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ABSTRACT

Objective: Given the complexity of issues in physical education and student health and the
multiplicity of stakeholders involved, shifting from traditional management models to
participatory and network-based approaches is an unavoidable necessity. This study aimed to
identify and explain strategies for developing collaborative governance in the Deputy of
Physical Education and Health of Iran’s Ministry of Education.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed reflective thematic analysis. Data were
collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 20 managers, experts, academics,
and specialists in the field of physical education and health within the Ministry of Education.
Participants were purposively selected based on expertise criteria. Data analysis followed Braun
and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis framework. To enhance trustworthiness, strategies
such as triangulation, peer debriefing, and member checking were used.

Results: The analysis yielded 12 main themes and 138 sub-themes. The main themes included
public relations and media development, knowledge management, strategic cooperation
frameworks, participatory governance mechanisms, trust-building, technological infrastructure,
legal frameworks, financial policymaking, structural flexibility, participatory culture, human
resource empowerment, and performance monitoring systems.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that collaborative governance in the Deputy of Physical
Education and Health requires a multidimensional and network-based approach that
simultaneously addresses structural, institutional, technological, and cultural dimensions. This
study can provide a basis for redesigning policies and strengthening inter-organizational
cooperation in the field of student physical education and health.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem

ith the increasing complexity of public problems and the growing
interdependence among governmental, private, and civil society actors,
traditional hierarchical and silo-based governance models have become
increasingly ineffective in responding to contemporary societal
demands. Consequently, collaborative governance has emerged as a
prominent paradigm in public administration, emphasizing shared
decision-making, cross-sectoral partnerships, and collective problem-solving (Crosby et al.,
2017; Cristofoli et al., 2022). In the field of sport and physical education—where multiple
stakeholders are involved and resources are often fragmented—collaborative governance is
considered a critical mechanism for enhancing effectiveness, legitimacy, and sustainability. In
Iran, the Deputy of Physical Education and Health of the Ministry of Education holds
significant potential for inter-organizational collaboration, owing to its broad societal reach and
its alignment with national educational and health objectives. Despite the policy-level emphasis
on participation and inter-sectoral cooperation—most notably in the Fundamental
Transformation Document of Education (2011)—effective and coherent strategies for
collaborative governance remain underdeveloped in practice. Existing studies have largely
focused on identifying the components or challenges of collaboration, leaving a notable gap in
actionable, context-specific strategies. Therefore, this study aims to identify and analyze
strategic pathways for developing collaborative governance within the Deputy of Physical
Education and Health of Iran’s Ministry of Education.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative research design using reflective thematic analysis to explore
strategies for developing collaborative governance. The analytical framework was informed by
the reflective approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2012, 2019), which emphasizes
researcher reflexivity, contextual sensitivity, and iterative engagement with the data.

The study population consisted of experts, senior managers, policymakers, and academic
specialists in the field of physical education and health within the Ministry of Education. Using
purposive sampling, 20 participants were selected based on predefined inclusion criteria: (1) a
minimum of five years of professional experience in the field, (2) at least a bachelor's degree,
and (3) a minimum of three years of managerial or decision-making experience. The sample
size was determined based on information power and methodological recommendations for
qualitative inquiry (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Asafi, 2025).

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting between 20 and 60
minutes. The interview protocol began with demographic questions and progressed toward the
core research questions, following Patton's (2014) guidance on qualitative interviewing. Probing
questions were used to deepen understanding based on participants' responses. Ethical
considerations—including informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation—were
strictly observed in accordance with Groenewald's (2004) ethical guidelines.

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke's six-phase process: (1) familiarization with the
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data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining
and naming themes, and (6) producing the final report. To enhance trustworthiness, multiple
strategies were employed, including triangulation of data sources, peer debriefing, member
checking, and the use of multiple coders (Tracy, 2019). Additionally, the 15-point checklist
proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was applied to ensure analytical rigor.

Results

Based on an analysis of in-depth interviews with stakeholders, twelve key strategies for
developing organizational participation and collaboration within the Deputy of Physical
Education and Health were identified. These strategies, derived from 138 subordinate themes,
emphasize the establishment of a systematic and comprehensive framework.

