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Results: Ten themes emerged: digital transformation in partnership management;

intelligent decision-making; emerging and future-oriented technologies; foresight and

collaboration; transparency and trust-building; sustainable development in partnership
relations; technological entrepreneurship; and continuous learning and improvement.
The findings indicate that digital platforms streamline contracts, financial oversight, and
reporting, while Al supports prediction, risk detection, and compliance monitoring. They
also indicate a shift toward foresight, sustainability, entrepreneurial collaboration,
transparency, and organizational learning.

Conclusions: The study develops a governance-oriented framework linking digital
capabilities with partnership value creation in sport federations. The findings suggest that
sport organizations in emerging economies should invest in integrated digital platforms,
embed sustainability in partnership practices, foster technological entrepreneurship, and
institutionalize continuous learning. Cultural readiness and organizational capacity
building are essential for achieving sustainable partnership outcomes and strengthening
their ability to adapt to rapidly changing digital environments.
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Introduction
Artificial intelligence (AI) and digital transformation are increasingly changing the ways

organizations coordinate activities, use information, and manage relationships with external
stakeholders. Digital transformation is not limited to introducing new technologies; it involves
broader changes in organizational processes, structures, and value creation (Bharadwaj et al.,
2013; Matt et al., 2015). Al adds another layer to this transformation by enabling organizations
to process large volumes of data, identify patterns, support prediction, and automate selected
tasks (Huang & Rust, 2018). These developments are particularly relevant to sport federations,
where relationships with sponsors, commercial partners, clubs, and other stakeholders are
central to organizational sustainability.

For football federations, partner relationship management involves much more than
maintaining contractual arrangements. It requires monitoring agreements, evaluating partner
contributions, coordinating joint activities, responding to changing expectations, and
maintaining trust and transparency. Digital platforms and Al-based capabilities can potentially
support these activities by improving access to information, facilitating communication,
strengthening monitoring, and making managerial decisions more evidence based.
Nevertheless, the way such capabilities can reshape partnership management remains
insufficiently explored, particularly in national sport federations operating in emerging
economies. The Iranian Football Federation provides an important context because partnership
management takes place within a complex institutional environment and is accompanied by
pressures for modernization, greater accountability, and stronger competitiveness. Accordingly,
this study aimed to explore how Al and digital transformation influence partner relationship
management in the Iranian Football Federation and to identify the major dimensions of this
transformation from the perspective of knowledgeable experts.

Method
The study was applied in purpose and employed a qualitative design based on descriptive

phenomenology. Eighteen experts were recruited through purposive sampling, followed by
snowball sampling to identify additional participants with relevant expertise. The participants
included academic specialists in Al, digital transformation, and sport technology, as well as
professionals such as digital strategy managers from the Iranian Football Federation,
technology officers from clubs in the Persian Gulf Pro League, executives of companies
providing Al-based sport solutions, and consultants experienced in digital platforms for
partnership management. Semi-structured interviews were conducted, with each interview
lasting between 45 and 75 minutes. MAXQDA version 20 was used to organize and code the
interview material.

Data analysis followed Colaizzi’s seven-step phenomenological method. The transcripts were
repeatedly reviewed, significant statements were identified, meanings were formulated, and
related meanings were grouped into broader themes. The emerging themes were then compared
with the original accounts to maintain consistency between interpretation and participants’
experiences. Member checking was used to strengthen credibility; thick description supported
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transferability; double coding by two researchers produced an intercoder agreement of 86%;
and an external audit was used to enhance confirmability. Participants received information
about the study before the interviews and provided written informed consent. Confidentiality
and anonymity were maintained, and participants were free to withdraw at any stage.

Results

Analysis of the interviews resulted in ten overarching themes describing the transformation of
partner relationship management under the influence of Al and digital technologies. The first
theme, digital transformation in partnership management, emphasized electronic contracting,
real-time contract monitoring, automated reminders, integrated financial and contractual
systems, cloud-based document storage, mobile access, digital tracking of agreement changes,
online reporting, and shared dashboards.

The second theme, intelligent decision-making, highlighted the use of partner performance
scores, Al dashboards, financial analysis, predictive analytics, compliance monitoring,
reputation assessment, and forecasting of partnership costs, returns, renewal, retention, and exit.
The third theme, emerging and future-oriented technologies, included blockchain-based smart
contracts, natural language processing for document screening, machine learning, chatbots,
sentiment analysis, cybersecurity solutions, Internet of Things applications, augmented and
virtual reality, and Al-supported partnership simulations.

The fourth theme, foresight and managerial agility, concerned scenario development, early-
warning systems, monitoring global trends, flexible contracts, rapid data-informed decisions,
crisis preparedness, long-term analytics, and continuous assessment of developments in sport
and technology. The fifth theme, partner experience and engagement, focused on feedback
platforms, direct communication, training webinars, personalized services, loyalty mechanisms,
gamification, joint events, simple performance reports, mobile applications, and online
dialogue.

The sixth theme, innovation in partner collaboration, reflected flexible agreements, joint idea-
generation spaces, innovation-oriented incentives, pilot projects with start-ups, benchmarking,
innovation hubs, and co-development of technology-driven products and services. The seventh
theme, transparency and trust-building, emphasized disclosure of financial shares, accessible
reports, publication of key agreements, complaint-tracking mechanisms, independent oversight,
clear responsibilities, trust indicators, and records that facilitate accountability.

The eighth theme, sustainable development in partnership relations, included paperless
contracts, environmental criteria for partner selection, social-impact reporting, sustainability-
oriented agreements, support for environmentally responsible initiatives, and efforts to reduce
resource and advertising waste. The ninth theme, technological entrepreneurship, involved
support for sport-related start-ups, joint digital products, investment attraction, accelerators and
incubation centers, collaboration with fintech and gaming ventures, and development of digital
revenue models. Finally, continuous learning and improvement included reviewing previous
mistakes, benchmarking successful organizations, manager training, Al-supported analysis of
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past experiences, university collaboration, performance reviews, knowledge bases, pilot
projects, and systematic documentation of lessons learned.

Conclusions

The findings indicate that Al and digital transformation can reshape partner relationship
management in the Iranian Football Federation across operational, strategic, relational, and
developmental dimensions. Digital platforms can integrate contracts, financial information,
communication, reporting, and partner feedback, while Al can strengthen prediction, risk
detection, performance assessment, and compliance monitoring. At the same time, the findings
show that technological transformation is not simply a matter of adopting advanced tools. Its
value depends on the ability of the federation to use technology within transparent governance
arrangements, responsive relationships, innovation-oriented collaborations, sustainability
commitments, and continuous organizational learning.

Foresight and managerial agility can help the federation respond to changing conditions, while
partner-centered digital services can strengthen engagement. Transparency mechanisms can
support trust, and entrepreneurship can connect football with emerging technological
businesses and new revenue opportunities. Sustainability can also become part of partner
selection and collaboration rather than remaining an external concern. However, the findings
underline that technology alone cannot guarantee successful transformation. Managerial
capability, cultural readiness, appropriate training, secure infrastructure, and an organizational
commitment to learning are necessary for digital initiatives to become meaningful and sustained
practices. Overall, the study contributes an empirically grounded understanding of how Al and
digital transformation can support more efficient, transparent, innovative, sustainable, and
future-oriented partnership management in a national football federation.
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