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Abstract 

Sport entrepreneurship is progressively emerging as an extremely significant stream of 

research. Accordingly, scholars are progressively assessing how sportspeople tend to have 

higher entrepreneurial orientation and intentions than the average. In a similar fashion, scholars 

have also observed how sport-related entrepreneurial ventures can have a positive effect on 

community development. This notwithstanding, this literature stream is still fragmented, lacks 

a proper systematization, and needs an identification of its intellectual structure and research 

themes. Hereby, we performed a bibliometric analysis on 86 papers and a systematic literature 

review on the most influential papers belonging to the pertinent literature. Results show that a 

4-cluster structure exists for sport entrepreneurship: its theoretical definitions and internal 

factors fostering it (cluster 1), environmental factors which may foster it (cluster 2), pedagogical 

approaches and education (cluster 3), and finally its impacts, especially in terms of community 

development and social benefits (cluster 4). From these findings, a framework to help both 

scholars and practitioners approaching the topic was developed.  
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1. Introduction 

 

In this century, the sport industry has exponentially increased its impact on the economic 

development and with that the interest received by the academic community (Ratten, 2010; 

2012a; b). 

The economic impact of sports in modern society is indeed undeniable. In the EU-28, the sport 

sector employs more than 1.7 million people, and carries a growth of 2.1% in the period 2012-

17 compared to 1.1% of all sectors (Eurostat, 2018) and for this reason it has a prominent 

attention in EU agenda (European Commission, 2017). Moreover, sport events such as 

Olympics (Gammon & Robinson, 2003) or FIFA World Cup (Briedenhann, 2011) nowadays 

move extremely high levels of investments with positive spillovers in terms of infrastructure 

improvements and benefits for tourism, leisure, or sport-related corollary activities to be offered 

to the fans (Devine et al., 2010; Terjesen, 2008) and in general for local economies and 

communities (Ciomaga, 2013). Even just considering capitals directly invested in these events, 

especially for mainstream sports, amounts are similarly high, without considering the returns 

that come from branding and merchandising associated to that (Ratten, 2017; Toffoletti & 

Thorpe, 2018). An exemplary case is the deal closed by the Italian football club Juventus, which 

in 2018 safely secured the transfer of the multiple award-winner Cristiano Ronaldo for a bid 

that only nominal worth of 100millions €. However, such a deal is more than just related to 

“on-the-field” motivations. While Ronaldo is today probably one of the most skillful football 

players of his generation, Juventus also hopes to exploit the “CR7” effect -which is the 

Ronaldo’s personal branding (Ahmed, 2018, September 16). During 2018, indeed, the 

merchandising and revenues of Juventus football club have steadily risen confirming a quite 

strategic move of the club. 

However, as in any other industry, when competition starts to be fierce it is necessary to keep 

renovating the competitive advantage; one way to do so is the recombination of the resources 

at disposition of a company, or in other words innovating (Penrose, 1959). Innovation is an 

output of a larger process that implies the ability to convert an idea into a (successful) 

innovation, thus creating value from it (Schumpeter, 1942). In this perspective, 

entrepreneurship is indeed the discipline that addresses such concerns; for this reason, also in 

relation to sport and sport-related activities, inquiring features of entrepreneurship is important 

(Ratten, 2012a). In addition, the very ontology of sport management is based on dealing with 

uncertainty (Neale, 1964) as outcomes of any competition are unknowable a priori. While sport 

professionals and managers may work hard to construct a solid base for the success this is never 

assured (Chadwick, 2009). 

Although all these considerations, the entrepreneurship topic seems to have received minimal 

attention from sport management in academic studies (e.g. Chalip, 2006; Shilbury, 2011b; 

Ciomaga, 2013). Accordingly, it is important to address entrepreneurial aspect in relation to 

sport and to contextualise them within the sport industry, to stimulate a further debate also for 

sport management discipline. 

Readapting the several aspects of sport entrepreneurship, this is related to spot, create, and 

pursue novel opportunities or perform any innovative activities in a sport context, with a central 

focus on the human aspect (Ratten, 2012b). To fully understand the implications of this 

definition it is useful to relate it to the traditional definition of entrepreneurship gave by Shane 

& Venkataraman (2000), in their famous foundational paper of the whole entrepreneurship 

field. Entrepreneurship focuses on “how, by whom and with what effects, opportunities to 

create future goods and services are discovered, evaluated and exploited” (p. 218).  

In both definitions, a forefront aspect is related to the source of opportunities, so from where 

they emerge. The existence of business opportunities is indeed fundamental in order to start any 

entrepreneurial venture. Following the metaphor model developed by Cardon et al. (2005) 



seems that entrepreneurship in sport activities may be associated by an ‘active seeking 

conception’. Opportunities and new solutions for sports and sports-related activities derive 

mostly from the ability of people passionate about a sport to interpret the consumers’ needs, 

especially those not completely satisfied (Jones et al., 2017). For example, being a fan of the 

sport or practicing it facilitates this interpretation since these needs are experienced in first 

person. Similarly, it may be observed how a sportsperson may have a deeper knowledge about 

the techniques to practice such a sport and how to make training easier.  

A second dimension in both definitions it is indicated that such opportunities should be 

transformed into actual value, a process which involves ‘tying’ the contextual conditions to a 

factual entrepreneurial behaviour. As much as in other industries (e.g. technological 

advancements, Biotech, ICTs, STEM, agriculture/rural sector), entrepreneurship and its 

features are industry-specific (Ratten, 2010). Indeed, precise “rules of the play” and “macro-

cultures” (Fayolle et al., 2010) exist and are made of a common understanding/perception of 

the environment -e.g. same suppliers, customers, subsidiaries (Ratten, 2012b). From such a 

knowledge of the “rules of play” sportspersons may draw value from their passion and 

expertise. For instance, it was observed how female athlete entrepreneurs adopt similar 

strategies to integrate their lifestyle in their way of managing a venture amidst competition 

(Ratten & Miragaia 2019). Another case is the management of ‘icon players’ (Chadwick, 2009). 

However, also the structure of the industry may hinder the ‘actualization’ of the value of an 

opportunity. Sport industry is populated by a mix of public and private actors (Chaplin, 1995) 

that may generate tougher competition then in other industries, without considering the low 

enter barriers as for a small reality the initial costs can be limited. In some cases, the start of a 

sport entrepreneurial venture may also be constrained by the availability of the right 

infrastructure but a practitioner may know better than anyone else the existing public/private 

infrastructures that may be used to start a new venture (van Bottenburg & Salome, 2010). 

Thirdly, there is also a personal dimension related to the actors of the process. In general, 

entrepreneurs show some common internal characteristics such as resilience, high levels of 

internal locus of control, and high needs for achievements. It is possible to say that this is also 

true for sport entrepreneurship (Jones & Jones, 2014; Ratten, 2015). Sportspersons through their 

training surely acquire entrepreneurial characteristics as these individuals are surely proactive 

and resistant to stress, as demonstrated by several researches (e.g. Mitchell, 2005; Neergaard & 

Krueger, 2008). However, it would be important to understand how to move from this potential 

state to an actual entrepreneurial behaviour towards creating a new venture or, in any case, 

acting entrepreneurially. This consideration implies the need to study the entrepreneurial 

intentions of sportspeople and how to stimulate them (Teixeira & Forte, 2017). For example, 

several research (e.g. Ratten, 2010) suggested governmental actions and policy may play a role 

as several initiatives aim at supporting athletes after their sport careers. In this direction, the 

International Olympic Committee set up Athlete365 initiative and its service Career+, a career-

transition service and a business accelerator, aimed at helping athletes in starting a business. 