The primary pillars involve the creation of participatory governance mechanisms and
binding legal frameworks, achieved through the formation of strategic councils, the
development of joint national documents, and the enactment of supportive legislation.
Complementing this, the design of specific operational frameworks—such as transforming
memoranda of understanding (MoUs) into actionable plans and defining joint ownership of
projects—is essential. Furthermore, the development of technological infrastructure through
integrated information systems and open data portals, along with strengthening trust-building
foundations via transparency, organizational diplomacy, and sustained communication,
consolidates the basis for cooperation.

Supporting strategies include developing public relations and national branding,
implementing knowledge management systems, and engaging in collaborative financial
policymaking through dedicated funds and capital attraction. Additionally, human resource
empowerment through training and incentives, flexibility in organizational structures,
promoting an ethical and justice-oriented collaborative culture, and ultimately establishing a
joint performance monitoring and evaluation system are critical for ensuring the sustainability
and effectiveness of inter-organizational interactions in this domain.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reinforce the conceptualization of collaborative governance as a
multidimensional and integrative process rather than a single institutional arrangement.
Consistent with prior research, the results demonstrate that effective collaborative governance
emerges from the interaction of trust, shared values, enabling structures, and supportive policy
environments (Crosby et al., 2017; Cristofoli et al., 2022).

The emphasis on communication, trust-building, and an ethical participatory culture aligns
with studies highlighting social capital as the backbone of collaboration (Rossi & Breuer, 2025).
Moreover, the centrality of knowledge management and data-driven decision-making supports
arguments that contemporary governance increasingly relies on learning systems and
technological infrastructures (Chavez et al., 2025; Fortuna & Santos, 2025).

Importantly, this study extends the existing literature by providing context-specific and
actionable strategies tailored to a public sport organization within an educational system. Unlike
many prior studies that focus primarily on challenges or components, the present research offers
an integrated strategic roadmap that bridges policy intentions with operational realities. The
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findings also resonate strongly with national educational policies in Iran, particularly the
Fundamental Transformation Document of Education, which emphasizes participation, shared
responsibility, and inter-sectoral coordination.

In conclusion, this study argues that the development of collaborative governance in the
Deputy of Physical Education and Health requires a deliberate shift from hierarchical,
organization-centric management toward network-based, facilitative, and data-informed
governance. Such a transformation positions the Deputy not merely as a program implementer
but as a network orchestrator capable of mobilizing diverse actors toward shared public value
creation. The proposed framework offers both theoretical contributions to the collaborative
governance literature and practical guidance for policymakers and managers seeking to
institutionalize collaboration in sport and education systems.

Originality/Value

The primary innovation of this study lies in developing a comprehensive, context-specific, and strategy-
oriented framework for collaborative governance within a public sport organization embedded in Iran's
educational system. Unlike much of the existing literature, which predominantly focuses on identifying
the components or challenges of collaborative governance, this research adopts a qualitative, problem-
oriented approach to articulate an integrated set of operational, institutional, and cultural strategies with
practical applicability. Furthermore, by focusing on the Deputy of Physical Education and Health of the
Ministry of Education—a key public organization characterized by a diverse range of stakeholders—this
study addresses a significant contextual and population-based gap in the collaborative governance
literature within sport management. It also contributes empirically grounded insights relevant to similar
public-sector settings. The core message of this article is that achieving collaborative governance in the
domain of student physical education and health requires a deliberate transition from the logic of sectoral
and hierarchical management to that of network-based, participatory, and data-driven governance. In this
transition, the role of the Deputy of Physical Education and Health evolves from that of a "program
implementer" to a "facilitator of collaborations and a coordinator of a network comprising governmental,
non-governmental, and social actors."

Research Limitations/Implications

This study acknowledges several limitations inherent in its qualitative design. The findings, derived from
in-depth semi-structured interviews, are contingent upon participants' perceptions and experiences, which
may be influenced by social desirability bias or organizational constraints. Consequently, the results lack
statistical generalizability to other institutional contexts. Furthermore, the research captures a snapshot
within a specific managerial and policy setting, meaning that subsequent changes could affect the
applicability of its conclusions.

For future research, we recommend employing quantitative or mixed-methods designs to test and
validate the identified themes and strategies across larger, more representative samples. Replicating the
study in other ministries or sport organizations could help elucidate common patterns and contextual
idiosyncrasies in collaborative governance. Employing methodological triangulation through document
analysis, participant observation, and secondary data would enhance the robustness of the findings.
Finally, longitudinal studies are advocated to examine the evolution of inter-organizational relationships
and structures over time and in response to managerial shifts.
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