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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Start-ups have become important catalysts of innovation in sport. Open innovation;
Despite their organizational agility and experimental capacity, sport organizational learning;
start-ups remain constrained by scarce resources, low legitimacy, exploration-exploitation;
and limited access to innovation infrastructures, making it essential 'nnovft"?n{ '.nSt'.tUt'.onall
to understand how they engage in collaboration with external r:;cp exity; Institutiona
actors. This study examines how sport start-ups experience colla-

borative opportunities and interactions with established actors in

their ecosystem. Theoretically, we draw on the open innovation

literature in combination with theories of organizational learning.

Methodologically, the study is based on qualitative interviews con-

ducted between May and August 2025 with 15 executives of sport

start-ups in ltaly. Data were analyzed thematically through

a collective qualitative analysis strategy. The findings demonstrate

that collaboration with external actors is both necessary and risky

for sport start-ups. Furthermore, the study shows that Italian sport

start-up executives continually navigate power asymmetries as well

as bureaucratic and institutional complexities in their interactions

with external actors within their ecosystem. Collaborations there-

fore appear ambivalent for sport start-ups. While they are crucial for

access to resources, skills and legitimacy, they are also a source of

vulnerability if the relationship with the external actor is unba-

lanced or slowed down by institutional logic that is incompatible

with the rapid pace that characterizes start-ups. This study indicates

that meaningful analyses of open innovation in sport must consider

the institutional complexities and bureaucratic constraints shaped

by national innovation systems and national sport models.

Introduction

Contrasting most sport organizations, start-ups represent catalysts of innovation in
sport. Whereas established sport organizations are often described as traditionalistic
and resistant to change (Canini & Tjgnndal, 2025; Trabal, 2008; Uhlendorf & Uhrich,
2024), start-ups draw on institutional agility and experimental capacity to develop
technological and organizational change (Audretsch et al., 2021, 2023). Defined as
temporary companies with the aim of developing scalable business models (Blank,
2010), start-ups are characterized by lean organizational structures and limited
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resources. Although these characteristics make start-ups important drivers of sport
innovation, they also expose them to limitations that more established sport entities
do not encounter. As young and small firms, start-ups face disadvantages related to
resource scarcity, low legitimacy and restricted access to innovation infrastructures.
These conditions are known as liabilities of newness and smallness (Albano & Lubello,
2018; Carrasco-Carvajal et al., 2022). Taken together, these differences in innovative
capacities and constraints demonstrate the necessity of examining how sport organi-
zations and start-ups may effectively collaborate to overcome their respective con-
straints and generate sustained innovation in sport.

The relevance of this knowledge gap is bolstered by developmental trends of hybridi-
zation in sport (Gammelsaeter, 2021; Lucassen & Bakker, 2016). Across international and
national contexts, sport progressively spans leisure, health, non-profit organizations,
public bodies, commercial enterprises, and professional teams. This hybridity produces
fluid and interconnected organizational landscapes in which innovation becomes
a strategic necessity for sport organizations seeking to sustain competitive advantage
(Canini & Tjgnndal, 2025). Yet, despite these developments, research offers limited insight
into how sport start-ups experience and manage collaborative relationships with more
established actors in their ecosystems. Little is known about how sport start-ups experi-
ence collaborations with public bodies, investors, universities, sports federations, clubs,
fans and users. These are all stakeholders that shape both the opportunities and con-
straints for sport innovation.

From this starting point, this study aims to analyze how sport start-ups experience
collaboration with external actors. Specifically, the following research question is exam-
ined: How do sport start-ups experience collaborative opportunities and interactions with
established actors in their ecosystem? To explore this, we utilize qualitative interviews
with executives in sport start-ups in Italy. Theoretically, we draw on literature on start-ups,
Open Innovation (Ol), Open Innovation Ecosystems (OIE), Organizational Learning, and
Exploration-Exploitation. The article continues with a review of the literature on innova-
tion and start-ups in sport, followed by an outline of our theoretical framework.

Literature review: innovation and start-ups in sport

To examine how sport start-ups experience collaborations with other actors in their
ecosystem, we draw on two streams of research: (1) open innovation in sport and (2)
sport start-ups.

Open innovation in sport

Innovation has been examined in a variety of empirical contexts in sport, including
mega events (Hoff & Leopkey, 2025), sport governing bodies (Harris et al., 2020)
and sport organizations (Von Schomberg et al., 2025). There is also a plethora of
studies into different types of sport innovations (Tjgnndal, 2021), such as social
innovation (Harith et al.,, 2025; McSweeney et al., 2022; Svensson et al., 2019),
technological innovation (Pizzo et al., 2021; Uhrich, 2021), organizational innova-
tion (Corthouts et al.,, 2021), service innovation (Behnam et al., 2020) and open
innovation (Delshab et al., 2022; Knaus & Merkle, 2020; Wemmer & Koenigstorfer,
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2016). We regard studies on Ol as the most relevant to our research question as
they directly engage with the collaboration mechanisms central to our inquiry into
sport start-ups.

In their study of attitudes towards Ol and organizational performance of nonprofit
sports clubs in Iran, Delshab and colleagues (2022) found that knowledge management
could predict nonprofit sports clubs’ organizational performance via their attitude toward
innovation and innovativeness. In other words, knowledge management enabled non-
profit sport organizations to improve their innovative capacity through network building,
collaborations and idea sharing. Based on their findings, Delshab et al. (2022) highlights
the need for nonprofit sport organizations to put more effort into Ol strategies. In another
study, Wemmer & Koenigstorfer (2016) studied the impact of a coopetition-based Ol
approach on organizational performance of nonprofit sports clubs in Germany. Using
structural equation modeling, they found that engaging in coopetitive relationships
increases nonprofit sports clubs’ use of external knowledge, which in turn leads to
more implemented innovations and improved organizational performance. Clubs that
actively collaborated with commercial fitness centers, educational institutions, other
sports clubs, and related organizations benefited the most in terms of innovation imple-
mentation. Therefore, Wemmer and Koenigstorfer (2016) argued that nonprofit sport
organizations should exploit and even expand their organizational boundaries to access
diverse knowledge sources.

Knaus and Merkle (2020) report similar insights in their study of Ol processes at the FIFA
Museum. Drawing on interviews with museum managers, they demonstrate how sports
organizations can generate competitive advantages by co-creating value with their fans.
On this basis, they argue that fan involvement in a sports organization’s Ol activities
should be embedded at a strategic level rather than treated as an operational add-on.