Other cases and needs instead are those related athletes, who after their ‘active’ sport career, in 

a later stage in life, may want to turn it a managerial/entrepreneurial position still in the same 

sport/industry (Kautonen et al., 2017). 

This attention to the personal sphere of sport entrepreneurs, consequentially, calls for 

entrepreneurship education and pedagogies which should be also considered to ensure a proper 

approach within the more general sport education (González-Serrano et al., 2018). Some studies 

(e.g. Ratten, 2012b; Ratten, 2015) showed how sport courses are or should be structure. 

However, indirectly, also entrepreneurial education could benefit from looking more closely to 

insights of sport education and this relates to entrepreneurial intentions of students (Stambaugh 

and Mitchell, 2018).  



Finally, even if not directly analysed in the original paper of Shane & Venkataraman (2000), 

the definition also considers the ‘effects’ of the process. Everything creating value can be 

considered an entrepreneurial outcome (Baumol, 1996), thus not necessary and only the 

production of a profit. Especially for sport entrepreneurship, this aspect is quite relevant; for 

example many sport activities, at least those at a local level, may not have a for-profit scope 

(Shilbury, 2011a; Hemme et al., 2017; Misener & Misener, 2017). Yet, sports can have 

beneficial spillovers for the local development both in terms of economic values, creating 

employment (Tyson et al., 2005), and of social and community values for example the 

intercultural exchange (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011). This also represents one of the central 

points in the EU agenda for sport which is to understand and stimulate a major debate about 

sport societal outcomes Indeed sport is perceived as central for social inclusion and diplomacy 

promotion a for improving environment- health-related issues (European Commission, 2017). 

However, this possible hybrid or blurred nature of the sport industry poses several problems in 

terms of legitimisation (Chaplin, 2006). Different national system may perceive the industry in 

radical different manners and thus mixed approaches to policies and political support received, 

but also different mind-sets and profit-orientation of the actors involved in it (Chadwick, 2009). 

While the original core of the sport management discipline is indissoluble tied to a social 

dimension, too naïve would be consider the whole industry as not professional (Shilbury & 

Ferkins, 2011). 

Despite this large overview, the field of sport entrepreneurship is still in its infancy and yet the 

overall sport management discipline still struggles in getting a full legitimisation in the 

academic debate (Chalip, 2006; Shilbury 2011a, 2011b). Just considering when the first proper 

definition of the field emerged (Ratten, 2010), it is quite evident that strong and shared 

paradigms for sport entrepreneurship are far to be established and thus the field remains quite 

fragmented (Ratten, 2012a). In particular, on the one hand, it is observable that several 

researches (Ratten, 2010; 2012b; 2015) focused on trying to attain a definition of sport 

entrepreneurship. The contributions of this papers are trying to identify the role of 

entrepreneurship within the sport management field. As a matter of fact, the extant literature on 

sport management focused on large sport ventures, e.g. football teams, national leagues 

(Chadwick, 2009;) but neglects manage smaller initiatives (Shilbury, 2011a). Next, a growing 

field is observing the importance of the interplay between individual/small organizations and 

government in the development of new sport businesses (Shilbury & Ferkins, 2011). In fact, on 

the one hand governmental support is necessary as government are frequently the infrastructure 

provider (Chalip, 1995; 2006). Finally, some research started to consider how sport 

entrepreneurial ventures may replace governments in creating social value (Ratten, 2017). 

However, as it is possible to observe, sport entrepreneurship is still an elite topic even within 

sport management literature (Ciomaga, 2013). This phenomenon is related to the fact that till 

recent times the economic importance of sport industry was not fully recognized neither by 

scholars or practitioners. 

Thus, the actual academic momentum calls for a major attention to the topic and what has been 

already done should not be forgotten. In this light, our paper with a bibliometric approach 

assesses the knowledge structure through a systematization of the contributions. Bibliometric 

studies have demonstrated their helpfulness in a broad range of fields, such as management 

(Mackenzie, 2008), entrepreneurship (Sassetti et al., 2018), innovation (Fagerberg et al., 2012; 

Marzi et al., 2017a; 2017b), and international business (Dabic et al., 2014). Bibliometrics also 

help scholars to separate individual streams of research from the ‘tangled forest’ of the scientific 

proliferation.  

Consequently, we performed our bibliometric analysis on a final set of 86 papers showing main 

descriptive characteristics as well their aggregations around common topics, individuated 

through a cluster analysis. 



The paper contributions are at least threefold. First, thanks to a systematization of the 

contributions, we have clearly highlighted the knowledge structure of the sport 

entrepreneurship field. Our work helped in assessing the evolutions and trends of this recently-

born academic field and thus facilitating the reply to the overarching and fundamental research 

question: how sport and sport-related activities can be performed entrepreneurially? Our study 

offers a more solid basis to understand what has been done and what is still to be known in the 

field of sport entrepreneurship. However, researchers in the wider academic debate of 

entrepreneurship may also benefit from the elements emerging from the case of sports and 

sport-related activities. As we shown through the analysis of our clusters, sport 

entrepreneurship is an excellent context to study specific policies or environmental conditions 

that foster entrepreneurship (e.g. Briedenhann, 2011; Tyson et al. 2005), and this also thanks to 

the involvement of local communities (Bjärsholm, 2017), and obvious social outcomes (Lyras 

& Welty Peachey, 2011). Similarly, sport entrepreneurship can help understand entrepreneurial 

intentions (do Paço et al., 2013), motivational aspects, and entrepreneurial passion with the 

specific attention to cases of athletes who actually become entrepreneurs (Ratten, 2010).     

Second, through our proposed interpretative framework, practice-oriented contributions and 

implications for practitioners can be also inferred. For example, the framework summarizes 

how sportspeople or fans may turn into entrepreneurs. Thus, it indicates a possible ‘path’ that 

sportspeople may have to follow to attain such a goal. Another aspect of the framework is the 

consideration of the role of education as an accelerator. Specifically, in relation to the main 

skills which a sport entrepreneur may need, the framework indicates the topics that should 

tackled in a sport (entrepreneurship) education programs. Finally, our framework indicates and 

reviews best practices for using sport as developmental strategy and conflict-

resolution/attenuation instrument (Cohen & Peachey, 2015).  

Finally, based on our clusters’ analysis, we propose an initial set of future research questions 

and avenues to further evolve the sport entrepreneurship field. In comparison to other valuable 

systematization efforts (e.g. Huertas González-Serrano et al., 2019) that have opened the debate 

about the sport entrepreneurship as sub-field, our contribution will help to offer specific 

building foundational blocks for the field.    

The paper is structured in six sections, including this introduction. The following section is 

related to the explanation of the methodology to perform the bibliometric analysis, while section 

3 reports the descriptive and aggregate findings of it. Section 4 instead is dedicated to the 

explanation of the cluster analysis to clearly show trends and knowledge structures emerged so 

far. In particular, we commented the contributions for each of the four clusters. Section 5, 

drawing from the insights of the previous sections, models an interpretative framework able to 

highlight relationships and fundamental topics for the sport entrepreneurship field, also 

indicating possible gaps and future research avenues. Finally, the last section is dedicated to the 

conclusions.  

