Strategic alliances between
technology companies and sports product
manufacturers have emerged as a critical
phenomenon, combining manufacturers'
tangible assets brand equity, distribution
networks, and material science expertise
with technology firms' intangible assets
artificial intelligence, big data analytics,
and user experience capabilities. These
collaborations have become essential for
survival and competitiveness in the rapidly
evolving sports ecosystem (Li et al., 2023;
Kumar & Sharma, 2023). However, the
path to successful cross-industry alliances is
fraught  with  challenges including
organizational culture clashes, intellectual
property concerns, data security issues, and
geopolitical complexities (Halaweh, 2023).
Despite growing literature on economic and
structural aspects of these alliances, a
significant gap exists in understanding the
cognitive layer of decision-making—
specifically, how managers' mental models
shape their perceptions of opportunities,
threats, and collaboration strategies. This
gap is particularly pronounced in non-
Western contexts like Iran, facing sanctions
and technological dependence
(Mohammadi et al., 2023). This study
employs Q methodology to identify and
analyze distinct mental models among
managers regarding strategic alliances
between technology companies and sports
product manufacturers.

designed to  systematically explore
subjective viewpoints and mental models.
The study was conducted in five stages.
First, the concourse of statements was
developed through systematic literature
review and 10 semi-structured interviews
averaging 65 minutes with experts in
technology, sports management, and sports
product manufacturing. Interviews
employed open-ended questions regarding
motivations, benefits, challenges, and
strategies related to strategic alliances,
yielding approximately 50 initial statements
after transcription and qualitative content
analysis. Second, purposive sampling with
maximum  variation was employed.
Inclusion criteria comprised minimum five
years of professional or research experience
in relevant domains, decision-making roles
in cross-organizational collaborations, and
familiarity with strategic alliance concepts.
Twenty-six qualified experts including
senior managers of sports manufacturers,
CEOs of sports technology startups,
researchers, and operational specialists
were selected. Third, the final Q-set was
developed through a two-hour expert panel

with three independent specialists: a
management professor, a technology
executive, and a sports management

professor. Statements were evaluated for

clarity, = non-ambiguity, = non-overlap,
relevance, and comprehensive discourse
coverage. Redundant statements were
eliminated, ambiguous statements

rephrased, and similar statements merged,
resulting in 36 final Q-statements. Fourth,
data collection through Q-sorting involved
individual  briefing sessions  where
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participants divided 36 cards into agree, The second model, Pragmatic
disagree, and neutral categories, then placed Conservatives  (19.81%  variance, 5
them along a forced quasi-normal participants, 21%), adopts a cautious

distribution from -4 (strongly disagree) to
+4 (strongly agree). Completed Q-sorts
from 24 participants were accepted; two
were excluded due to incompletion. Fifth,
data analysis employed SPSS version 28.
Correlation  matrix  calculation  was
followed by principal component analysis
with  Varimax rotation and Kaiser
normalization. Factor retention criteria
included eigenvalues greater than one, scree
plot  examination, and  theoretical
interpretability. Reliability was assessed
through Q reliability formula and test-retest
with 20% of participants (r > 0.85). Validity
was ensured through content validity via
expert panel and factorial validity through
significant factor loadings.

Results

Factor analysis revealed four distinct
mental models among the 24 experts,
collectively explaining 75.28% of total
variance. The first model, Transformative
Innovators (25.58% variance, 7
participants, 29%), views strategic alliances
as opportunities for fundamental industry
transformation. They emphasize access to
novel digital technologies as the primary
motivation (Statement 1), believe in
creating shared value and accessing new
markets (Statement 2), prefer integrated
ecosystems over buyer-seller relationships
(Statement 10), and consider unique hybrid
products the most important outcomes
(Statement 18). For this group, the future of
sports depends on interdisciplinary
alliances (Statement 36). Their perspective
emphasizes dynamic capabilities for
absorbing and deploying technology.

approach focused on economic justification
and profitability (Statement 5). They
express deep concern about internal
resistance to change (Statement 11), view
alliances as strategic necessities for survival
rather than conscious choices (Statement

13), attribute failure to execution
weaknesses rather than ideas (Statement
17), acknowledge short-term  costs

(Statement 24), and advocate gradual
expansion from specific pilot projects
(Statement 35). This perspective reflects
operational complexities inherent in cross-
industry collaborations.

The third model, Strategic Collaborators
(16.22% variance, 4 participants, 17%),
emphasizes structural and institutional
aspects. They believe success requires joint
management units with broad authority
(Statement 8), view joint R&D investment
as most beneficial (Statement 12), stress
human resource training as critical
(Statement 23), consider shared digital
platforms the core of collaboration
(Statement 26), identify interpersonal trust
between senior managers as crucial
(Statement 27), and insist on knowledge
and technology transfer (Statement 33).

This perspective aligns with shared
governance  and  trust  mechanism
frameworks.

The fourth model, Autonomy Guardians
(13.67% variance, 8 participants, 33%),
represents the largest group and adopts a
protective stance. They  identify
organizational culture differences as the
biggest obstacle (Statement 3), express
concern about losing control over data and
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trade secrets (Statement 4), limit
technology companies' role to data
provision (Statement 7), view international
sanctions as the greatest external threat
(Statement 9), insist manufacturers retain
brand ownership (Statement 16), fear
technological dependence (Statement 19),
advocate limited government facilitation
(Statement 21), prioritize data privacy as
absolute (Statement 25), believe alliances
benefit technology companies more
(Statement 28), cite lack of national
standards as  hindering integration
(Statement 30), identify sensor
miniaturization as technical challenge
(Statement 32), and consider alliance risks
so high that only government should invest
(Statement 34). This perspective reflects
cybersecurity and strategic risk
management concerns, particularly salient
in the Iranian context.

Discussion and conclusion

This study confirms four distinct mental
models among Iranian managers regarding
technology-sport alliances, demonstrating
that organizational approaches are shaped
not solely by economic logic but by
cognitive frameworks interpreting
opportunities and risks. Transformative
Innovators align with digital transformation
literature emphasizing dynamic
capabilities, while Pragmatic Conservatives
reflect  operational  challenges  and
integration costs. Strategic Collaborators
correspond  with shared governance
frameworks, and Autonomy Guardians
mirror cybersecurity concerns extended by
geopolitical factors. The prominence of
protective perspectives in Iran underscores

how sanctions, technological dependence
fears, and national priorities = shift
interpretations toward caution. This extends
global literature by demonstrating that
collaboration models cannot be transferred
without considering contextual constraints.
Practically, successful alliance formation
requires recognizing counterpart mental
models’ governance structures attractive to
Innovators may threaten Guardians.
Flexible contractual strategies addressing
diverse concerns, combined with trust-
building through pilot projects and
transparency in data ownership, are
essential. Ultimately, understanding actors'
mental maps is key to realizing strategic
collaboration potential.
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