While the contributions of Knaus and Merkle (2020), Wemmer and Koenigstorfer (2016)
and Delshab et al. (2022) are valuable and relevant for our work, they all focus on
established sports organizations. The role of new entrepreneurial enterprises (such as
start-ups) remains unexplored in Ol research in sport. Established actors such as nonprofit
sport organizations and institutional museums do not face the disadvantages that start-
ups do, related to resource scarcity, lower legitimacy, and restricted access to innovation
infrastructures. Hence, attitudes towards collaboration and the impact of engaging in Ol
strategies are likely to be different for nonprofit sport organizations and start-ups.

Sport start-ups

Sport start-ups can be described as new businesses that develop new products, services
or business models related to sport, often based on digital technologies, platforms or
data-driven solutions (Ratten, 2020). These young companies contribute to the transfor-
mation of the sport sector through the introduction of technological innovations, new
services for athletes and consumers and organizational models that are alternative to
traditional sporting institutions (Ahonen & Savolainen, 2017; Spender et al., 2017). Still,
empirical studies on sport start-ups are few and thematically diverse. For instance, Jaeger’s
(2019) conducted qualitative interviews with stakeholders in the sport event start-up
Finnmark Race. Her analysis demonstrates how the establishment and success of the start-
up contributed to the creation of new pathways for sport and tourism in northern Norway.
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Jaeger’s (2019) findings highlight how sport start-ups in rural areas can become a catalyst
for regional development.

Solinas and colleagues (2025) conducted a bibliometric analysis of sport start-ups in
Germany and ltaly. Their analysis identifies clear national patterns in the literature:
German scholarship emphasized interdisciplinary collaboration and integration of sport
technology business innovation and higher education, which manifested in applied
entrepreneurship courses and university innovation labs. By contrast, Italian research
was more localized, centering on community-based sports initiatives and regionally
funded entrepreneurial education, with a strong focus on experiential learning that
connected grassroots sport development to entrepreneurial skill building. A key point
from their findings is how academic research and educational practice across Europe
shape the emergence of sport start-ups. Together, the findings of Solinas et al. (2025) and
Jaeger (2019) demonstrate the importance of studying the conditions of sport start-ups in
different geosocial contexts. However, these studies focus mainly on the institutional and
contextual conditions that favor the development of sport start-ups, offering limited
insights into how these companies interact with other actors in the sports innovation
ecosystem.

Addressing this gap, Mondalizadeh et al. (2024) proposes a conceptual framework for
analyzing the opportunities of sport start-ups within the sport ecosystem. Through
a qualitative approach, her study shows how many opportunities for start-ups are closely
linked to the structural challenges of the sport system, including infrastructure, organiza-
tional processes, and sport policy. The results also demonstrate how different stake-
holders and institutions influence the ability of start-ups to access resources,
knowledge, and investments.

In another recent study, Gerke et al. (2025) examined the importance of networking
and collaborations with incubators for the innovativeness of sport start-ups. In their study,
they surveyed 50 start-up firms to examine the role of business incubators in the innova-
tiveness of sport start-ups. Their findings show that while start-up attributes such as size
and cohesiveness of strategy are positively correlated with reported innovativeness,
networking does not necessarily improve the innovativeness of incubated sport start-
ups. From these findings, Gerke et al. (2025) argue that sector-specific incubators are
important for developing start-up innovativeness, along with incubator management.

Although sport start-ups are recognized as important drivers of innovation in the sport
sector, current research largely concentrates on the contextual and institutional condi-
tions that enable their development. Studies highlight regional development opportu-
nities (Jaeger, 2019), national differences in entrepreneurship education (Solinas et al.,
2025), and the relevance of networking and ecosystem support (Gerke et al., 2025;
Mondalizadeh et al., 2024). Yet these contributions offer limited insight into how start-ups
themselves experience their interactions with established actors. To address this gap, our
study examines how sport start-ups experience collaborative opportunities within their
ecosystems, focusing on their engagement with more established actors.

Theory

Introduced by Chesbrough (2003), the concept Open Innovation is based on the idea that
companies must integrate external resources, knowledge and skills into their innovation
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process going beyond traditional organizational boundaries. Ol therefore represents
a significant change from traditional closed innovation models, promoting interconnec-
tion between different actors and fostering mechanisms of collaboration, exchange and
co-development (Audretsch et al,, 2023; Bogers et al,, 2017; Yun et al,, 2020). In turn, this
perspective has led to the development of the concept of Open Innovation Ecosystems
(OIE). OIE can be described as communities of heterogeneous, interdependent and
hierarchically independent actors that gravitate around a central company and co-
create value by facilitating innovation through collaborative processes and translational
knowledge flows (Thomas & Ritala, 2025). Thomas and Ritala (2025) also emphasizes that
OIE are characterized by specific configurations of actors, activities and governance
mechanisms that coordinate interactions between organizations and facilitate the gen-
eration and diffusion of innovation. Recent studies have also highlighted how different
categories of actors, collaborative dynamics and openness strategies are central compo-
nents for understanding OIE, including in the sport sector (Canini et al.,, 2026). The
innovative capacity of the ecosystem depends on its ability to manage knowledge
flows, resources, and mechanisms of trust and legitimacy among actors (Adner, 2016;
Audretsch & Belitski, 2022; Bogers et al.,, 2017). According to literature, Ol strategies
constitute the main approach to managing knowledge flows between OIE actors.
Initially, research has distinguished three core strategies: (1) inside-out, (2) outside-in,
and (3) coupled (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004). More recent contributions have expanded this
set to include (4) outside-out strategy and (5) inside-in strategy (Gutmann et al., 2023). The
inside-out strategy involves leveraging internal resources and knowledge through colla-
borations with external actors, while the outside-in approach is based on integrating
external knowledge to strengthen the company’s innovation processes (Mazzola et al.,
2012). The coupled strategy combines both strategies through exchange and co-
development processes with external partners (Mazzola et al., 2012). The outside-out
strategy describes the knowledge transfer processes between external actors without the
direct involvement of internal R&D, while the inside-in strategy reflects a closed innova-
tion model based on the internal circulation of knowledge (Gutmann et al., 2023;
Randhawa et al., 2024). For start-ups, the adoption of Ol strategies can help mitigate
the structural disadvantages by enabling them to access external knowledge, build
credibility and scale their innovation efforts through strategic alliances (Bereczki, 2019;
Lappalainen et al., 2023; Usman & Vanhaverbeke, 2017).

The intensity and variety in which companies adopt these strategies differ consider-
ably. In research, two concepts are often used to describe these differences: breadth and
depth (Ahn et al., 2015; Laursen & Salter, 2006). Breadth measures the extent of Ol practice
adoption, i.e. the number of external sources involved. Depth refers to the intensity in
which each source is used or integrated into innovation processes. These concepts allow
us to analyze the complexity of start-ups’ openness, which can range from broad but
superficial collaborations to highly selective and integrated partnerships.