 

2. Bibliometric Analysis 

 

To perform an accurate analysis of sport entrepreneurship as a field of research, a bibliometric 

analysis based on the visualization of similarities (VOS) technique (van Eck and Waltman, 

2009; van Eck, et al., 2006) has been used together with a systematic literature review protocol 

(Smart et al., 2003). 

Indeed, the bibliometric approach allows a classification as well as visualization, producing a 

spatial representation of results, and mapping of the knowledge in an almost geographical 

manner (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Among the many approaches based on surveying and analysing 

literature data, this particular one is broader in scope and can account for more fields of 

research. While results yielded with bibliometrics can basically similar to those of a systematic 



literature review or a meta-analysis the explicative power is by far higher. Compared to a 

systematic literature review, bibliometric methods are able to analyse a wider range of contents 

without have to limit the physiological number of studies taken into consideration or to 

compromise on rigor on the protocol. These methods “can analyze any type of study as long as 

connections among studies exist in the corpus of analyzed studies” (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Yet, 

all the benefits of a meta-analysis are maintained too, but without the need to compensate/focus 

on a reduced number of investigated relationships. As a matter of fact, bibliometric 

methodologies can assess hundreds or even thousands of studies and map a research field, and 

its main topics/relationships inquired, in a graphic way easy to understand (Caputo et al., 2018a; 

Marzi et al., 2017a; 2017b).  

The data collection process started with a query on Elsevier’s Scopus. Considering the fact that 

Sport Entrepreneurship is an emergent field of study, our methodological choice to use Scopus 

instead of Web of Science Core Collection has been guided by the necessity to be much 

inclusive as possible (Aghaei Chadegani et al., 2013). Consequently, we permed the the 

following searching strings in Scopus: “sport*” together with the term “entrepreneur*” in titles, 

abstracts and keywords (operator “TITLE-ABS-KEY” in Scopus’ advanced research tab). The 

selected query results as the most inclusive one. Indeed, for the scope of this paper that is to 

map the structure of a whole field of research, there is a need to gather the highest number of 

papers possible. Coherently, we used ‘starred’ terms so to extract any paper that in the title, 

abstract or keywords would include all derivations of the core concept. The term “sport*” 

captures a corollary of terms such as sport-related, sportsman, sportsmen, sportswoman, 

sportswomen, sportsmanship etc.; the term “entrepreneur*” includes a series of expressions like 

entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial, and entrepreneur-alike. As a result, the final query was: 

 

TITLE-ABS-KEY (sport* AND entrepreneur*) 

 

The research was limited to “articles” and “literature reviews”, within the field of “Business, 

Management and Accounting”. The considered timespan was 1988-2018, thus we focused on 

the last 30 years of research on the topic (Marzi et al., 2017; Marzi et al., 2018). The initial 

dataset was composed by 144 papers. After a manual analysis of the all papers by all the authors, 

some papers not related to the field under study were removed. Similarly, the authors included 

in the dataset only paper building on Ratten (2010) definition of sport entrepreneurship. Thus, 

the final dataset resulted in 86 papers. Moreover, in order to ensure the inclusion of all relevant 

data, a cross-validation was made both with EBSCO Business Source Premier and Thomson 

Reuters Web of Science. In this perspective, no other significant paper was found. The data has 

been gathered on the 14th January 2019.  

Specifically, in relation to the similarity analysis, VOSviewer 1.6.7 was used as bibliometric 

tool/software for both the coupling analysis and for the aggregation of data. We included all 86 

papers in VOS, however, only 69 showed connections in terms of shared references, indicating 

that 17 papers out of these 86 are completely built on different theoretical foundations, while 

dealing anyway with the same topic. Consequently, our analysis could only include the 69 the 

inter-connected papers in its representation. 

Regarding the results in VOSviewer, they are created through a co-occurrence matrix; Co-

occurrences rise from the presence, occurrence, and betweenness of analogous pairs of terms 

in the data, in our case of cited references. VOS completes a set iterated routine to build a 

comprehensive map in which the items are spatially located in relation to the distance between 

any pair of items, and in our case this distance reflects pairs’ similarity in term of cited 

references.  

After this step, a cluster analysis is performed with additional mathematical routines. Cluster 

are determined in base of the item shared references, pairing items with the highest level of it. 



Once the clustering process is completed, to each cluster, and thus to each of its items, a colour 

is associated (van Eck & Waltman, 2010).  

a sectoral map, in relation to the cluster distribution, where however, the distance between items 

still has to be understood as an indication of the relatedness of the items, either if the comparison 

is done within or between cluster elements. Thus, the smaller the distance between, the stronger 

the relatedness in terms of citations used (van Eck and Waltman, 2010). In addition, the cluster 

analysis highlights the knowledge base diversity in an aggregate way. In addition, the cluster 

analysis highlights the diversity in terms of knowledge bases of the several aggregates. Thus, 

the groups of items within a cluster are strongly linked together in terms of co-citations. This 

also indicates that if an item belongs to a cluster, it is part of a specific stream of research or 

refers to a particular topic (For a detailed mathematical explanation about VOS technique and 

VOSviewer, please see van Eck and Waltman, 2009) 

 

3. Results of the bibliometric activity indicators 

 

In this section we present results from a series of bibliometric activity indicators showing: i) 

the distribution of the papers among the years (Fig.1), ii) the most cited papers (Tab.1), iii) the 

most prolific authors (Tab. 2), iv) and the most prolific countries (Tab. 3) in term of number of 

papers related to sport entrepreneurship. 

 

 
Figure 1 - Papers distribution by years 

 

As Figure 1 clearly shows, starting from 2010 an increasingly interest to sport entrepreneurship 

as field of study has been paid. In particular, periods from 2010 to 2012 and after 2015, seem 

the most prolific for the field. This trend is also confirmed in the following table (Tab. 1). 

 

Authors Title Year Journal 
Citations 

Count 

Ratten V. 

Sport-based entrepreneurship: 

Towards a new theory of 

entrepreneurship and sport 

management 

2011 

International 

Entrepreneurship and 

Management Journal 

57 

Napier N.K., 

Nilsson M. 

The Development of Creative 

Capabilities in and out of Creative 

Organizations: Three Case Studies 

2006 
Creativity and Innovation 

Management 
34 
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van Bottenburg 

M., Salome L. 

The indoorisation of outdoor sports: 

An exploration of the rise of lifestyle 

sports in artificial settings 

2010 Leisure Studies 27 

Ratten V. 
Developing a theory of sport-based 

entrepreneurship 
2010 

Journal of Management 

and Organization 
23 

do Paço A., 

Ferreira J.M., 

Raposo M., 

Rodrigues R.G., 

Dinis A. 

Entrepreneurial intentions: is 

education enough? 
2013 

International 

Entrepreneurship and 

Management Journal 

19 

Wolfe M.T., 

Shepherd D.A. 

"Bouncing Back" From a Loss: 

Entrepreneurial Orientation, 

Emotions, and Failure Narratives 

2015 
Entrepreneurship: 

Theory and Practice 
17 

Jones P., Jones 

A. 

