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Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: The present study aimed to identify the factors affecting print-digital marketing
Original Research development in football sports print media in Iraq. The study sought to present

a conceptual model for redefining the role of print media in football marketing
and explaining their connection with modern technologies. This study was
conducted using a qualitative approach based on grounded theory. The research
population included sports media managers, sports journalists, football section
editors, club marketing managers, football coaches, and sponsors active in Iraqi
sports print media. The participants consisted of 16 experts in this field, selected
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@ ol Data analysis was performed based on the Strauss and Corbin approach in three
stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The data analysis

© 2026 the authors. This is an open access  process led to the extraction of 126 initial open codes, 28 axial codes, and 6
article under the terms of the Creative

Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

main categories. The main categories included causal conditions, the central
phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. The central phenomenon was identified as the reconfiguration of
football sports print media marketing within a print-digital model. The main
strategies included launching complementary digital versions, designing
integrated advertising packages, increasing interaction with fans, training media
managers and staff, producing exclusive content, and strengthening cooperation
among media, clubs, and sponsors. The qualitative findings indicated that Iraqi
football sports print media need to move beyond traditional approaches and
adopt an integrated, interactive, and technology-based model to maintain and
strengthen their position.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sport in the contemporary world is no longer merely a recreational or competitive activity; it has
evolved into a large-scale industry with significant economic, social, and cultural impacts. Despite the
expansion of the sports industry, many sports organizations continue to face financial constraints, limited
revenue streams, and challenges in sustaining long-term growth. In this context, sports marketing has
emerged as a critical mechanism for enhancing organizational performance, attracting sponsors,
strengthening fan relationships, and generating sustainable income. Effective sports marketing enables
organizations to establish enduring connections among clubs, supporters, sponsors, and media institutions,
thereby contributing to the development of the sports ecosystem (Ghasemi et al., 2016; Gray & Wert-Gray,
2012; Shokrani & Aghapour, 2015).

The rapid development of modern technologies has profoundly transformed communication
systems, advertising practices, and media consumption patterns. Sports audiences can now access
information, services, products, and sporting events at any time and from virtually any location.
Consequently, sports organizations have increasingly integrated digital technologies into their marketing
strategies to improve competitiveness, expand market reach, and strengthen stakeholder engagement. The
application of customer relationship management systems, communication technologies, fan engagement
strategies, and information technology infrastructures has become a fundamental component of
contemporary sports marketing practices (Ha et al., 2017; Pashaie et al., 2020).

Sports marketing encompasses a broad range of activities related to the promotion, distribution,
and consumption of sports products and services. Within football, media organizations represent one of
the most influential marketing channels because they facilitate communication between clubs and
supporters while contributing to brand development, information dissemination, advertising, and audience
engagement. Although digital media platforms have experienced unprecedented growth, sports print
media continue to possess considerable value, particularly when their traditional strengths are integrated
with modern marketing approaches and digital technologies. Strategic planning, marketing mix
development, and sponsorship acquisition remain important mechanisms through which print media can
contribute to football marketing development (Da Silva & Las Casas, 2020).

Technological advancement has also transformed the operational structures of sports and media
organizations. New technologies have reshaped the production, distribution, and consumption of sports
content, requiring organizations to revise their managerial and strategic approaches. Social media
platforms and internet-based communication systems have created unprecedented opportunities for
targeted advertising, fan interaction, product promotion, and relationship management. While traditional
media channels continue to maintain relevance, digital environments have introduced new possibilities
for the creation, dissemination, and consumption of football-related content (Holland, 2015; Leng & Phua,
2021).

The role of media extends beyond information transmission. Sports media contribute significantly
to identity formation, cultural promotion, public participation, and sports marketing development.
Through branding activities, credibility enhancement, audience engagement, and sponsorship attraction,
media organizations influence both the economic and social dimensions of football. Digital marketing
environments have further strengthened these functions by enabling organizations to introduce products
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and services through interactive communication channels (Karimi et al., 2022; Kashkar, 2020; Raghavendra
& Sudhakara, 2017). Previous studies have demonstrated that social media activities, information sharing,
virtual interactions, and sponsor awareness can significantly influence the consumption behavior of
football fans (Sahin et al., 2020).

