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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the lived experience of media managers regarding the components of strategic thinking and to develop a
decision-making model based on thematic analysis. A qualitative exploratory design using grounded theory was employed. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 10 key media professionals, including managing editors, chief editors, and section heads
from four major Iranian media organizations (Iran, Hamshahri, Jam-e Jam, Ettelaat). Participants were selected through purposive
sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis proceeded through open, axial, and selective coding. Four principles from
Bandhold and Lindgren’s seven strategic thinking principles (perspective thinking, time thinking, resource thinking, improvisational
thinking) formed the basis of the interview protocol. Analysis yielded 102 indicators across five core components: strategic thinking,
perspective thinking, time thinking, resource thinking, and improvisational thinking. The most influential elements in strategic thinking
were flexibility, a clear core ideological line, and nondiscrimination. In perspective thinking, media independence and effective goal-
setting had the highest influence. In time thinking, active performance and collaboration during crises, as well as striving to release news
first, were the strongest factors. In resource thinking, minimizing unnecessary expenditures and prioritizing human resources were most
significant. In improvisational thinking, the ability to decide on publishing contradictory news, evaluating short- and long-term
consequences, and crisis control were the most influential elements. Strategic thinking in Iranian media organizations is a multidimensional
process shaped by organizational independence, time-sensitive crisis management, efficient resource allocation, and managers’
improvisational abilities. The results provide practical implications for enhancing media leadership, training programs, and strategic
decision-making frameworks.

Keywords: Strategic thinking; media organization; perspective thinking; time thinking; resource thinking; improvisational thinking; decision-making
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Strategic thinking has become a central capability for organizations operating in turbulent, technology-driven,
and competitive environments. Media organizations, in particular, have undergone profound structural and
functional transformations due to digital disruption, technological innovation, the rise of alternative
information platforms, shifting audience behaviors, and the intensification of political and economic pressures.
In such an environment, the ability of managers to think strategically not only shapes the long-term direction
of media organizations but also determines their adaptability, sustainability, and influence in the public sphere.
Prior research demonstrates that modern journalism now functions increasingly as a “strategic action field” in
which professional journalism interacts, competes, and sometimes conflicts with non-professional or
alternative actors, requiring analytical foresight, adaptability, and situational awareness from media managers
(Thlebaek & Figenschou, 2023).

Digitalization has transformed the traditional logic of news production and dissemination, and scholars have
argued that journalists and media managers must now contend with complex power dynamics, fluid
competition, and new forms of strategic positioning in the media ecosystem. Meanwhile, technological
innovation has altered the requirements for managerial competencies, making strategic readiness an essential
component of organizational effectiveness. The emergence of advanced multimedia platforms and the

accelerating pace of information exchange demand managerial agility and strategic responsiveness as



cornerstones of organizational success (Guerra, 2023). Furthermore, strategic management literature
highlights that strategy represents not only a plan or a pattern of behavior but also a mindset—a set of cognitive
frames that guide decision-making, shape organizational values, and orient the entity toward a sustainable
future. Mintzberg conceptualizes strategy as a multifaceted phenomenon encompassing plan, ploy, pattern,
position, and perspective, emphasizing that effective strategic thinking requires synthesizing these dimensions
to navigate uncertainty (Mintzberg et al., 2022).

In Iran, media organizations face unique structural challenges, including regulatory constraints, political
sensitivities, economic volatility, and limited institutional autonomy. Such contextual pressures intensify the
need for strategic thinking, as managers must simultaneously manage internal organizational dynamics and
external environmental forces. Scholars have underscored that Iranian media organizations differ
fundamentally from industrial organizations in their operational logic, value creation patterns, and governance
structures, making human capital, editorial independence, and cultural dynamics especially critical
(Khoshesteh Baghirzadeh, 2015). Research indicates that the capacity for strategic thinking—including
systems thinking, future orientation, conceptual reasoning, and opportunity recognition—strongly correlates
with organizational performance and agility across various Iranian institutions (Arghavan, 2014; Barati, 2016;
Zardanpour, 2020; Zarei Nejad, 2016). For media organizations, this means that leaders must be able to
interpret complex social signals, anticipate crises, allocate limited resources effectively, and make rapid
decisions under pressure.