Attitudes of Sports Development and 

Sports Management undergraduate 

students towards entrepreneurship: A 

university perspective towards best 

practice 

2014 Education and Training 17 

Kellett P., 

Russell R. 

A comparison between mainstream 

and action sport industries in 

Australia: A case study of the 

skateboarding cluster 

2009 
Sport Management 

Review 
17 

Ratten V. 

The future of sports management: A 

social responsibility, philanthropy and 

entrepreneurship perspective 

2010 
Journal of Management 

and Organization 
16 

Mitchell R.K. 

Tuning up the Global Value Creation 

Engine: The Road to Excellence in 

International Entrepreneurship 

Education 

2005 

Advances in 

Entrepreneurship, Firm 

Emergence and Growth 

16 

Berrett T., 

Burton T.L., 

Slack T. 

Quality products, quality service: 

Factors leading to entrepreneurial 

success in the sport and leisure 

industry 

1993 Leisure Studies 14 

Campos-

Izquierdo A., 

González-Rivera 

M.D., Taks M. 

Multi-functionality and occupations of 

sport and physical activity 

professionals in Spain 

2016 
European Sport 

Management Quarterly 
13 

Schulenkorf N. 
Managing sport-for-development: 

Reflections and outlook 
2017 

Sport Management 

Review 
12 

Cohen A., 

Peachey J.W. 

The making of a social entrepreneur: 

From participant to cause champion 

within a sport-for-development 

context 

2015 
Sport Management 

Review 
12 

Chacar A.S., 

Hesterly W. 

Innovations and value creation in 

major league baseball, 1860-2000 
2004 Business History 12 

Salome L.R., 

van Bottenburg 

M., van den 

Heuvel M. 

'We are as green as possible': 

environmental responsibility in 

commercial artificial settings for 

lifestyle sports 

2013 Leisure Studies 11 

Ratten V. 
Sport entrepreneurship: Challenges 

and directions for future research 
2012 

International Journal of 

Entrepreneurial 

Venturing 

11 

Hums M.A. 

The conscience and commerce of 

sport management: One teacher's 

perspective 

2010 
Journal of Sport 

Management 
11 

Ratten V. 
Athletes as entrepreneurs: The role of 

social capital and leadership ability 
2015 

International Journal of 

Entrepreneurship and 

Small Business 

10 

Ross J.A., 

Hardy S., Hardy 
Toward a history of sport branding 2012 

Journal of Historical 

Research in Marketing 
10 



S., Norman B., 

Sceery S. 

Ratten V. 

Practical implications and future 

research directions for international 

sports management 

2011 

Thunderbird 

International Business 

Review 

10 

Foxall G.R., 

Johnston B.R. 

Innovation in Grand Prix motor 

racing: the evolution of technology, 

organization and strategy 

1991 Technovation 10 

Table 1 - Most cited papers with at least 10 citations 

As showed in Table 1, the majority of the highly impactful (or most cited) papers have been 

published in form 2010. In particular, following the high number of citations and the relevance 

of studies we can assume that the two papers published by Vanessa Ratten “Developing a theory 

of sport-based entrepreneurship” (Ratten, 2010) and “Sport-based entrepreneurship: Towards 

a new theory of entrepreneurship and sport management” (Ratten, 2011b) are two seminal and 

fondant papers for the field of study. 

 

Author 
Number of 

Documents 
Citations 

Ratten V. 16 163 

Jones P. 3 21 

Svensson P.G. 3 5 

Van Bottenburg M. 2 38 

Jones A. 2 20 

Peachey J.W. 2 15 

Crespo Hervás J. 2 9 

Terjesen S. 2 6 

Moreno F.C. 2 4 

Valantine I. 2 4 

González-Serrano M.H. 2 2 

Pérez-Campos C. 2 2 

Table 2 - Most productive authors with at least 2 documents 

Similar conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of most prolific authors in sport 

entrepreneurship (Tab. 2). Again, Vanessa Ratten from La Trobe University in Melbourne 

(Australia) is the most prolific and cited author in this field. She is followed by Paul Jones from 

Coventry University in Coventry (United Kingdom). On the third step of a hypothetical podium 

in relation to of number of papers, we can find Per Svensson from Louisiana State University 

in Los Angeles (US). In general, the rest of the authors have no more than two papers each, 

even if with such limited set they present high amounts of citations. 

 
Country Documents Citations 

United states 27 243 

Australia 15 92 

United Kingdom 15 75 

Canada 8 44 

Spain 7 27 

Sweden 4 43 

Portugal 4 27 

Lithuania 3 4 

Norway 3 3 

Netherlands 2 38 

New Zealand 2 4 

Iran 2 0 

Table 3 - Most productive countries with at least 2 documents 



Finally, regarding the most prolific countries (Tab. 3), we can find United States, followed by 

Australia, and United Kingdom both in terms of number of documents and citations. Please 

note that if a paper has more than one author, the number of citations has been summed for each 

author and country. For example, if a paper with 10 citations has one author from Australia and 

one author from United Kingdom, both countries received a score of 10 in this table. 

 

4. Results of the VOS Analysis and the Systematic Literature Review 

 

In the present section, following recent research using both bibliometric methods and 

systematic literature review methods (Caputo et al., 2018b; Fernandez et al., 2015; Sassetti et 

al., 2018) we present the results of the systematic literature review. We based our discussion 

on the ten most cited papers belonging to each cluster clustered by the VOS analysis via 

bibliographic coupling (Figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2 – Results of the VOS Analysis 

The following table (Table 4) presents in brief the results of our interpretation of the four 

clusters emerged through the VOS analysis. The first one (Cluster 1 – Green) is central and 

related to sport entrepreneurship theory and factors triggering sportspeople entrepreneurial 

intention and orientation. The second (Cluster 2 – Blue) concerns the environmental factors and 

conditions fostering sport entrepreneurship, while the third (Cluster 3 – Yellow) is related to 

sport entrepreneurial education. Finally, the last cluster (Cluster 4 – Red) deals with the social 

role of sport entrepreneurship and its implications.  

 
Cluster 1 - Green: Sport Entrepreneurship Theory and Factors Triggering Sportspeople 

Entrepreneurial Propensity  

28 papers – 220 citations 

Cluster 2 – Blue: Environmental 

Factors and Conditions Fostering 

Sport Entrepreneurship 

10 papers – 115 citations 

Cluster 3 - Yellow: Sport 

Entrepreneurial 

Education 

9 papers – 56 citations 

Cluster 4 - Red: Social Role of 

Sport Entrepreneurship and Its 

Implications 

22 papers – 81 citations 

Table 4 - Schematic representation of the clusters forming the sport entrepreneurship field of research 

 

4.1. Cluster 1 - Green: Sport Entrepreneurship Theory and Factors Triggering Sportspeople 

Entrepreneurial Propensity 

In general, this cluster aggregates papers that over the years have provided theoretical and 

empirical validation of sport entrepreneurship theory and factors triggering sportspeople 



entrepreneurial propensity (e.g., Ratten, 2015). Coherently, entrepreneurial dynamics in the 

sport industry are central elements of these contributions. As such, the studies in this cluster 

subdivide themselves according two different points of view. On the one hand, we have studies 

that investigate the sport industry as a context for theoretical research around entrepreneurship 

(e.g., Napier & Nilsson, 2006; Núñez-Pomar et al., 2016; van Bottenburg & Salome, 2010; 

Wolfe & Shepherd, 2015). On the other hand, contributions examine the entrepreneurial 

propensity of professional athletes and sportsman (e.g., Jones et al., 2017; Kenny, 2015; 

Micelotta et al., 2018). For these reasons, this cluster has a central position in the VOS Viewer 

map and often provides theoretical bases for the studies in the other clusters, which instead 

investigates specific aspects of sport entrepreneurship. Therefore, we decided to label this 

cluster as “Sport Entrepreneurship Theory and Factors Triggering Sportspeople Entrepreneurial 

Propensity”. 

