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Introduction

Sport has a unique role and identity in most societies. Today, it has become one of the largest industries
in the world. Various hierarchical models have been proposed to develop the sports industry, helping to
understand how sports evolve (White, 2019). The structure of sports development, like most other
prominent structures, is pyramid-shaped, consisting of four main areas: at the base is sports education
(school sports and clubs), followed by mass sports (unrestricted sports activities for everyone), then
competitive sports (national medal-winning sports), and finally professional sports (the revenue
generation of clubs and athletes) at the top of the pyramid (Shahvali et al., 2021). Each form of sport
holds a specific position within its tier, and the development of all levels is essential for the overall
advancement of sports. The future lies before us as vast as the power of human thought and imagination.
It calls upon humanity to discover it through creative ideas and to bring it into existence with innovative
actions, even predicting things that have never existed in human history before (Ariamanesh et al.,
2019). This is particularly important today, as environmental changes are occurring at an unprecedented
speed. Drivers are collections of forces that shape the future, impacting various futures on a global,
national, or local scale. They indirectly influence the future of social, technological, economic,
environmental, and political domains (Aghili et al., 2023). Change drivers are key uncertainties that
have a high potential to impact an organization or its surrounding environment, resulting from conscious
or unconscious choices in various domains. Their main difference from trends lies in the duration of
their impact and their more localized and specific effects (Nazari et al., 2017).

Given the aforementioned points, it seems that understanding this matter could pave the way for sports
policymakers to engage in futures studies. This would enable them to minimize incorrect decisions
through a systematic and long-term study and predict imminent events. Additionally, the development
of mass sports contributes to the sustainable growth of the sports industry. However, no studies based
on forward-looking approaches in uncertain conditions, such as identifying disruptors in this field, have
been conducted so far. Thus, there is a noticeable gap for research that adopts innovative approaches in
the current complex environment, with a future-oriented perspective, to serve as a foundation for
medium- and long-term programming for the development of mass sports in Iraq. Therefore, the
necessity of this research ties back to the importance of identifying disruptors and influential drivers
during the specified timeframe referred to as the reaction time. The potential outcomes of this research
could lead to the development of a new model for identifying the futures of mass sports in Iraq.
Consequently, this study could highlight unknown factors affecting the development of mass sports in
Iraq.

Method

In this research, since we aim to discover new concepts, we approach the exploration and understanding
of disruptors and drivers affecting the future of mass sports in Iraq from a qualitative and exploratory
perspective. The methodology is fundamental and employs a case study strategy within the framework
of complexity theory. Data collection tools include in-depth interviews, open-ended questionnaires, and
a review of relevant documents. In futures studies, different methods are utilized at various stages of
research. This study adopts an exploratory approach to futures research. Numerous methods exist for
futures studies, each with varying applications and effectiveness. Commonly used methods include
relationship trees and trend analysis; however, the Delphi method has gained more popularity among
social researchers. The Delphi method is a qualitative research technique used to achieve consensus in
group decision-making. It typically involves a series of questionnaires or iterative rounds, accompanied


mailto:alibakheet2018@gmail.com
mailto:r.%20nazari@khuisf.ac.ir
mailto:dhurghamaljadaan@gmail.com
mailto:khosrojalali@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0877-1566
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1853-9712
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0877-1566
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0210-5984

by controlled feedback, aiming to reach an agreement among a group of experts on a specific topic.
There are changes or events in the future that are relatively unlikely to occur, but their potential impact
on the advancement of affairs is extremely high. In this study, the Delphi technique was used to identify
the surprises that will affect the future of popular sports in Iran. This research is a mixed-method research
study based on the complexity theory paradigm and has an exploratory approach. The participants in
this study were 10 experts specializing in the fields of futures studies and popular sports and familiar
with futures studies. They were first selected purposefully and then by the snowball method. In three
rounds of implementing the Delphi technique, they reached a consensus on six categories of surprises.
Results

They were first selected purposefully and then by the snowball method. In three rounds of implementing
the Delphi technique, they reached a consensus on six categories of surprises. These surprises were
categorized into five categories: trends, images, emerging factors, drivers, and uncertainties. Finally, it
was determined that in order not to be surprised by surprises and drivers, from the "reaction time" which
is the gap between weak signals of the present and the time of occurrence of future surprises, the
guardians of public sports need to develop a comprehensive and operational plan to monitor the future
and predict the future for the development of public sports. The results showed that identifying surprises
and drivers affecting the future development of public sports in Iraq can, to some extent, identify
different futures with different probabilities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it can be asserted that by identifying the disruptors affecting the future of mass sports
development in Iraq, we can partially recognize various possible futures and, based on this broader
perspective, establish clear operational strategies for the future. Disruptors are sometimes transformative
events that inevitably bring surprises. Occasionally, it is possible to detect faint signs of an impending
disruptor, but this opportunity is not always available.

In futures studies, we consistently encounter factors and phenomena that have a disruptive role and can
significantly alter current trends, shaping the future in ways that differ entirely from our predictions. By
identifying the influential disruptors in mass sports in Iraq, we can somewhat forecast the upcoming
futures and guide this sector of sports toward self-sufficiency.
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