Hence, OIE differs from traditional networks in terms of their collaboration mechan-
isms, structured coordination and shared innovation aims (Lappalainen et al., 2023;
Leydesdorff, 2012). The effectiveness of Ol strategies depends on sport start-ups’ capacity
to manage relational complexities within their ecosystem (Audretsch et al., 2021;
Lappalainen et al., 2023). Equally crucial is the establishment of trust, which fosters
knowledge sharing, mitigates uncertainty, and facilitates the formation of sustainable
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collaborative relationships (Canini et al., 2026; Hasche et al., 2016; Mastrostefano et al.,
2020).

Organizational learning and balancing exploration-exploitation

Organizational learning describes the processes through which organizations
acquire, distribute and incorporate knowledge, transforming it into collective prac-
tices (Levitt & March, 1988). Within organizational learning, a central concept is the
strategic trade-off between exploration and exploitation (March, 1991). Exploration
involves experimentation, searching for new opportunities and taking risks, while
exploitation focuses on efficiency, refining existing skills and utilizing already
available resources (Tushman & O'Reilly, 1996). Finding a balance between these
two approaches, and thus developing organizational ambidexterity, has been iden-
tified as one of the main strategic challenges for innovative organizations
(Tushman & O'Reilly, 1996). Furthermore, studies have shown that exploration
and exploitation are not static and opposing orientations, but complementary
forms of learning that can coexist in open innovation processes (Gupta et al.,
2006; Li et al., 2008).

Linking exploration and exploitation to Ol, start-ups’ collaborations with external
actors can be interpreted as mechanisms of organizational learning. Through such colla-
borations, start-ups have the opportunity to explore new sources of knowledge and, at
the same time, exploit to consolidate skills already acquired. Sport start-ups, in particular,
are characterized by limited legitimacy and heavy dependence on external partners
(Canini & Tjgnndal, 2025). Analyzing how these young companies manage the strategic
trade-off tension therefore offers a lens for understanding their innovation processes and
how they develop and maintain their ability to learn in complex and institutionally hybrid
contexts.

Method

This research is situated within the interpretive philosophical paradigm and thus is
committed to epistemological constructionism and ontological relativism (Willis, 2007).
Methodologically, our study is based on qualitative interviews with executives in sport
start-ups. This section elaborates on our sample, the interview procedure, and our
analytical approach.

Context and participants

To understand how sport start-ups perceive collaborative opportunities and interactions
with other actors in their ecosystem, we conducted qualitative interviews with 15 execu-
tives from 15 different start-ups in Italy between May and August 2025. As an empirical
context, Italy’s sport ecosystem is characterized by multiple levels of public and private
governance, strong traditionalism and significant structural barriers that influence how
organizations interact and collaborate. In such a setting, start-ups’ challenges, such as
limited legitimacy and restricted access to innovation infrastructures, are likely to be
especially pronounced. Therefore, these characteristics make Italy a relevant context for
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examining how sport start-ups experience collaborative relationships with more estab-
lished actors.

Interviewees were selected through purposive sampling (Jones et al., 2013) and
included executives directly involved in decision-making processes related to innovation
strategy and ecosystem interaction. Specifically, we recruited C-suite executives as they
are responsible for strategic decisions regarding external collaborations and innovation
partnerships within their organizations. In addition, interviewees had to be part of start-
ups that meet three criteria: (1) represent different stages of development (pre-seed
/seed), (2) operate with different business models and (3) belong to a variety of sub-
sectors in sport. These criteria were established to ensure diversity within the sample
while maintaining a focus on the initial organizational conditions that characterize sport
start-ups and shape their collaborative dynamics. Recruitment took place through direct
contact on Linkedln and through contacts made at RiminiWellness, a national sport
industry event in ltaly. Table 1 provides an overview of the interviewees and the main
characteristics of their start-ups. To ensure anonymity, the interviewees were given
pseudonyms.

The table shows the role held within the start-up, the year of foundation, the business
model, the stage of development and the sector in which the start-up operates. The role
list includes CEO (Chief Executive Officer), responsible for overall strategic direction and
management of the company; CFO (Chief Financial Officer), responsible for financial
planning and resource allocation; COO (Chief Operating Officer), who supervises opera-
tional processes and day-to-day activity; and CTO (Chief Technological Officer), respon-
sible for technological development and product innovation. It is important to note that
in the context of start-ups, these roles are often fluid due to the limited resources typical
of the initial stage. It is common for one person to cover several functions at the same
time. The stage of development of the start-ups reflects the level of maturity of the
business and available financial resources. Specifically, the Pre-Seed phase refers to an
initial stage in which the main aim is to develop a Minimum Viable Product (MVP), validate
it on the market, and build a solid founding team (EY, 2023). The Seed phase concerns
start-ups that have already clearly identified their value proposition and show the first
sign of monthly growth. The main aim of this phase is to obtain additional funding to

Table 1. Interviewee details.

ID Name (fictitious) Role Founded Business Model Stage Sub-Sector

1 Alessio CEO 2022 B2C; B2B2C Pre-Seed  Fans & Content

2 Lorenzo CEO 2023 B2B; B2C Pre-Seed  Management & Organization
3 Marco CEO 2023 B2B; B2C; B2B2C Pre-Seed Fans & Content

4 Simone CFO 2019 B2B; B2C Pre-Seed Fans & Content

5 Beatrice CEO 2023 B2B; B2C Pre-Seed  Activity & Performance

6 Davide CEO 2021 B2B; B2B2C Pre-Seed Fans & Content

7 Gabriele CEO 2016 B2B Seed Activity & Performance

8 Paolo CEO 2024 B2B2C Pre-Seed  Fans & Content

9 Chiara CEO 2023 B2B2C Pre-Seed  Fans & Content

10 Tommaso Co0 2021 B2B2C Pre-Seed  Activity & Performance

1 Elena CEO 2023 B2C Pre-Seed  Activity & Performance

12 Alessandra CEO 2021 B2B2C Seed Activity & Performance

13 Riccardo CEO 2023 B2B Pre-Seed  Activity & Performance

14 Stefano CEO 2023 B2B Pre-Seed  Fans & Content

15 Federico CcT0 2019 B2B2C Pre-Seed  Management & Organization
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refine the product’s market positioning and consolidate the start-up’s competitive pre-
sence (EY, 2023). Finally, the classification of start-ups into different sectors is based on the
taxonomy developed by SportsTechX, an online database specializing in the sport and
wellness sector. This classification divides the start-ups into categories based on their
target audience: (1) For Athletes - Activity & Performance, (2) For Executives -
Management & Organizations, and (3) For Fans - Fans & Content (SportsTechX, n.d.).