The most cited paper of this cluster is the one of Napier and Nilsson (2006), which somehow 

offered one of the first association between sport and entrepreneurship. Grounded in the 

Resource Based View of the firm (Penrose, 1959) and the dynamic capabilities literature 

(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000), the paper investigates the case study of an American Football 

team, among the others. In particular, it shows how creative entrepreneurs build collaborations, 

exploit knowledge, and enhance intra- and extra-organizational relationships. As the authors 

wrote, “the football-team approach involves building up resources through planning and 

execution of the process of development (through which the team and coaches develop building 

blocks, culture and interaction patterns). As part of the process the coach sets the ‘parameters’, 

such as how flexible a football team needs to be for creativity to emerge. With that 

accomplished, he focuses on deploying those resources for ‘creative moments’ during the 

games. The ability and trust to do so stem from achieving results/wins and subsequent 

confidence and respect from stakeholders, including players” (Napier & Nilsson, 2006, p. 276). 

Although this paper was not deliberately investigating sport entrepreneurship, it can be 

considered one of the main sources that provided an anchor for future scholars to justify the 

potential of sport sector as an entrepreneurial one.  

For example, Wolfe and Shepherd (2015), exploring entrepreneurial orientations, emotions, and 

failure, stated how collegiate football programmes can be seen as entrepreneurial organizations. 

The authors found how narratives about entrepreneurial orientation (EO), and negative 

emotional content, has a U-shaped relationship with subsequent (i.e., next game) performance. 

While, positive emotional content exhibited an inverse U-shaped relationship with subsequent 

performance. In a similar vein, Núñez-Pomar et al. (2016) using a fuzzy-set qualitative 

comparative analysis of Spanish Sport companies showed that EO is a sufficient condition for 

a successful performance in small service companies, however the same is not true for large 

ones. In particular, the study shows that the model ‘innovation + proactiveness + risk-taking’ 

works well in small businesses in the sports service sector as a sufficient condition for 

performance. 

Other studies belonging to the same stream show how entrepreneurs seize opportunities in the 

sport industry. Evidences from Kellett and Russell (2009) showed how entrepreneurs benefited 

from seizing the opportunity provided by the action sport industry (e.g. freestyle snowboarding, 

alpine skiing, motocross, surf), which evolved in a chaotic and unregulated fashion. Moreover, 

van Bottenburg and Salome (van Bottenburg & Salome, 2010), investigating the indoor sport 

market, showed how the entrepreneurial initiatives “were taken by internationally-oriented 

entrepreneurs who can be regarded as outsiders to the mainstream sports world” (p.146). The 

paper highlights the rise of indoor lifestyle sports and discusses the conditions under 

entrepreneurs in the Netherlands have created the indoor market. The paper shows that the rise 

of this economic market cannot be understood if it is solely interpreted as the result of 



economic, technological or natural developments but also by recognising how the structures 

and cultures pervaded the rise of this new market. 

Vanessa Ratten seems to be among the most prolific and active scholars in the field of sport 

entrepreneurship, and in several of her papers she contributed to the definition of the field. 

“Sports entrepreneurship can be described as the mindset of people or organisations actively 

engaged in the pursuit of new opportunities in the sports-context. Sports entrepreneurship refers 

to any innovative activity in a sports context where most activities are enhanced with a proactive 

and risk-taking quality. The essence of sport entrepreneurship is that entrepreneurial activities 

are embedded almost invisibly into most sports organisations” (Ratten, 2012b, p. 66). Few years 

later, the same scholar provided a theoretical and conceptual understanding of athletes as 

entrepreneurs by utilising human capital in the form of social, emotional and leadership abilities 

(Ratten, 2015). The paper highlighted how athletes as entrepreneurs are partly determined by 

their human capital and individual attributes and those affect the business success. This means 

that both on- and off-field abilities of an athlete shape how human capital is developed. In fact, 

it was hypothesized how sportspeople are characterized by higher locus of control, situational 

control, need for achievement, resilience, and discipline than average person. All traits are 

related to higher EO and EI. 

Other studies have contributed to such investigation of the characteristics of athlete 

entrepreneurs. For example, Kenny (2015) studied the learning needs for entrepreneurial skills 

of professional athletes for a career transition. Indeed, this paper deals with the issues faced by 

athletes, who cannot maintain their sport career at a professional competitive level forever. For 

this reason, most of professional athletes may need to transit towards a different career, either 

by obtaining a more managerial role in sport and related industries, or by moving to a 

completely new industry. In both cases, the athlete is faced with entrepreneurial challenges. 

Studying professional rugby players, the author provided evidence of the existence of 

entrepreneurial learning needs to be considered when designing an entrepreneurship 

programme dedicated to athletes.  

Then, this study corroborates previous research on the benefits of sports for entrepreneurs. In a 

similar vein, Jones and Jones (2014) investigated how students of sports development and 

management are typically more entrepreneurial by nature. This is due to their prior experience 

in coaching and training within their respective sports disciplines. Jones and Jones 

(2014) reinforced the importance of entrepreneurship education to non-business disciplines, 

because an entrepreneurial career is highly complementary to the skills achieved in sports 

career, in fact such careers require a high proportion of self-employment. In fact, the paper 

clearly shows that Sports Development and Sports Management students were typically 

enterprising by nature. Moreover, the majority of students indicated that they were attracted to 

a future entrepreneurial career in a sports-related discipline and were characterised by their 

mature attitudes towards their career development and future inclination regarding an 

entrepreneurial career choice. 

Moreover, Jones et al. (2017) explored the entrepreneurial experiences of sport 

coaches/instructors. The results showed how sports coach/instructors exhibit several novel 

behaviours including pro-social (entrepreneurial) behaviours. Furthermore, and interestingly, 

the authors reported how sports coach/instructors typically work in lifestyle businesses thus 

they do not actively seek growth. Even this paper argues for the need of a specific training 

provision to enhance operational processes in the sport industry. 

Finally, Micelotta et al. (2018) investigated women’s leagues in the sport industry to study how 

the industry gender imprinting, which the authors define as the persistence of cultural values, 

beliefs, norms, and orientations associated with masculinity or femininity, influences new 

ventures. In this study, the authors revealed how gender imprinting negatively affects the new 

ventures of women in a male-dominated industry, through three liabilities: identity, conformity 



and differentiation. This study, thus, addresses the challenges that new ventures face when they 

do not align with the industry imprint. 