The digital transformation of sports marketing is also reflected in the growing adoption of online
services such as ticket sales, merchandise distribution, and digital subscription systems. Consumer trust,
ease of use, and willingness to engage with technology are among the factors that influence the acceptance
of digital sports services (Marquez et al., 2020). Furthermore, smart technologies, including mobile devices,
wearable equipment, websites, and mobile applications, provide organizations with valuable opportunities
to collect consumer data, analyze audience behavior, and improve fan experiences (Gil-Gomez et al., 2020;
Wen, 2020). Research has also highlighted the importance of mobile ticketing systems and internet-based
distribution channels in facilitating direct communication between sports organizations and their
audiences (Halikainen & Laukkanen, 2018; Zhao et al., 2016).

In Iraq, increased access to digital technologies and online platforms has substantially altered the
ways football supporters consume sports content. Fans can now follow club news, share content, and
access football-related products and services with greater convenience and lower costs than ever before
(Mahmoodin et al., 2019). Consequently, football clubs and media organizations must adopt strategic
marketing approaches that align with evolving consumer expectations and technological realities. The
increasingly competitive nature of football requires organizations to utilize innovative marketing tools to
strengthen brand visibility, improve audience engagement, and enhance market performance.

Despite these developments, Iraqi sports print media continue to face considerable challenges.
Declining readership, rising printing and distribution costs, intense competition from social media
platforms, changing media consumption behaviors, and limited revenue opportunities threaten the
sustainability of traditional print publications. Nevertheless, sports print media retain several competitive
advantages, including professional credibility, analytical depth, specialized content, and established
relationships with clubs and supporters. By integrating attractive print designs, targeted advertising,
official websites, and social media engagement strategies, print media can strengthen their role within the
football marketing ecosystem (Karimi & Yarmand, 2018). Furthermore, previous studies have emphasized
the importance of marketing-oriented policies, sponsorship development, and information systems in
enhancing sports industry performance and organizational decision-making (Khademi et al., 2019; Sadeghi
etal., 2011).

Given these circumstances, understanding the factors influencing the development of marketing
in football sports print media has become both a practical and academic necessity. Identifying these factors
can assist media managers, football clubs, sponsors, and policymakers in developing strategies that
redefine the role of print media within an increasingly digital sports environment. Therefore, this study
aimed to identify the factors affecting the development of marketing in football sports print media in Iraq
and to develop a conceptual model explaining the conditions, strategies, and outcomes associated with
this development.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design grounded in the principles of grounded theory.
The qualitative approach was selected because the purpose of the research was to gain a comprehensive



understanding of the factors influencing the development of marketing in football sports print media in
Iraq and to explore the experiences and perceptions of experts directly involved in this field.

The research population consisted of experts in sports media, football, and sports marketing in
Iraq. Participants included sports media managers, sports journalists, football editors, club marketing
managers, football coaches, and representatives of sponsoring organizations involved with sports print
media. Eligibility criteria required participants to possess professional experience in football or sports
media, familiarity with sports marketing, experience working with print media or football clubs, and the
ability to provide specialized insights regarding the research topic.

Purposive sampling was employed to select information-rich participants who possessed extensive
knowledge and direct experience related to the phenomenon under investigation. Sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that additional interviews no longer generated new concepts
or categories. Ultimately, sixteen experts participated in the study.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. This method enabled the researcher to
maintain consistency across interviews while simultaneously exploring emerging themes in greater depth
through follow-up questions. Interview topics focused on the current status of football sports print media
in Iraq, factors affecting marketing development, the role of modern technologies, managerial and
economic challenges, audience and sponsor influences, and potential strategies for media marketing
development.

Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously. Following each interview, transcripts were
carefully reviewed multiple times to identify meaningful statements and preliminary concepts. Data
analysis followed the systematic grounded theory approach of Strauss and Corbin, including open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding. During open coding, meaningful concepts were extracted line by line
from interview transcripts. During axial coding, related concepts were grouped into broader categories.
Finally, selective coding integrated these categories into a coherent conceptual model representing the
relationships among causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
outcomes.

To ensure trustworthiness, several validation procedures were implemented. Interview transcripts
and coding results were repeatedly reviewed by the researcher. Member checking was conducted by
sharing portions of the findings with participants for confirmation. Additionally, coding was
independently reviewed by two coders, resulting in an inter-coder agreement rate of 88%, indicating
satisfactory reliability. Expert review by specialists in sports management and sports media further
enhanced the credibility and confirmability of the findings.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data resulted in the identification of 126 initial open codes, which were
subsequently consolidated into 28 axial codes and finally organized into six major categories within the
grounded theory paradigm. These categories included causal conditions, the central phenomenon,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.