Procedure

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews carried out online via
Microsoft Teams by the first author, with a duration ranging from 25 to 49 minutes. All
interviews were transcribed and then translated into English since not all members of the
research team spoke Italian. At the beginning of each interview, the first author explained
the paradigm of Ol and was available to provide further clarification on the subject
throughout the interview. The interview guide was divided into five thematic areas.
First, participants were asked to describe the organizational context of the start-up.
The second topic was the four Ol strategies, excluding inside-in strategy that reflects
a closed innovation model (Gutmann et al.,, 2023; Randhawa et al., 2024). We investigated
Ol strategies with questions such as “In your experience, which Open Innovation strate-
gies are particularly important for start-ups in the sports sector, and what makes them
so?”. Third, participants were asked about the breadth and the depth of collaborations
with external partners, for instance: “Could you describe a particularly successful/unsuc-
cessful collaboration with external actors?”. The interviews continued with a reflection on
the main barriers and obstacles encountered in the sport sector (“What are the main
obstacles you have encountered in adopting Open Innovation practices? How have you
worked to overcome these barriers?”). Finally, interviewees were asked to reflect on the
prospects for evolution of their start-up over the next years and to give advice to someone
who wants to develop a sport start-up and collaborate with external actors.

Analytical approach

Data analysis followed an inductive thematic approach utilizing collective qualitative
analysis (CQA) (Eggebg, 2020). CQA is a methodological approach based on Braun and
Clarke’s (2019) reflective thematic analysis, where researchers collaborate in workshops
and engage in analysis together. By involving multiple researchers as critical friends in the
coding process, CQA can be said to strengthen the rigor of qualitative inquiry (Eggebg,
2020; Smith & McGannon, 2018). Dialogue between researchers as critical friends
“acknowledges that other and/or additional plausible interpretations of the data can
exist that are also defendable but are not being utilized in a particular study or at that
time” (Smith & McGannon, 2018, p. 114). Because CQA recognizes that researchers
interpret data in different ways, it reflects our relativist ontological stance. Working
together in the analysis also aligns with our constructivist epistemology, highlighting
how knowledge is co-constructed through interaction.

In practical terms, the process of CQA consists of four phases. Firstly, the authors
worked through the data by writing and presenting individual summaries of each
interview. Secondly, we mapped the data thematically and reflected collectively on
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Themes

Ecosystem positioning and
collaborations with external

Navigating power

National context and

actors User-driven innovation asymmetries bureaucracy
Subthemes
® Complicated to colla- ® (Co-creation ® Start-ups as depen- Differences in pace

borate with big
companies
Small-scale/individual
collaborations
“Bad” s
collaborations
Sport federations as
unattractive collabora-
tion partners

”good”

® Fundamental for
development

® Source of feed-
back (innovative
performance)

® Market validation
through users

dent on public sector
funding

® Big companies as
both a risk and an
opportunity

® Big companies as
“stealing” ideas/buy-
ing out start-ups

between start-ups and
public sector

Digital literacy amongst
sport federations and
public bodies

Slow funding systems
Sport policy makers as
“bureaucratic
machines”

® (ollaboration as Lack of public funding
a necessity for growth for sport start-ups
and survival

the differences and similarities in our individual mapping. During this phase, key
themes were developed amongst the authors. Thirdly, the data was sorted, where
we reflected on which of the themes fit together, and what were the important main
themes and sub-themes, in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2019) reflexive thematic
analysis. The fourth step consisted of creating a work plan for writing up the
findings. The inductive analytical themes and subthemes developed are presented
in Table 2.

Findings and discussion

Our findings and the discussion of them are structured into four thematic sections: (1)
User-driven innovations and market validation, (2) Strategic positioning within the eco-
system, (3) Navigating power asymmetries and strategic trade-off, (4) Navigating Open
Innovation in the Italian context.

User-driven innovations and market validation

All of the interviewees described end users as having a central role in the development of
their start-up. Within the theoretical literature on Ol, users are considered crucial sources
of co-creation (Thomas & Ritala, 2025). Users, such as fans (Knaus & Merkle, 2020), have
also been found to drive the innovation processes of start-ups in sport (Woratschek et al.,
2014). Although users are traditionally placed at the end of a product cycle, the inter-
viewees emphasized the need to place users at the center of the development process:

Alessio: The consumer always comes at the end in the product cycle but in reality, the
thought goes on the beginning ... everything has to be projected to the consumer.

Marco: The main players are my customers, the end users; this is because you build a product
on them, on their requests, on their needs.
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The quotes from Alessio and Marco exemplify how continuous interaction with users is
an essential condition for fostering rapid and market-driven innovation cycles. This
finding supports evidence from research on other OIE actors in sport, which has docu-
mented the importance of user involvement in strengthening organizational develop-
ment in non-profit sport clubs (Behnam et al., 2020) as well as the health and fitness
industry (Pizzo et al., 2021). Our findings extend this evidence to the context of sport start-
ups, indicating how user engagement may also work as a mechanism of legitimization for
these young companies. Another executive added to this, explaining that:

Stefano: There is close dialogue with the customer, and the relationship with them is
fundamental.

Stefano’s point about close interaction with users can be linked to the concept of
depth in Ol. According to Laursen and Salter (2006), the depth of external sources of
knowledge (including end users, customers and communities) is a key driver of the
innovative capacity of young companies such as start-ups, for which the search for the
Minimum Viable Product (MVP) is a crucial factor for their growth. Along these lines,
Simone describes how the strength of a community can sometimes turn into growth
opportunities:

Simone: The user side has worked very well for us; having created a very strong community,
many opportunities have arisen from users ... If | had to give you a percentage, I'd say 80%
comes from the users, from the community’s affection for you.

The importance of a strong user community could be interpreted as a dimension of OIE
particularly relevant for start-ups working in specific sub-sectors of sport. Simone’s start-
up is geared towards fans, an area of sport where end users often engage with great
passion and enthusiasm in innovation processes (Knaus & Merkle, 2020; Winand et al.,
2021). Hence, while users are important to any sport start-up, a strong community of users
might be especially crucial in certain sub-sectors of sport innovation (Canini & Tjgnndal,
2025). For instance, it could be that users are less relevant for start-ups working within the
management and organization sub-sector, compared to start-ups in the fans and content
sub-sector (see Table 1). Several interviewees also linked users to their market-validation
phase. As Tommaso explained, his main advice to any new sport start-up would be to
focus on end users and market validation:

Tommaso: | would definitely start by telling them to identify their target audience, their
community, and understand what that community needs, because they will be your custo-
mers tomorrow ... Another very important thing is to validate, because you need to know if
they would pay for that service ... So, validating that someone would pay for it is essential,
and then you can start from there.