Several domestic studies further highlight the importance of strategic thinking in media-related sectors. For
instance, transformational leadership in media settings has been shown to enhance organizational commitment,
indicating the relevance of strategic capabilities in shaping workforce motivation (Heidari, 2012). Similarly,
strategic planning in major Iranian news organizations has revealed that managerial behavior, resource
allocation, and long-term orientation critically influence institutional success (Farhangi et al., 2012).
Emerging research shows that macro-level factors such as political oversight, outdated managerial systems,
insufficient technological investment, and organizational inertia hinder the development of innovative
practices within lranian media organizations, underscoring the need for adaptive strategic thinking (Aran,
2020).

Globally, scholars also stress the value of developing strategic thinking competencies. Research on learning-
based models of strategic thinking emphasizes that such capacities can be cultivated through reflective practice,
scenario building, and structured experiential learning (Casey & Goldman, 2013). Lindgren and Bandhold
argue that scenario planning functions as a vital link between future possibilities and strategic direction,
enabling organizations to construct robust responses to uncertainty (Lindgren & Bandhold, 2009).
Additionally, assessments of human capital trends show that modern organizations, including media

institutions, must build flexible, highly skilled teams capable of navigating rapidly shifting strategic landscapes

(Bersin, 2018).



Despite the theoretical and empirical importance of strategic thinking, little is known about how strategic
thinking is formed, interpreted, and enacted by media managers in Iran. Given the unique challenges faced by
Iranian media outlets—including constrained independence, fluctuating political climates, and resource
limitations—understanding managers’ lived experiences offers an opportunity to uncover meaningful patterns
of cognition, decision-making, and strategic behavior that cannot be captured through quantitative assessments
alone. The present study addresses this gap by exploring the lived experiences of managers in major Iranian
media organizations, identifying the underlying components of strategic thinking and revealing how these
components manifest in real-world media environments. This understanding is critical for developing
frameworks that support more effective strategic decision-making and for enhancing the resilience and
adaptability of media organizations in Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative exploratory research design based on the grounded theory methodology.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 managers from four major Iranian media organizations,
including managing editors, chief editors, and section heads. Participants were selected using purposive
sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using
open, axial, and selective coding. The analysis sought to extract core themes related to strategic thinking,
including perspective thinking, time thinking, resource thinking, and improvisational thinking. Credibility was
ensured through member checking, expert review of interview protocols, and careful documentation of coding
procedures.

Findings

Data analysis resulted in the identification of 102 indicators distributed across five major dimensions: strategic
thinking, perspective thinking, time thinking, resource thinking, and improvisational thinking. Within the
domain of strategic thinking, the most influential components were flexibility, a clear core ideological line,
and nondiscrimination. For perspective thinking, the components with the highest impact coefficients were
media independence, purposeful goal-setting, and the influence of senior management direction. In the area of
time thinking, active performance during crises and striving to publish the first version of breaking news were
found to be the most significant. Within resource thinking, minimizing unnecessary expenditures and
prioritizing human capital emerged as the central concerns. Finally, in improvisational thinking, managers
highlighted rapid decision-making, assessing short- and long-term consequences, and controlling emergent
crises as essential elements. These findings indicate that strategic thinking among media managers is multi-
layered, dynamic, and deeply shaped by the contextual realities of the Iranian media landscape.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings illustrate that strategic thinking within Iranian media organizations is grounded in the interplay
between flexibility, contextual awareness, and rapid responsiveness to crisis situations. Managers emphasized

that adaptability and the ability to navigate unpredictable environments are essential for organizational



sustainability. The prominence of media independence as a core component of perspective thinking highlights
the tension between editorial autonomy and institutional constraints. It further reflects the managers’
understanding that a meaningful strategic vision depends on the ability to operate with a degree of freedom
from external pressures.

The significance of time thinking demonstrates that media managers perceive speed, accuracy, and
coordination as fundamental pillars of competitive advantage within the news industry. Similarly, emphasis
on human resources and minimizing unnecessary expenses suggests that managers recognize the strategic
value of talent and resource optimization in environments where financial and institutional constraints are
prevalent. The findings also indicate that improvisational thinking plays a crucial role, reflecting the reality
that media organizations often operate under crisis conditions that demand rapid yet thoughtful decision-
making.

Overall, this study reveals that strategic thinking in Iranian media organizations is not merely a cognitive
process but a practical necessity shaped by structural limitations, environmental volatility, and the inherent
dynamism of journalism. The lived experiences of managers underscore the importance of building strategic
capacity, fostering autonomy, and investing in human capital to enhance organizational resilience. The insights
provided by this research contribute to a more nuanced understanding of strategic thinking and offer valuable

guidance for strengthening media management practices.
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