 

 

4.2. Cluster II- Blue: Environmental Factors and External Conditions Fostering Sport 

Entrepreneurship 

Sport entrepreneurship is a “emerging form of entrepreneurship is usually inherent in the 

management of sports, which transforms sport-based organisations into an entrepreneur and 

enterprise” (Ratten, 2011b, pp. 314). As stressed through the previous paragraph, it usually 

derives from someone’s passion for a sport in conjunction with high EO. Indeed, sport 

entrepreneurial ventures are sometimes subsided by local or national governments. This occurs 

in reason of either providing entertainment to a community or fostering the development of the 

culture or civil citizenship through the practising of a specific sport (Ratten, 2010). Otherwise, 

the existence of an elevated number of people passionate or practicing a certain sport in a 

specific area may incentive new entrepreneurs to start sport entrepreneurial ventures. This is 

due to the fact that these ventures may count on a possible unsatisfied demand for certain goods 

necessary to practice the sport or the need for sport venues (Ratten, 2011b). Sport 

entrepreneurship is as a matter of facts a social phenomenon, and it cannot be detached from 

the context which triggered its emergence (Ratten, 2011a). 

Here it emerges the importance of environmental and contextual factors fostering sport 

entrepreneurship, which is the prevalent topic of papers belonging to the second cluster.  

For example, Briedenhann (2011) inquires the potential relationship between sport mega-events 

and sport entrepreneurship. The author specifically considered the case of FIFA 2010 World 

Cup in South Africa. The author employed a survey-based method to assess the effect of such 

an event. Results show that local hosting communities evaluated positively the potential 

entrepreneurial opportunities deriving from the World Cup; however, they were also sceptical 

of government’s uncontrolled expenses to finance the event. 

These findings are coherent with Tyson et al. (2005), Terjesen (2008) and Devine et al. (2010) 

research studies. In particular, Tyson et al. (2005) observed how 2005 Cricket World Cup was 

a catalyst for tourism and micro-enterprises development in Trinidad and Tobago. Thanks to 

82 interviews with the event managers, the authors observed how the number of tourists visiting 

the country increased exponentially, with evident benefits in term of employment. However, 

also sport-related entrepreneurial ventures increased their number. As a matter of fact, more 

people started to practice sport after an event, thus increasing the need for providers of goods 

to practice sport.  

Devine et al. (2010), in a similar fashion, concentred on the impact of Ironman Triathlon Events 

on hosting communities. The findings of this research stressed out two important phenomena. 

First of all, sport events may attract a significant number of tourists in a specific destination. 

Thus, it may generate extra revenues for entrepreneurs involved in tourism. Additionally, it 

may generate extra revenues for entrepreneurs involved in sport industry. Indeed, attending 

sportspeople may need to train or to purchase new items.   

Terjesen (2008) observed how 2016 International Association of Ultrarunning World Cup 100 

Km in South Korea triggered the diffusion of this discipline and of ‘ultrarunning-related’ 

ventures in South Korea. Indeed, this study observed how the success of the event facilitated 

people to establish training ventures, gyms, and shops to help new ultrarunning fans in starting 

the practice of the sport. This may be also related to ultrarunning values, which are quite 

compatible with Korean cultural values, i.e. resistance, perseverance and camaraderie.  

Nevertheless, sport events are not the only external conditions capable of fostering the 

emergence and success of sport entrepreneurial ventures. Indeed, Toffoletti and Thorpe (2018) 

focused on the importance on the ability of sport celebrities in fostering customers’ awareness 



towards a specific sport practice. Consequently, sport celebrities can turn into entrepreneurs by 

promoting their own product or services thanks to internet platforms such as social media (Rialti 

et al., 2018). 

Finally, Franco and Pessoa, (2014) observed how partnerships in the university sport sector 

may resemble a form of collaborative entrepreneurship. In fact, thanks to such a kind of 

partnerships different institutions may generate social value. Additionally, it emerged how 

university may play a role in educating people practicing sport about how to reap sport-related 

opportunities. 

 

4.3. Cluster III - Yellow: Sport Entrepreneurial Education 

Education has been deemed fundamental to increase individuals’ orientation to became an 

entrepreneur and their intention toward starting an entrepreneurial venture (e.g. Rialti et al., 

2017). Accordingly, education was considered instrumental to foster students’ autonomy, self-

confidence, opportunities exploration and exploitation capacity and, make them more aware 

about potential career paths (Fayolle et al., 2010). In this perspective, sport entrepreneurship 

stream is not representing an exception. Henceforth, the third cluster that emerged from our 

bibliometric analysis contains papers dealing with sport entrepreneurial education. In detail, a 

part of the papers included in this cluster deals with the analysis of entrepreneurial intention 

and orientation of students enrolled in sport courses using entrepreneurship theory as a 

theoretical lens. The other papers deal with analyses of the cause of this phenomenon (i.e. why 

people practicing sport have higher entrepreneurial intention, orientation and capabilities) by 

building on sport courses students characteristics. 

To what concerns the first halve, it includes the most cited paper from this cluster, the one 

written by do Paço et al., (2013) entitled “Entrepreneurial intentions: is education enough?”. 

This research tried to identify who between male students enrolled in a sport schools and girls 

enrolled in a business schools was showing higher entrepreneurial orientation or intention. The 

research built on the widely known Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), which 

in the entrepreneurship context assumes that a person’s psychological attributes (locus of 

control, need for achievement, propensity to risk, self-confidence and tolerance to ambiguity) 

may influence entrepreneurial orientation and intention. The authors collected data though a 

survey, and performed a student t-test and Levene’s test to evaluate which typology of student 

was more inclined to become and entrepreneur. Interestingly, sport school’s students showed 

higher entrepreneurial orientation, thus supporting the hypothesis that people interested in sport 

are characterized by high propensity toward entrepreneurship. Such a perspective is also 

explored in Teixeira and Forte's (2017) paper. Specifically, the authors compared 

entrepreneurial intentions of 2434 students enrolled in 32 different academic courses. Results 

show how students attending courses not involving any kind of entrepreneurial education are 

the one characterized by higher entrepreneurial intention and the most intends to start their own 

venture. In detail, students enrolled in sport-related courses are the one showing higher 

entrepreneurial intention. This phenomenon calls for a higher attention to be paid to these 

academic courses, since specifically tackling interpersonal relations management, teamwork, 

and to faster decision-making capabilities shown by people who practice sports. Among the 

conclusions, the authors pointed out how best practices coming from sport courses may be also 

used in purely entrepreneurship ones. In line with do Paço et al. (2013), also Gonzalez Serrano 

et al. (2016) focused on a comparative analysis based on a student sample using the TPB. 

Building on extant findings related to higher entrepreneurial orientation showed by students 

enrolled in sport courses, this paper focused on the eventual existence of gender differences 

between male and female students in term of entrepreneurial intention. Strangely, no difference 

related to gender, thus the authors inferred that there is no specific need to tailor sport-based 

courses according to students’ gender to increase their entrepreneurial orientation. This intial 



research was then extended via two successive research again from González-Serrano et al., 

(2017) and González-Serrano, et al., (2018). The first one is deals with the exploration of the 

relationship between entrepreneurial intention and capabilities of students enrolled in sport 

courses, observing how education may influence students’ innovation, creativity and 

willingness to start a business. The second one is instead a comparative analysis between the 

Spanish and Lithuanian contexts. Results of the statistical analysis based on the PLS-MP 

algorithms show how Lithuanian sport courses’ students are characterized by higher 

entrepreneurial intention. Yet, in the Spanish context entrepreneurial intention derives from 

students’ personal attitude. In the Lithuanian one, instead, it derives from other factors such as 

easiness to start a venture.  