Another interviewee said that he would give similar advice:

Davide: Before diving in, you need to gain a better understanding of the market, identifying
needs, so your approach is correct.

The central role of users for the start-ups in our sample can also be interpreted through
the lens of organizational learning, as a form of exploitation (March, 1991). As outlined by
Tommaso and Davide, sport start-ups seek external feedback to test ideas and hypoth-
eses, refine their value proposition, and reduce uncertainty. This iterative learning process
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is @ mechanism by which start-ups seek to overcome their disadvantages by building
legitimacy through market validation rather than through institutional recognition. The
importance of involving users in market validation also underlines the findings of
Audretsch et al. (2023), who emphasize that the relationship between openness and
performance is not linear, but depends on the ability of start-ups to test, learn and quickly
adapt their business models to market needs. Hence, it is no coincidence that validation
was strongly emphasized when interviewees were asked what advice they would give to
someone who is building their own sport start-up. It could be argued that thorough
market validation involving users (athletes, coaches, fans, sport organizations) is particu-
larly important in a hybrid sector like sport, which spans leisure, volunteerism, elite sport,
public services and commercial businesses (Gammelsater, 2021; Lucassen & Bakker,
2016). Hence, potential customers’ willingness to pay for a service or product might be
lower than in other sectors such as technology, healthcare or financial services. These
sector-specific characteristics are likely to shape how start-up executives experience the
importance of users for market validation. As previous research has primarily focused on
more established actors in sport OIE (Delshab et al., 2022; Wemmer & Koenigstorfer, 2016),
our findings add to this literature by showing how implications of engaging in Ol
strategies differ substantially for start-ups. In contrast to established sport organizations,
start-ups rely on user involvement to compensate for limited legitimacy, visibility, and
access to resources within the ecosystem.

Strategic positioning within the ecosystem

In addition to the centrality of users, the interviewees describe how collaborations with
other external entities are useful for accelerating growth and expanding internal
knowledge:

Simone: The best way for you to keep up with the times is to embrace Open Innovation. Not
necessarily by acquiring companies, but simply by collaborating. Because if you collaborate
with that company without acquiring it, you increase its turnover and improve your pro-
cesses, which saves you money and is a win-win for everyone.

Simone’s quote illustrates a systemic perspective on OIE, which considers collaboration
as an essential mechanism for co-creating and managing knowledge flows (Adner, 2016;
Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). The “win-win” logic described by Simone is mentioned
by several interviewees and demonstrates how the start-ups in our sample see themselves
as providers of specific skills that can be exploited if integrated with those of large
companies and institutional partners:

Chiara: | think the key thing is to find a balance where |, as a start-up, can offer my specific
knowledge and skills, and the market and partners can do the same for me.

Another interviewee pointed out that even the smaller-scale initiatives, such as setting up
internships with university students, could be beneficial for the development of a start-up:

Alessio: We are doing a lot of internships, and the students are doing well; so, it's a win-win for
us and for the students.
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The quotes of Simone, Chiara and Alessio show that coupled strategies are central for
sport start-ups approach to Ol (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004; Randhawa et al., 2024). However,
our data also indicate that the sport start-ups have ambivalent experiences of interacting
with other actors in their ecosystem. This seemed to be particularly prevalent for colla-
borations with universities:

Gabriele: Universities are often disconnected from the business world ... a lot of theory and
little practicality.

Simone: Often when universities engage in open innovation, they do so only to obtain
additional government funding and not with the real aim of doing open innovation ...
Then every now and then something good comes out of it, but it's more of a fluke.

Similar Ol dynamics have been described by Oberg and Alexander (2019), who illus-
trate how institutional differences can hinder effective collaborations. Simone went on to
describe how he experienced that the impact of collaborating with a university accel-
erator was marginal:

Simone: We were an accelerated start-up at [university acceleration programme] but in the
end, I'll tell you, 90% you do yourself with the start-up and 10% comes from [university
acceleration programme] ... So, they play a fairly marginal role from that point of view ...
| think a start-up needs more.

Simone’s experience can be interpreted through OIE theory, as an example of struc-
tural misalignment between the collaborative approach of sport start-ups and that of
universities as established ecosystem actors. Within an OIE, effective collaboration
requires shared innovation objectives and complementary governance mechanisms
(Canini et al., 2026; Thomas & Ritala, 2025). When these conditions are not met, as in
Simone’s case, the breath of collaboration widens without increasing in depth, resulting in
collaboration that consumes resources without generating any innovative value.
However, Simone’s experiences were not echoed by interviewees who collaborated
with sport-specific accelerators:

Davide: The accelerator always challenges you; They constantly ask you questions about your
business models, your market, your customers ... And it creates a network for you.

Chiara: Accelerators ... provided us with small funds and skills, especially on the business
side ... useful both for getting to know the partners who are part of the ecosystem and for
better focusing our business model.

The positive experiences with sport-specific accelerators (Davide and Chiara) and
the negative experience with general accelerators (Simone) supports Gerke and col-
leagues’ (2025) arguments that sector-specific entrepreneurial support organizations
(such as incubators and accelerators) are important for developing start-up innova-
tiveness. The divergent experiences of our interviewees on the role of accelerators
show how their contribution largely depends on their ability to offer resources that
meet the needs of start-ups. This can be interpreted as a reflection of the structural
weaknesses linked to young companies’ liability of newness (Albano & Lubello, 2018;
Carrasco-Carvajal et al, 2022), which make it difficult for sport start-ups to gain
credibility and resources in the initial stage of their development. The liability of
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newness is also evident when the interviewees describe their collaborations with
investors:

Paolo: Investors in general, because they look for start-ups that are already up and running;
that says it all. If you're not already up and running, it's too much of a leap of faith for them.

Beatrice: We spoke with some important investors, and they said, “Until you have 100,000
users, there aren’t any interesting metrics, we can’t even make a small investment”. At that
point, | think that when you have 100,000 users and significant traction, maybe you don't
even need them.

At the same time, the role of investors is recognized as decisive in the more advanced
stages of the start-up life cycle:

Davide: Investors become crucial when you need to take your project to the next level.

