
Introduction – Sport organisations work in complicated and often hard to manages ways, where success isn’t just about performance on the field but also depends on things like money, society, and wider political influences. Increasing commercialisation, rapid technological change, and evolving stakeholder expectations mean that organisations must continuously adapt to remain relevant and sustainable. In this context, strategic management is often presented as a structured and rational process through which organisations can analyse their environment, set direction, and implement change.

However, while strategic management frameworks provide useful guidance, their application within sport organisations is not always straightforward. The sector is characterised by competing objectives, resource constraints, and strong stakeholder influence, which can limit the effectiveness of traditional strategic approaches (Smith and Stewart, 2010). As a result, there is a need to critically evaluate not only what strategic management is, but how well it actually works in practice.

This section will critically examine the four key stages of the strategic management process: internal and external analysis, establishing strategic direction, strategy implementation, and the change process. It will argue that although these stages provide a useful framework, their effectiveness in sport organisations is often constrained by structural and contextual challenges.

Internal and External Analysis

Internal and external analysis is widely considered the foundation of strategic management, as it enables organisations to understand their position within the wider environment. However, while frameworks such as PESTLE and Porter’s Five Forces are commonly used, their relevance within sport organisations is not without limitation.

External analysis, for example, assumes that organisations can systematically identify and respond to environmental factors. In reality, the sport environment is highly volatile and difficult to predict. Factors such as changes in government funding, shifts in participation trends, or unexpected global events (e.g., COVID-19) can have immediate and significant impacts that are not easily anticipated through structured analysis (Ratten, 2020). This raises questions about the extent to which external analysis can truly support long-term strategic planning in sport.

Furthermore, Porter’s Five Forces model is based on traditional competitive markets, where organisations seek to outperform rivals (Porter, 2008). However, sport organisations often operate within interdependent systems, where cooperation is necessary for success. For example, leagues rely on competitive balance to maintain interest, meaning that excessive dominance by one organisation can actually damage the overall product (Smith and Stewart, 2010). This suggests that traditional competitive models may oversimplify the realities of the sport industry.

Internal analysis, particularly through the Resource-Based View (RBV), also presents challenges. While RBV highlights the importance of unique resources and capabilities (Barney, 1991), it assumes that organisations have the ability to identify and develop these resources strategically. In many sport organisations, particularly at grassroots level, this is unrealistic. Limited funding, reliance on volunteers, and lack of strategic expertise mean that internal analysis is often informal and inconsistent (Wicker and Breuer, 2014).

As a result, while internal and external analysis provides a useful starting point, its practical application within sport organisations is often constrained. Rather than being a purely rational process, analysis is frequently shaped by limited information, short-term pressures, and organisational culture.

Establishing Strategic Direction

Establishing strategic direction involves defining an organisation’s vision, mission, and objectives. While this is often presented as a clear and logical process, in sport organisations it is frequently complicated by the presence of multiple and conflicting priorities.

For example, sport organisations are rarely driven solely by financial performance. Instead, they are expected to deliver a combination of elite success, participation growth, and social impact (Chalip, 2006). These objectives do not always align. Investment in elite performance may reduce resources available for grassroots development, while prioritising inclusivity may not generate immediate financial returns. This creates inherent tension within strategic decision-making.

Additionally, the use of frameworks such as SMART objectives assumes that goals can be clearly defined and measured (Doran, 1981). While this may be achievable for performance-based targets, it is far more difficult for social outcomes such as community engagement or inclusivity. This suggests that strategic direction in sport is often less precise than frameworks imply.

Another limitation is the influence of stakeholders. Sport organisations must respond to a wide range of stakeholders, including governing bodies, sponsors, fans, and local communities (Hoye et al., 2018). These groups often have competing interests, which can lead to strategic direction being shaped by compromise rather than clear prioritisation.

Furthermore, there is a tendency within sport organisations to adopt overly ambitious strategies. While ambition can be positive, an excessive number of objectives can reduce focus and make effective implementation more difficult. This raises questions about whether strategic direction is always aligned with organisational capacity.

