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Abstract

Objective: Handball in Iraq requires strategic planning for comprehensive development. Therefore, the present
study aimed to identify strategies for developing handball in Iraq.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed qualitative content analysis using thematic analysis. The
research sample consisted of 20 participants, including handball coaches, members of the Iraqi Handball
Federation, and university academics with expertise in this field. Sampling was conducted purposively and, in
some cases, through snowball techniques, based on predefined criteria. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews. Trustworthiness was addressed through credibility, transferability, confirmability, and
test—retest procedures.

Results: Data analysis yielded 64 open codes, 11 subthemes, and 3 main themes. The main themes included:
(1) management and human resource development (educational strategies for coaches and referees, professional
training and development, talent identification and nurturing, scientific and technological strategies); (2)
strengthening infrastructure and competitive structures (competition and event strategies, infrastructural and
organizational reinforcement, planning strategies, financial and supportive strategies); and (3) enhancing
networks and communications (collaborative strategies, international cooperation and knowledge exchange,
media and promotional strategies).

Conclusion: The findings indicated that the development of handball in Iraq necessitates a holistic approach
that simultaneously enhances human resources, improves infrastructure, and expands inter-organizational
collaboration. Based on this, the study proposes strategies at three temporal levels: short-term, medium-term,
and long-term. Implementing these strategies, with the involvement of relevant stakeholders, can elevate the
status of Iraqi handball at both the national and international levels.
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Extended Abstract

Summary

This qualitative study aimed to identify development strategies for handball in Iraq. Using thematic analysis,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 participants, including coaches, federation members, and
academics. Data analysis yielded 64 open codes, 11 subthemes, and 3 main themes: management and human
resource development, strengthening infrastructure and competitive structures, and enhancing networks and
communications. The findings revealed that sustainable handball development in Iraq requires a holistic
approach integrating human capital empowerment, infrastructural improvement, and inter-organizational
collaboration. The study provides practical strategies across short-term, medium-term, and long-term
timeframes to elevate Iraqi handball at national and international levels.

Introduction

Handball holds significant potential for promoting health, social cohesion, and national pride. However, Iraqi
handball faces critical challenges including inadequate infrastructure, financial constraints, and weak talent
identification systems (1). Despite global advancements in handball development models emphasizing coach
education and competitive structures (2), Iraq lacks a coherent strategic framework tailored to its socio-
economic context. This study addresses this gap by identifying context-specific development strategies. The
findings aim to provide actionable insights for policymakers and the Iraqi Handball Federation to advance
handball through evidence-based, culturally sensitive strategic planning.

Methodology and Approach

This qualitative exploratory study employed thematic analysis to identify handball development strategies in
Iraq. The research sample comprised 20 participants selected through purposive and snowball sampling based
on predefined criteria: coaching experience, federation membership, or academic expertise in handball. Data
were collected via semi-structured interviews, with 14 conducted face-to-face and 6 via telephone, each lasting
20-30 minutes. Interviews followed a standardized guide with open-ended questions on infrastructure, coaching
quality, talent identification, media roles, and strategic priorities. All interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke's thematic analysis framework, conducted in three phases: open coding
of interview transcripts, identification of subthemes, and consolidation into main themes. MAXQDA software
facilitated systematic coding and theme organization.

Trustworthiness was ensured using Lincoln and Guba's criteria (3): credibility through data triangulation and
member checking; transferability via thick description of participants' perspectives; and dependability through
test-retest reliability procedures. Inter-coder reliability was assessed by a second coder using the formula: [2 x
Agreements / (Total Codes)] x 100. Reliability reached 88.89%, exceeding the acceptable threshold of 60% (4),
confirming coding consistency. Ethical considerations included informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary
participation.

Result and Conclusion

Thematic analysis identified 64 open codes, organized into 11 subthemes and 3 main themes:

Management and Human Resource Development: This theme encompassed four subthemes: educational
strategies for coaches and referees (emphasizing qualified selection, continuous training, and international
exposure); training and technical development strategies (focusing on psychological, physical, and skill-based
approaches); talent identification and nurturing strategies (advocating school-based scouting, incentive systems,
and structured youth programs); and scientific and technological strategies (highlighting performance analysis,
databases, medical services, and technological integration). Participants consistently emphasized that human
capital is the most accessible and flexible resource for development.

Strengthening Infrastructure and Competitive Structures: This theme comprised four subthemes: competition
and event strategies (regular age-group tournaments, regional/international events, and strong domestic
leagues); infrastructural and organizational reinforcement (professional training environments, specialized
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academies, and improved management capacities); planning strategies (structural reforms, educational
integration, standardization, and long-term strategic planning); and financial and supportive strategies
(sponsorship attraction, private sector engagement, budget allocation, and comprehensive player support).
Participants underscored that physical infrastructure and sustainable financial resources are prerequisites for
long-term development.

Enhancing Networks and Communications: This theme included three subthemes: collaborative and partnership
strategies (federation-university-club integration, domestic and international coaching collaborations);
international cooperation and knowledge exchange (overseas academies, joint training camps, and cross-border
educational opportunities); and media and promotional strategies (rule education, media-sport relationships, and
promotional campaigns). Findings highlighted that international exposure and media visibility complement
human and infrastructural development.

This study identified three interconnected pillars for handball development in Iraq: human resource capacity
building, infrastructural strengthening, and network enhancement. These pillars interact dynamically—
specialized human capital utilizes improved infrastructure, while communication networks facilitate knowledge
transfer and resource mobilization.

Practical Recommendations:

. Short-term (1-2 years): Establish a national coaching academy; design a school-based talent scouting
system; organize regular youth competitions; create incentive mechanisms.
. Medium-term (2-3 years): Upgrade coaching qualifications through international courses; structure

multi-level training programs; expand international relations; establish a professional domestic league.

. Long-term (3-5 years): Found a specialized handball research center; equip training centers with
advanced performance analysis technology; leverage global coaching expertise; implement comprehensive
media campaigns.

Implementation requires coordinated commitment from the Ministry of Sport, the Iraqi Handball Federation,
clubs, and educational institutions. By systematically executing these strategies, Iraqi handball can achieve
meaningful progress, enhance national identity, and contribute to regional sporting excellence.
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Figure 1. Development Strategies for Handball in Iraq
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