The other halve of the cluster contains instead papers dealing with the exploration of the causes 

of this phenomenon (i.e. why sport courses students show higher entrepreneurial orientation) 

occur adopting perspectives not exclusively depended to classical entrepreneurship model and 

theories. Mitchell (2005), indeed, explored how cognitive characteristics usually necessary for 

a person to succeed in sport may be fundamental even to succeed in an entrepreneurial 

endeavour. A model was consequently developed by the author, pointing out how any 

successful entrepreneurial education program should need to be built on best practices coming 

from sport education. Thus, the paper identified the need to develop some sort of sport-based 

entrepreneurial education. Such a program may in fact be capable to foster entrepreneurs’ 

memory, problem solving capacity, speed of processing information and learning rate. Similar 

results were also stressed out by Neergaard and Krueger (2008). Accordingly, “competitive 

sports cultivate the aptitude to constantly better oneself and aim for becoming the best” 

(Neergaard and Krueger, 2008, pp. 19). Students who practiced sport as young children usually 

grow-up in competitive social contexts capable to generate the skills necessary for 

entrepreneurship (Stambaugh and Mitchell, 2018).  

Moving from that, suggestions concerning how to develop specific entrepreneurial education 

programs for sport practitioners were developed. Vanessa Ratten (2012b) editorial, in this vein, 

points out the importance to develop both education programs for sport entrepreneurs. Sport-

related entrepreneurial ventures contribute indeed significantly to the economic system of any 

country. Thus, there is a need to educate sport entrepreneurs, which are usually characterized 

by elevated level of propensity toward starting a venture. Yet, they may anyhow lack technical 

skills required to manage a company. Hard assistance from institutions and policy-makers is 

hereby necessary. Indeed, sport entrepreneurs may need assistance related to getting grants and 

to develop ad hoc financial structure.  

 

4.4. Cluster IV - Red: Social Role of Sport Entrepreneurship and Its Implications 

Entrepreneurship may create new jobs, stimulate economic growth, and be related with the 

generation and commercialization of new relevant innovations. Anyway, also the social role of 

entrepreneurship is evident. In fact, the existence of entrepreneurial ventures within a specific 

geographical area may be related with new social benefits for the community living around the 

business. This occurrence is true both in the case of for-profit entrepreneurial ventures and 

social entrepreneurial ventures. Specifically, in the case of the first ones, sometimes spill-overs 

of ventures’ activities may cause benefits to the community in the form of new infrastructures 

or new attention from policy makers in respect of that area. In the case of social entrepreneurial 

ventures, instead, they will directly create value with their activities capable to generate value 

for community -i.e. in the form of free services to inhabitants of a specific area (Zollo et al., 

2018).  

Accordingly, sport entrepreneurship may have an extremely relevant social impact. Sport 

entrepreneurs may indeed generate social value by the creation of social activities that may be 

instrumental for participants to practice sport activities for their health, overcome isolation and 



giving them hope to improve their life conditions (Bjärsholm, 2017). Such a topic is the one of 

characterizing the fourth and final cluster, which has consequently been named “Social Role of 

Sport Entrepreneurship”.  

Schulenkorf (2017), in this vein, reviewed existing literature belonging to the sport-for-

development (SFD) field of literature. Generically, the expression SFD has been used to 

describe  the intentional “use of sport to exert a positive influence on public health, the 

socialisation of children, youths and adults, the social inclusion of the disadvantaged, the 

economic development of regions and states, and on fostering intercultural exchange and 

conflict resolution” (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011, pp. 311). As it is possible to understand, 

sport entrepreneurial ventures have a huge role in the success of SFD initiative, such ventures 

are in fact the ones usually contacted by institutions to implement SFD. Here the social value 

that may be created by sport related entrepreneurial ventures emerge. Sport related 

entrepreneurial ventures participating to SFD initiatives are in fact important players in 

fostering aggregation between member of a community thanks to social activities; in particular, 

in the case of social activities targeting disadvantaged people.  

A similar perspective is also shared by Cohen and Peachey (2015). The authors, indeed, focused 

too on SFD initiatives. In detail, they used a narrative inquiry approach to analyse a well-known 

SFD case, Street Soccer USA. Findings show how the involvement of sportspeople into SFD 

may make them a sort of social entrepreneurship champions. Yet, sportspeople may be more 

motivated to participate to initiatives (and also more capable to engage participants into sport 

trials) whether their backgrounds contain either sport or life traumatic experiences.  

Hemme et al. (2017), instead, tried to define the boundaries of sport entrepreneurship social 

role by investigating through a phenomenological inquiry based on interviews with managers 

and employees of sport related entrepreneurial ventures (in this case gyms). Results show how 

sport entrepreneurs are ‘effectively’ fully fledged entrepreneurs. Yet, they also have a social 

role as the most of them consider the physical and mental wellness of customers among the 

highest priorities of their business. This is consistent with typical two scopes of social 

entrepreneurs, namely the social change and personal development of customers’ lives.  

To target also social objectives, anyway, traditional organizational structures may not be a 

suitable solution to follow. For-profit entrepreneurial ventures are indeed frequently organized 

in order to maximise revenues and to obtain profits without thinking at social value. Instead, 

ventures aiming at creating social value need to organize following different organizational 

schema. In this perspective, it has been observed how entrepreneurial ventures aiming at social 

value creation are frequently hybrid organizations, which are organization characterized by a 

business unit dealing with for-profit activities and one dealing with not-for-profit, or social 

activities (Misener & Misener, 2017). 

Svensson and Seifried (2017), coherently, explored how the hybrid organizational structure is 

extremely recommended in ventures involved in Sport for Development and Peace (SDP) 

activities. SPD activities are a kind of sport centred activities aiming to create social value by 

preventing conflicts thanks to the involvement of people living in conflictual area in sport. 

Usually, SPD activities’ main objective is to prevent children from becoming soldiers by 

educating them in sport and other disciplines. SPD activities are usually arranged by mostly 

social entrepreneurial venture not looking after profits; yet, as such ventures need funding to 

continue their operation, the possibility to have ‘a sort’ of for-profit branch collecting resources 

for to finance activities may represent the best way to survive in the long term.  

Indeed, in a different research, Svensson (2017) argued how adopting a hybrid structure may 

allow social entrepreneurial ventures involved in SPD activities to address the divergent logics 

putting pressures on them. In fact, hybrid structures may be extremely helpful whether some 

stakeholder are interested in economic sustainability while some other ones are interested 

exclusively in social value creation.  



Finally, to what concerns the last papers included in the analysis of this cluster, we observe how 

several authors pointed out the importance of social value of sport for sport marketing 

strategies. 

As a matter of fact, Ratten (2016; 2017) pointed out the importance for marketers to consider 

how much customers (and fans) may value the social value they can get from attending sport 

events or from participating to a sport-related activities. Henceforth, marketing strategies 

should make potential attendants aware of that. Such a view is also present in the paper written 

by Crick and Crick (2016).  