Overall, while establishing strategic direction is essential, it is rarely as clear or rational as theoretical models suggest. Instead, it is often shaped by competing demands, limited resources, and the need to satisfy multiple stakeholders.

Strategy Implementation

Putting a strategy into action is often the hardest part of the whole process, especially in sport organisations. Even when a plan is well thought out, it can still struggle to work properly because of real-life challenges.

The McKinsey 7S Framework emphasises the need for alignment between different organisational elements (Waterman et al., 1980). However, achieving this alignment in sport organisations is often problematic. Many organisations operate with limited financial resources, informal structures, and a reliance on volunteers. This makes it difficult to ensure consistency between strategy and day-to-day operations.

A key issue is the gap between strategy formulation and implementation. Research suggests that organisations often fail not because of poor planning, but because of ineffective execution (Winand et al., 2019). In sport, this gap is even more noticeable. Plans often set big goals, but don’t always include enough detail on how to actually make them happen.

Communication is another major challenge. For implementation to be effective, stakeholders must understand and support the strategy. However, in decentralised sport systems, communication can be inconsistent, leading to a lack of clarity and engagement.

Leadership is also critical. While strong leadership can facilitate implementation, many sport organisations lack professional management structures, particularly at grassroots level. This can result in inconsistent decision-making and limited accountability.

Therefore, while strategy implementation is often presented as a straightforward process, in reality it is complex and frequently problematic. This shows that organisations need to focus more on actually putting plans into action, instead of mainly concentrating on creating them.

Change Process

Being able to manage change is seen as really important for an organisation to succeed. But in sport organisations, dealing with change can be difficult, and the theories do not always fully reflect those real-world challenges.

John Kotter’s (1996) 8-step model gives a clear step-by-step way to manage change, highlighting how important leadership, communication, and organisational culture are. But in sport organisations, it is not always easy to use in practice. A lot of them do not have the structure or resources needed to follow a model like this properly.

Resistance to change is a big issue, especially in sport. Traditions and long-standing ways of doing things are often deeply rooted, so people can be reluctant to try original approaches (Cushion et al., 2003). This can be even stronger in volunteer-based environments, where people may not feel they have to follow new changes.

Additionally, change in sport is often reactive rather than proactive. Organisations may respond to external pressures as they arise, rather than implementing planned and structured change processes. This can lead to short-term solutions that do not address underlying issues.

Another limitation is the assumption that change can be controlled. In reality, sport organisations operate within complex systems where outcomes are influenced by multiple external factors. This means that even well-planned change initiatives may not achieve their intended results.

As a result, effective change management in sport requires more than the application of theoretical models. It depends on strong leadership, stakeholder engagement, and the ability to adapt to uncertainty. Importantly, change should be viewed as an ongoing process rather than a one-off event.

Mini-Conclusion

In conclusion, the strategic management process provides a useful framework for understanding how sport organisations operate and adapt within complex environments. However, this analysis has highlighted that the application of these processes is far from straightforward.

Looking at internal and external factors is often made harder by uncertainty and limited resources. Setting a clear direction can also be tricky, as organisations have to balance different goals and stakeholder expectations. Turning plans into action is a major challenge, with many organisations struggling to actually deliver what they set out to do. In the same way, managing change is often more reactive than planned, and is shaped by resistance and the organisation’s culture.
This shows that strategic management in sport isn’t just a simple step-by-step process. Instead, it’s more fluid and complex, and is strongly shaped by the situation the organisation is in. The next section will apply these ideas to the Football Association of



Beginning of the Case Study

The Football Association of Wales (FAW) 2021–2026 Strategic Plan sets out a clear long-term aim to improve football across Wales, with a strong focus on grassroots development. It presents a vision of becoming “a leading football nation” that is inclusive, welcoming, and successful both domestically and internationally. While the plan shows a clear ambition for growth, it is important to look beyond the surface and question how realistic and achievable these goals actually are, particularly when considering the challenges of putting strategy into practice.
 