Our data demonstrate a discrepancy between investors as an established actor in sport
OIE and start-ups. For our interviewees, access to capital is key to growing their start-ups,
while they experience that investors prefer businesses that are already up and running
and can demonstrate quantifiable results. This finding extends those of Gerke et al. (2025)
who identified that the size of sport start-ups positively correlated with their reported
innovativeness, while networking did not necessarily improve the innovativeness of
incubated sport start-ups. Our data indicate that the size of the start-up influences their
access to external financial resources (investments), something which is likely to influence
their innovativeness. Secondly, our data also suggest that start-ups in the seed phase are
more likely to have their networking efforts end in beneficial collaborations with
investors.

Overall, collaborations are crucial for start-up growth, but their effectiveness depends
on the quality of the interactions and the capacity to maintain a balance between open-
ness and internal development (Audretsch et al., 2023; Bogers et al., 2017). This balance
reflects the trade-off between exploration and exploitation (Li et al., 2008; March, 1991).

Navigating power asymmetries and strategic trade-off

The trade-off between exploration and exploitation does not only concern internal
development but is also reflected in collaborative dynamics with established sport OIE
actors. In managing these relationships, tensions and power asymmetries often arise,
affecting the ability of start-ups to pursue Ol strategies effectively. While all the partici-
pants described collaborating with established actors as crucial for the success of their
start-up, many of them described how their collaborative efforts were characterized by
tensions and difficulties. A recurring sentiment among participants was that, as a start-up,
they constantly needed to be the ones initiating collaboration with other actors in the
ecosystem:

Simone: It is always you who seeks or proposes to others. In 99.9% of cases, this is always the
case ... if you don't insist, promote, organize and orchestrate everything, it's impossible.

The pressure of always being the actor seeking and initiating collaboration was some-
thing that Elena attributed to the size and novelty of start-ups:
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Elena: When you're a start-up nobody knows you, and that’s the hard part. So, you can
collaborate, but only on a small scale.

Similarly to Elena, Davide also recognized the challenges of adapting to other
actors, while simultaneously highlighting how the ability to do so is a strength of start-
ups:

Davide: It's challenging to adapt what you're doing to requests that often come from outside,
like companies, especially medium to large corporations. But in this sense, the strength of
a start-up lies in its agility, its ability to move and change course or change its product very
easily.

Agility, risk taking and capacity for experimentation are all features that Audretsch
et al. (2023) describe as strengths of start-ups in an OIE. As highlighted by Simone and
Davide, these dynamics can also be related to the intensity and variety of collabora-
tions with other ecosystem actors, what Laursen and Salter (2006) describe as the
breadth and depth of Ol strategies (see also Ahn et al., 2015). From the experiences of
Simone and Davide, it seems that start-ups are often dependent on cultivating strate-
gic relationships with a variety of actors (breadth). In the interview, Davide went on to
describe how engaging with high intensity (depth) with one external actor, especially
companies, was risky:

Davide: You need to be careful here because some companies collaborate and others prefer
to do things independently, the “buy-it or made-it” concept, so you need to be careful.

This tension between breadth and depth reflects what March (1991) described as the
strategic balance between exploration and exploitation. This balance seems to be even
more important for the sport start-ups, which constantly assessed whether to diversify
their relationships in search of new opportunities or to deepen selected partnerships to
consolidate trust and resources. Our findings suggest that this equilibrium may be more
difficult to achieve because of power asymmetries limit start-ups’ ability to freely shape
their collaboration choices. Several of the interviewees had negative experiences of
engaging in intensive collaborations (depth) with companies, as they felt that larger,
more established companies were trying to take advantage of them. Two examples came
from Riccardo and Simone:

Riccardo: [Name of company], the only thing they could say was ... “We're buying 100% of
[name of start-up], we're going to make it disappear and you [interviewee] will remain an
employee for two years”, they could have said, “We're going to incubate it, we're going to do
a joint venture with [interviewee]”. But no, they make you an employee for two years, bound
by the know-how; you can’t do anything else in the sector for the next five years, but it's the
sector | want to work in.

Simone: We still did some really interesting things and did them well, achieving numbers that
the [name of company] had never achieved before, and then the following year they
disappeared and came back with a service that was designed to be our direct competitor.
So, this gives you an idea of the situation.

These examples demonstrate some of the structural disadvantages that sport start-ups
face in their interactions with other OIE actors (Albano & Lubello, 2018). These disadvan-
tages related to the resource scarcity, lower legitimacy, and difficulty in accessing
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established innovation infrastructures (Carrasco-Carvajal et al., 2022). The quotes of
Riccardo and Simone also insinuate that there is a lack of a shared innovation aim in
the interactions between sport start-ups and companies (Lappalainen et al., 2023;
Leydesdorff, 2012). From our data, it is clear that these disadvantages impact both the
strategic interactions that sport start-ups engage in, as well as their trust towards big
companies and other established OIE actors (Audretsch et al., 2023; Bogers et al., 2017).
However, these issues of trust between start-ups and other actors may not be universal
but vary between national sport contexts and cultures across Europe. For instance,
Jaeger’s (2019) study is situated in Norway and illustrates collaborations between sport
start-ups and big companies characterized by high degrees of trust and mutual engage-
ment, something which is contrasting to our data from Italian start-ups. Similarly, Solinas
et al. (2025) identified contextual differences between the ecosystems of sport start-ups in
Germany and Italy. These contradicting findings between previous studies (Jeeger, 2019;
Solinas et al., 2025) and ours suggest that national innovation systems and sport models
significantly shape how sport start-ups experience collaboration with other actors in their
OIE. In terms of exploration-exploitation, the experiences shared by Riccardo and Simone
show how power asymmetries can preclude the exploitative aspect of collaboration.
Rather than deepening partnerships to consolidate resources and expertise, start-ups
are in these cases forced to end the relationship or completely revise their strategies.

The interviewees in our sample develop adaptive strategies to protect their autonomy
and knowledge in their unbalanced interactions with big companies in their OIE: they
learn from failed collaborations, reconfigure their networks and adapt their approach to
new partnerships as they develop. In this sense, organizational learning becomes neces-
sary for dealing with uncertainty and navigating the institutional and relation complexity
of sport. Furthermore, the start-ups in our sample indicated that these disadvantages
extended to their interactions with a broader range of OIE actors, including accelerators,
public sector sport federations, and investors:

Federico: We initially approached an accelerator. But we realized that they didn't favor start-
ups but rather harmed them. We realized that what they were asking for was too much. For
example, they wanted to join the start-up with equity, but with a significant stake in the start-
up; they even asked us to contribute money in order to have access to consulting services.
This did not bring us any value, so we decided not to go ahead.

Chiara: | found some unacceptable clauses. We had a meeting where | tried to negotiate; we
managed to agree on a few things, but | always felt that something was wrong. On the other
side, there was this attitude of “Well, we're [name of sport federation] you have to accept
anything because you're just a small start-up”, and | honestly didn't agree.