The causal conditions revealed several challenges driving the need for marketing development in
football sports print media. Experts emphasized the declining attractiveness of print media among younger
generations, increasing production and distribution costs, changes in media consumption behavior, the
need for new revenue sources, and the growing necessity of integrating technology into media marketing
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practices. Participants noted that younger football fans increasingly rely on mobile devices and social
media platforms for sports information, reducing their engagement with traditional print publications.

The central phenomenon emerging from the analysis was the reconfiguration of football sports
print media marketing through a print-digital model. Participants consistently highlighted the importance
of combining traditional print publications with digital platforms, social media channels, online
advertising systems, and audience relationship management technologies. According to the experts, future
success depends not on replacing print media but on integrating print and digital communication strategies
into a unified marketing framework.

Contextual conditions supporting this transformation included the widespread popularity of
football in Iraqi society, the continuing credibility of print media among certain audience segments, the
willingness of football clubs to collaborate with media organizations, sponsorship opportunities, and the
availability of specialized media professionals. Experts indicated that football remains one of the most
popular cultural activities in Iraq, creating substantial opportunities for audience engagement and
marketing expansion.

Several intervening conditions were identified as obstacles to successful implementation. These
included managerial resistance to change, inadequate technological and security infrastructures, economic
limitations within media organizations and football clubs, and intense competition from social media
platforms. Participants emphasized that digital transformation requires both financial investment and a
shift in managerial attitudes toward innovation and technological adoption.

The analysis also identified a series of strategic actions necessary for marketing development.
These strategies included launching complementary digital editions, creating integrated advertising
packages combining print and digital platforms, increasing fan interaction, training media personnel in
digital marketing competencies, producing exclusive and high-value content, and strengthening
cooperation among media organizations, football clubs, and sponsors.

The expected outcomes of these strategies were substantial. Experts anticipated increased revenue
generation through advertising and digital subscriptions, strengthened positions for sports print media
within Iraqi football, enhanced trust among fans and sponsors, improved audience loyalty and
engagement, and stronger branding for both Iraqi football and sports media organizations. Collectively,
the findings demonstrate that marketing development in football sports print media is a multidimensional
process requiring coordinated responses to technological, economic, managerial, and behavioral
challenges.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the development of marketing in football sports print media in Iraq is a
complex and multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction of technological, economic,
managerial, media-related, and behavioral factors. The study demonstrates that declining readership,
rising operational costs, changing audience preferences, and increasing demands for innovative revenue
models have created significant pressures on traditional print media organizations.

A key contribution of the study is the identification of the print-digital model as the central
mechanism through which sports print media can adapt to contemporary market conditions. Rather than
viewing digital platforms as competitors, the findings suggest that print media organizations should
integrate digital technologies into their existing structures. This integration enables media organizations



to preserve their analytical credibility and professional identity while simultaneously benefiting from the
speed, accessibility, interactivity, and revenue opportunities offered by digital platforms.

The results further highlight the importance of contextual resources such as football’s popularity,
existing media credibility, sponsorship opportunities, and professional expertise. These factors provide a
favorable environment for implementing innovative marketing strategies. At the same time, significant
barriers remain, particularly managerial resistance, technological limitations, financial constraints, and
competition from social media platforms. Overcoming these obstacles requires organizational
commitment, investment in technological infrastructure, and continuous professional development.

The strategic recommendations emerging from the study emphasize digital integration, audience
engagement, content innovation, advertising diversification, and collaborative partnerships among media
organizations, football clubs, and sponsors. These strategies reposition sports print media from passive
information providers to active participants in football marketing ecosystems.

The anticipated outcomes suggest that successful implementation of these strategies can generate
benefits not only for media organizations but also for the broader football industry. Enhanced revenue
streams, stronger audience loyalty, improved sponsor confidence, and more effective football branding
can contribute to the sustainable development of Iraqi football. Ultimately, the future of sports print media
in Iraq depends on their ability to transform from traditional one-way communication channels into
interactive, technology-enabled, and value-creating marketing platforms. The study concludes that the
sustainability and growth of football sports print media will be achieved not through resistance to digital
transformation but through the strategic integration of print and digital capabilities within a unified
marketing framework.
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