This section looks at how the Football Association of Wales carries out internal and external analysis, sets its direction, puts plans into action, and manages change. It argues that while the FAW has a clear long-term vision, it struggles when it comes to setting clear priorities, being specific about how things will be delivered, and dealing with change in practice.
 
 
Examining the Interior and the Exterior
 
The Football Association of Wales strategic plan does show that it understands the wider environment it is working in. It mentions things like political and social uncertainty, recent technology, changing participation levels, and governance issues. It also brings up big events like COVID-19, Brexit, and movements like Black Lives Matter, and how they have affected Welsh football.
 
That said, it mostly just points these things out rather than really digging into them. There is not much detail on how these factors actually shape the decisions being made, so it ends up feeling a bit surface-level rather than properly analysed.
 
 
This is in line with the ideas behind PESTLE and other frameworks for looking at things from the outside (Johnson et al., 2017). While the Football Association of Wales does identify a wide range of external factors, the analysis does not go much further than listing them. The plan highlights different challenges, but it does not clearly prioritise which ones matter most or explain the scale of their impact. Because of this, it feels more like a summary of issues rather than a deeper evaluation of what they mean for decision-making. People are not sure if the analysis really helps them make decisions because the organisation does not have a clear order of importance for its resources.
 
[bookmark: _Int_fodsWHwa]The plan also mentions issues like poor facilities, changing fan behaviour, and more competition for attention. But it does not really go into how these problems might be different at diverse levels of the game or change over time, which is quite important in Welsh football. Because of that, the Football Association of Wales seems to take quite a general approach and might be missing some of the smaller but important details.
 
 
The FAW's own analysis shows that it has some strengths, like good relationships with stakeholders, better governance, and recent success on the world stage. The plan also says that the group should work with other groups, such as UEFA and Sport Wales. This shows how well the group can work with others and how strong its network is.
 
But one big problem is that there is not a clear and fair way to judge people who work there. People do not talk about internal problems very often, like not having enough workers, not having the right structure, or not having enough resources. From a strategic management point of view, the analysis is less useful because it does not include any critical self-assessment. Your business might not be able to handle your strategic goals if you do not know what they are.
 
[bookmark: _Int_E1pSBsR7]Most of the time, the FAW knows what is going on around it, but it does not do a very good job of analysing things or focusing on what is most important. This backs up the idea that strategic analysis in sports is more about symbols than how things work, and that it is used to defend strategy instead of directly informing it.
 
Making a plan for the future
 
[bookmark: _Int_W2cjQYwj]The strategy is great because it gives the FAW a clear path to follow. The phrase “a global local Wales” is a clear way of showing both a focus on grassroots development and a desire to build a stronger international presence. It reflects what is generally expected of sport organisations — to support their communities while also aiming for success at a higher level (Chalip, 2006).
 
 
The plan also sets out a range of long-term goals, like increasing participation, improving access to facilities, and keeping the organisation financially stable. This shows that the Football Association of Wales is trying to cover all areas of the game. But at times it feels quite broad, without always showing how these goals link together or what should be prioritised first, which makes it harder to see how they will actually be delivered in practice.
 
 
But the size also shows a big issue. Because there are more than 50 goals, people are worried about how well the plan will stay on track. Having big goals is important, but if you have too many, it might be hard to figure out which ones are the most important. This could make the organization's work less effective. When it comes to strategy, it is usually better to set a few big goals that will have a big effect.
 
Some goals are easier to measure than others. For example, it is easier to tell if you got more people to join or if you passed a test to get into a competition. There are no clear ways to measure goals like being open to everyone or having an impact on culture, but they are still important. This makes it hard to hold stakeholders responsible and decide if something worked.
 
One issue is that some of the priorities do not always sit comfortably together. For example, putting more money into elite performance could take away from efforts to grow participation at grassroots level, especially if resources are tight. The Football Association of Wales plan does not really explain how these kinds of trade-offs will be managed, which makes it harder to see how clear or realistic the overall direction actually is.
 