Davide: There are many who present themselves as investors, but in reality, when you talk to
them, they want to give you between €1,000 and €5,000 ... The reality is that most of them
don’t want to give you money without telling you why, and that’s the worst thing.

These experiences of power asymmetries in the start-up’s interactions and collabora-
tions with other actors show how OIEs are still fragmented and underdeveloped in sport
(Canini & Tjgnndal, 2025). OIE are said to be characterized by hierarchically independent
actors who co-create through collaborative processes and translational knowledge flows
(Thomas & Ritala, 2025). In the experiences of Chiara, Federico, Riccardo and Simone,
other actors do not appear to consider sport start-ups as equal partners or hierarchically
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independent of them. As highlighted through our material, the precariousness and
disadvantages of being a “small” actor in an OIE is prominent in our findings. However,
some of the interviewees expressed their efforts to resist the pressures of other actors:

Chiara: To be a start-up does not mean that | have to accept anything you offer me just
because we are small and inexperienced.

This sentiment reflects the dual nature of exploration and exploitation. While start-ups
engage in exploration to diversify opportunities and reduce dependence on dominant
actors in order to establish their autonomy, they also rely on the exploitation of con-
solidated collaborations to secure legitimacy and resources. Interviewees also explained
how achieving this balance is particularly difficult due to navigating bureaucratic struc-
tures and institutional complexity, factors that further shaped their strategic decisions and
interactions.

Navigating open innovation in the Italian context

Our data on ltalian sport start-ups show that two factors that greatly influence their
opportunities are the structure of national innovation systems and the national sport
model. Regarding the national sport model, the interviewees describe how sport federa-
tions and large sport organizations are not interested in collaborating with start-ups:

Simone: For me, in Italy it doesn’t make sense ... to involve federations.

When asked about why it “doesn’t make sense” to involve sport federations in their
innovation processes, our interviewees related this to sport organizations in Italy being
“uninterested” in innovation:

Marco: I'm not interested in talking to people who don't give a damn. I'm interested in talking
to people who are open to change.

Federico: There's no real open innovation. It's all very fragmented. Even the federations don’t
communicate with each other or with the clubs.

The interviewees' experiences of sport federations as “uninterested” in Ol align with
studies from France (Trabal, 2008) and from Germany and UK (Uhlendorf & Uhrich, 2024),
which show that established sport organizations often exhibit innovation resistance and
strong traditionalism. However, within our sample, Marco went further, suggesting that
Italian sport federations were not just “uninterested” or reluctant to change, but tended to
view start-ups as potential competitors rather than as possible innovation partners:

Marco: Federations say they block projects like ours because they think it undermines their
direct business.

Together, the quotes from Simone, Marco and Federico illustrate the need to further
contextualize the experiences of start-ups’ collaboration with established OIE actors in
relation to national sport models. Within our data, many interviewees did not mention
sport federations as potential collaborators at all, something which could indicate that
within the Italian sport model, support for Ol is limited. While the start-ups in our sample
rarely engaged in collaboration with sport federations, many of the interviewees describe
collaborations with other established OIE actors like public bodies, large companies and
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universities. Here, our data indicate that these collaborations frequently require the
management of complex bureaucratic processes:

Alessio: We sometimes had problems, especially in terms of timing and pace ... we really
struggle with the public side ... We detached ourselves strongly from public entities for
funding or others because they go at a very odd speed ... We have won grants; “within 30
days the transfer”, then if it arrives after 120 days it is an incredible damage because you rely
on those grants ... Public bodies are sometimes not very interested in helping start-ups ...
the bureaucracy prevents you from doing anything.

Chiara: We're encountering many problems with the timing of receiving the funds we’ve won.
We were informed at the end of January that we had won the prize for this event, but there
are a series of bureaucratic obstacles that are lengthening the process considerably. We were
supposed to receive the prize by March, and it's now June.

Tommaso: Public bodies? They are very slow. That's the problem with start-ups: you have
a very short life cycle, and if you miss that window because you have to chase after these
players who can make you lose six months or even a year, you can say “bye-bye” to your
project.

The contextual conditions described by Alessio, Chiara and Tommaso, suggest that the
bureaucratic challenges may be particularly prominent in Italy compared to other national
innovation schemes with a leaner governance structure. These quotes illustrate how
bureaucratic delays limit sport start-ups’ ability to exploit existing opportunities, forcing
them to seek alternative partnerships and financing mechanisms. Previous studies have
also shown how bureaucratic structures and governance misalignment influence innova-
tion processes in established sports organizations (Delshab et al., 2022; Wemmer &
Koenigstorfer, 2016). Our findings extend these insights to sport start-ups, recognizing
the complexities of national innovation systems and national sport models as factors
which can slow down innovation processes. As noted by Tommaso, misaligned institu-
tional timelines directly affect survival and innovation capacity, making it crucial to find
a balance between exploration and exploitation. The mismatch between the national
innovation system in Italy and the rapid life cycle of start-ups is a structural characteristic
of the ltalian context that influences how Ol can be developed in practice. These
differences serve to weaken the legitimacy of public bodies amongst the interviewees
(Audretsch et al., 2023; Bogers et al., 2017).

Challenges of managing bureaucracy also extend beyond the start-up’s interactions
with public bodies, as many of the interviewees said that long and complex bureaucratic
processes were persistent also in their collaborations with other OIE actors, such as
companies:

Alessandra: It becomes difficult because they are stuck in bureaucracy, which we start-ups
don’t have ... they may not realize how complex it can be to develop things specifically for
them. Sometimes they demand a lot but give little in return.

Davide: It's always difficult to talk to external companies because they don’t understand that
a start-up has certain objectives with certain deadlines and certain budgets ... It's very
different from being an established company with other budgets.

Awareness of these differences in organizational structures forces start-ups to
adapt their strategies by prioritizing partnerships with more responsive actors. In



18 D. CANINI ET AL.

line with the observations of Albano and Lubello (2018) and Carrasco-Carvajal et al.
(2022), our findings suggest that the bureaucratic inertia described by the intervie-
wees is not confined to the public sector. Rather, it permeates a variety of ecosystem
relationships, including those with corporations, agencies, and universities, which are
all key actors in OIE. The recurring descriptors of “old mentality”, “slow process”, and
“stuck in bureaucracy” reflect entrenched organizational cultures and governance
structures that are resistant to the temporal demands and iterative practices of sport
start-ups. From the interviewees' perspective, these bureaucratic hurdles translate
into transaction costs that exceed what their resource-constrained operations can
absorb. As Davide noted, agencies and corporations struggle to understand the
organizational realities of start-ups, illustrating goal misalignment that echoes find-
ings from Hasche et al. (2016) on the fragility of trust in Ol arrangements. In these
conditions, delays jeopardize the commercial viability of innovation projects, parti-
cularly given the narrow market windows which are characteristic of sport start-ups.
Several interviewees also spoke of their efforts in navigating institutional complex-
ities and bureaucracy in their collaborations with universities and large companies.
For instance, Marco explained how he felt that universities “live in a world of
their own”:

Marco: The mentality is still old and the bureaucracy is so slow that it slows down the whole
process ... if it takes me a week to do something with my company, it took me six months at
university and it’s not possible because business is fast (.. .) the university lives in a world of its
own and this is what slows down the whole innovation process.

Another interviewee described similar issues in collaborating with large companies:

Davide: We also started with another large company ... | would say that the main problems
were time, but above all motivation ... we basically wasted four months of time on nothing...
The companies we have encountered on our journey have shown a great deal of interest in
Open Innovation managers ... But then we realize that there is no corporate mindset to
support Open Innovation ... Open Innovation does not have the importance that | believe it
should have at company level.

These findings further illustrate how sport start-ups learn and make selective choices in
managing collaborations, focusing on partnerships with actors perceived as more agile
and strategically aligned. Here, our findings also contribute to the theoretical literature on
Ol and OIEs by identifying how bureaucracy influences start-ups’ abilities to navigate the
complexities of their ecosystem (Audretsch et al., 2021; Lappalainen et al., 2023). Similarly,
we add to the arguments made by Albano and Lubello (2018) and Carrasco-Carvajal et al.
(2022), who emphasize that the effects of Ol on start-ups’ performance and development
are context-dependent. Specifically, our interview data indicate that analyses of Ol in
sport must account for the institutional complexities and bureaucratic conditions
embedded in both national innovation systems and national sport models.

Conclusion

The aim of the article was to examine how sport start-ups experience collaborative
opportunities and interactions with established actors in their ecosystem. Central to
our findings is the notion that engaging in collaboration with established OIE actors is
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both necessary and risky for sport start-ups. Specifically, our findings show how sport
start-ups continuously manage power asymmetries and bureaucratic complexities in
their interactions with investors, universities, accelerators, public agencies, large com-
panies and sport federations. Collaborations with established OIE actors therefore
appear ambivalent. While these collaborations are crucial to access resources, skills
and legitimacy, they are also a source of vulnerability when the relationship with an
external actor is unbalanced or slowed down by contextual complexities that are
incompatible with the rapid pace of start-ups.

Two striking examples of such ambivalences relate to collaborations with large com-
panies and interactions with public bodies. For the Italian sport start-ups, partnerships
with large companies drive growth yet require caution, as larger firms often attempt to
buy them out or even steal their business ideas. Another example of such ambiguity
relates to the start-ups’ interactions with public bodies. Most of the start-ups in our
sample are dependent on funding from public bodies through grants. While the start-
ups considered such grant opportunities important, the interviews also show how the
bureaucracy of public bodies diminishes the practical value of such funding. In this way,
a main finding from our data concerns the need to further contextualize knowledge on Ol
and start-ups in sport. Our results indicate that the conditions determining start-ups’
engagement in OIE are shaped by both national innovation systems and national sport
models. While research in other sectors has documented how national innovation sys-
tems impact Ol processes (Cetindamar et al., 2024; Junqueira Botelho & Almeida, 2024;
Wang et al,, 2011), further work is needed to understand how the interplay between
national sport models and national innovation systems shapes sport start-ups’ collabora-
tive experiences with established OIE actors.

These results offer a theoretical contribution to literature on OIE in sport on two
levels. First, they extend the concept of OIE by showing that hierarchical indepen-
dence, described by Thomas and Ritala (2025) as a characteristic of OIEs, is far from
guaranteed for peripheral actors such as sport start-ups. Second, they add to
perspectives on organizational learning by demonstrating that the exploration-
exploitation trade-off is an internal strategic choice shaped by power asymmetries
and structural barriers that start-ups face in their interactions within the ecosystem.
While literature has emphasized the role of start-ups as agile actors capable of
generating innovation (Audretsch et al., 2021, 2023; Usman & Vanhaverbeke, 2017),
our findings show that this potential can only be realized when start-ups develop
organizational learning capabilities and adaptation strategies to handle the breadth
and the depth of their collaborations (Ahn et al.,, 2015; Laursen & Salter, 2006)
within the ecosystem. Furthermore, our study extends research on innovation
processes in sport by providing empirical evidence on the collaboration experi-
ences of start-ups, an empirical context that has received limited scholarly atten-
tion in sport management. It should be noted, however, that our findings are
situated within one geosocial context (ltaly), which limits the transferability to
other national contexts. Additionally, the start-ups in our sample mainly represent
early-stage start-ups (pre-seed), which also limits the transferability of our findings
to cases of advanced stages of start-ups.

From a practical and managerial point of view, the findings demonstrate the
importance of greater strategic awareness from all actors in the sports’ OIE. For start-
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ups, this implies the ability to select and manage partners to reduce the risks of
dependence on more powerful actors without sacrificing the flexibility needed to
look for new opportunities. For sport federations, investors, large companies, uni-
versities and public institutions, the results show the need to move beyond oppor-
tunistic and bureaucratic approaches in favor of fair and sustainable co-creation
processes (Adner, 2016; Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). Reducing bureaucracy and
creating specific programs for the sport sector appears to be key for strengthening
the ecosystem. Furthermore, the evidence presented in this article contributes to
current research on sport start-ups by offering new empirical perspectives on issues
of legitimization, networking and forms of entrepreneurial support in sport contexts
(Gerke et al., 2025; Jaeger, 2019; Mondalizadeh et al., 2024; Ratten, 2020; Solinas
et al., 2025).

Looking ahead, the experiences of the sport start-up executives in our sample illustrate
the need for greater consideration of contextuality in research on Ol and start-ups in sport.
Specifically, our findings prompt a broader consideration of how sport start-ups view the
potential and pitfalls of engaging in collaboration with other ecosystem actors nationally
and internationally. We hope that this study will stimulate academic interest in exploring
these dynamics in international contexts and in relation to other actors in the ecosystem.
This may offer interesting opportunities for theoretical and empirical comparisons in sport
management, building a more comprehensive understanding of Ol processes in sport.
Future research should also examine governance mechanisms within OIEs that can miti-
gate power asymmetries for peripherical actors, trace how organizational routines develop
through longitudinal designs and investigate how the exploration-exploitation balance is
recalibrated as sport start-ups grow and relationships within their ecosystem mature.
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