 
The FAW's strategic direction is clear and ambitious, but it can also be too broad and not focused enough. Many sports organisations have this problem because they try to make everyone happy instead of focusing on a few specific goals.
 
Making the plan work
 
[bookmark: _Int_wafC4j6p]The FAW gives a lot of advice on how to carry out a strategy. For example, it says to use important "enablers" like investment, engagement, insight, systems, and image. This gives the strategy a clear way to be carried out and shows that people understand how important it is to align resources with strategic goals.
 
The strategy also stresses how important it is to use dashboards, analytics, and annual reports to keep track of how things are going. This is in line with what strategic management says to do: always check to see if strategies are still useful and relevant.
 
But even with these good points, there is not enough detailed planning for how things will work. The plan tells us what the FAW wants to do, but it does not say how they will do it in real life. One of the plan's main goals is to get more groups involved, but it does not say how that will happen.
 
[bookmark: _Int_WDslH76o][bookmark: _Int_gNctvoAM]This is a common problem in strategic management: the difference between planning and doing (Winand et al., 2019). Structural issues in Welsh football, like depending on volunteers, having different needs in different areas, and not having enough money, could make this gap worse.
 
Another problem is that the plan assumes that there will be enough resources to carry it out. The plan talks a lot about investing, but it does not really help with money problems or other things you need. This makes us wonder if we can really reach all of our goals.
 
[bookmark: _Int_xnb0qiaF]The plan does not say much about how to run the organization or how to talk to people, both of which are important for it to work. Football systems are not centralised, so good communication is important. This will make sure that everyone who is involved knows about and agrees with the plan.
 
The FAW clearly wants to follow through with the plan, but the lack of operational details and realistic limits make it seem like it will be harder to do than the plan says.
 
How to Change
 
The FAW knows it needs to adapt to new situations, and the strategic plan stresses the need to be strong, adaptable, and always improving. This shows that you know how important it is for sports organisations today to deal with change.
 
The plan also says how many people worked on it, such as players, coaches, and partners. This is a clear strength because getting stakeholders involved is often thought to be an important part of managing change well.
 
But it looks like there is not a clear plan for how to deal with change. The plan doesn't mention any formal change management models, like Kotter's (1996) framework, and it doesn't give an obvious way to make changes in the company. This means that change might be handled in a random or reactive way.
 
Another big problem will be people who don't want to change. The plan talks about problems in football, like bad management and cultural differences, but it doesn't say how these problems will be fixed. In reality, it can be hard to make changes because people have strong beliefs and important people don't want to change (Cushion et al., 2003).
 
It is also too hard to change the Welsh football system from the top down. It's hard to make sure that everyone follows the rules at all levels of the game because different people who are involved may be more or less committed.
 
This shows that there is a bigger problem with strategic management in sports: the idea that companies can control how things change. A lot of the time, it's hard to predict change, and it can happen because of things that the organization can't control.
 
The FAW knows that things need to change, but its plan isn't detailed enough to make sure it works. This supports the idea that managing change in sports is just as much about culture and relationships as it is about formal plans.
 
In short,
 
This analysis has shown that the FAW's Strategic Plan for 2021–2026 follows a lot of important rules for strategic management. For example, it is aware of the environment, has a clear strategic direction, and is committed to growth and development.
 
[bookmark: _Int_GLm3S1M6]But if you look more closely, you'll see that there are a lot of issues. The organization doesn't do a good job of looking at itself and its surroundings, and its strategic direction, while ambitious, may be too broad and hard to carry out. It is also hard to carry out a strategy because there aren't enough practical details, and the way change management is done doesn't seem to be well-organised.
 
These results back up the idea that strategic management in sports isn't just logical or linear. Instead, things like the culture of the organization, the influence of stakeholders, and a lack of resources shape it.
 
The FAW's plan is a good start for Welsh football, but it will only work if the group can follow through on its strategic goals and deal with the problems that come with change.
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