 

5. Discussion of the Systematic Literature Review and Gaps for Future Research 

 

The findings from the literature review highlighted several relevant insights about the sport 

entrepreneurship and its sub-streams of research. In detail, we can find four main trends in the 

literature: 1) the study of internal factors which favour sport entrepreneurship, e.g. how 

practicing or having practiced a sport may be related with the willingness to create a new 

venture (Jones & Jones, 2014); 2) the study of external factor which may favour or hindering 

sport entrepreneurship e.g. sport events that may ‘spark’ new entrepreneurial opportunities 

(Terjesen, 2008); 3) The study of the role of education and specifically entrepreneurial 

education on the entrepreneurial venturing process, e.g. the ability of sport course to improve 

entrepreneurial intention (González-Serrano et al., 2017); and finally, 4) why sport 

entrepreneurial ventures have a social and societal impacts, e.g. the contribution of sport to 

public health and children personal development (Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011). 

In relation to the first sub-stream, on the one hand emerged that professional sportspeople are 

extremely prone to become entrepreneurs either during their sport career or after retirement 

(Jones & Jones, 2014). Professional athletes, in fact, to practice sport successfully need 

discipline, rigor, be capable to endure stress, and be resilient. Yet, sportspeople usually also 

have higher locus of control, situational control, and awareness of their real possibilities than 

the average person (Ratten, 2015). To succeed in sport, anyone need in effect to be fully in 

control of their own body and mind to achieve a successful athletic performance (Kenny, 2015). 

The same applies to situational control. In fact, each sport venue is different, and the opportunity 

to be aware of the situation may generate different kinds of advantages. As an example, just 

think at professional skiers; all slopes are different, thus, awareness of advantages obtainable 

due the slope characteristics may make the difference between success and failure. Finally, the 

requisites developed through the sport training, such as rigor, discipline, and endurance to bear 

fatigue, may allow sportspeople to develop the same qualities also in off-of-the-field situations 

(Jones et al., 2017). For managing a venture to the strictly respect of obligations, project 

deadlines, or payments due dates are similarly important. 

In addition, like traditional entrepreneurs are bounded by passion for their job, sportspeople are 

commonly passionate toward the sport they practice. Hereby, it emerges why sportspeople may 

wish to start a venture at the end of their professional career to continue to be involved in 

something they are passionate about (Ranfagni & Runfola, 2018).  

Probably, for all these reasons, sportspeople may have higher entrepreneurial intention and 

orientation than average. 

Moving from these preliminary finding, it is possible to attempt to outline of the characteristics 

of sport entrepreneurs; such characteristics have proven fundamental in order to build the 

following framework and to develop managerial implications. In detail, then, sport 

entrepreneurs are (a) persons often highly engaged with a sport (Ranfagni & Runfola, 2018), 

(b) that desire to turn their passion or former profession into a new career (Ratten & Jones, 

2018), (c) characterized by an entrepreneurial mind-set and thus more capable than the average 

person to identify and seize opportunities emerging in the environment (Ratten & Miragaia, 



2019), (d) and interested in motiving other people in starting to practice a sport discipline 

(Wicker et al., 2009). In this perspective, no distinction has been made in respect of former 

professional athletes and ‘nascent’ forms of sport entrepreneurs such as personal trainers or 

professional coaches. In fact, both these figures show expertise in the sport, expertise in the 

industry, and willingness to operate as entrepreneurs in sport industry. In the same way, we 

tried to encompass in this definition both self-employed professionals and people managing 

owned sport ventures as both are in their way entrepreneurs.  

This sub-stream although contains several prominent contributions still needs to better explore 

which personal characteristics related with the practice of a sport are connected with a higher 

entrepreneurial orientation. In this vein, several psychometric studies explored the connection 

between the personality characteristic and sport/life success (Newcombe & Boyle, 1995; 

Raglin, 2001; Ross, Rausch, & Canada, 2003). Management scholars are therefore invited to 

further investigate which characteristics relate to entrepreneurial orientation and success by 

developing a series of measurement instruments. Yet as premised, sport entrepreneurs while 

having mostly similar characteristics, they exercise their role in several occupational 

professions, e.g. proper founders of a sport club or fitness centres (Hemme et al., 2017),  self-

employed coaches (Jones et al., 2017), ex-athletes now involved in managing or promoting 

their passion as lifestyle entrepreneurs (Ratten & Miragaia, 2019) etc. Scholar have still a lot to 

say about the possible effect of such diversity; for example, is there a difference that affects 

entrepreneurial intentions across these professions? Or that affect their entrepreneurial 

orientation? Is the potential of sportspeople of being entrepreneurial ‘unleashed’ similarly or 

the trigger mechanisms are different? Indeed, becoming a sport entrepreneur at later stage in 

life (Hennekam, 2015; Kautonen et al., 2017), as in the case of ex-athletes after their retirement 

from an agonistic sport career, may show different path from starting a self-employed job (Jones 

& Jones, 2014) or being a manager in a league (Micelotta et al., 2018).          

Also, entrepreneurship scholars already explored the role of passion in entrepreneurship, 

showing that it is a critical success factors for any entrepreneurial venture (Cardon et al., 2005).  

In Cardon et al. 2009 own words passion is “consciously accessible, intense positive feelings 

experienced by engagement in entrepreneurial activities associated with roles that are 

meaningful and salient to the self-identity of the entrepreneur” (p. 517). However, while for 

sportspeople the passion towards a sport activity is pretty straight forward (Kenny, 2015), the 

same may not be said to relate themselves to an entrepreneurial activity, although still related 

to the same sport. For example, Gartner et al. (1999), propose three identities in which 

entrepreneurs self-recognise themselves; an inventor identity, where the individual passion is 

devoted to innovation and identification of new opportunity; a founder identity, with a passion 

and enjoyment related to establishing a new venture to exploit opportunities; and, finally, a 

developer identity, for which an entrepreneur is passionate to the nurture and growth of her/his 

‘creation’. Scholars are therefore invited to investigate ‘if’ and ‘to what extend’ passion toward 

sport is a catalyser of individual sportspeople willingness to start an entrepreneurial venture.  

and what are the similarities and the differences between entrepreneurship in sport and 

entrepreneurship in other contexts.  

Siding the internal elements which may trigger sport entrepreneurship, also external factors 

may play a role. This second sub-stream clearly shows how environmental factors may 

influence the willingness of sportspeople to start a venture. First, the existence of venues and 

of a conspicuous number of people already practicing such a sport matter (Devine et al., 2010). 

Indeed, other practitioners represent an interesting customer base for any sport-related 

entrepreneurial venture. Professional athletes are also additionally advantaged in such situations 

as their fame may attract customers wishing to learn more about the sport (Toffoletti & Thorpe, 

2018). Second, events organized in a specific area may motivate people to start practicing a 



sport (Terjesen, 2008). Then, new opportunities for someone already expert in such a sport will 

multiply as a consequence of the sport ‘euphoria’ caused by the event (Devine et al., 2010).  

It is clear that among the environmental conditions fostering sport entrepreneurship there are 

two major aspects to be inquired: the role of government and its policies in ensuring sport 

infrastructures availability (Wicker et al., 2009; Ratten, 2017; 2019). Such importance has 

clearly been supported by extant literature. Wicker et al. (2009), on the one hand, identified 

how the existence of sport infrastructure may amplify customers’ desire to practice a sport. 

Thus, the arousal of a greater customer base may surely benefit the existing entrepreneurs in 

the sport industry (Rütten et al., 2000). The role of government and its policies then twofold. 

First of all, governments may influence the overall health of the population -indeed, a more 

active population is less prone to experiment health problems such as strokes (Sallis et al., 

2000). Second, thanks to such a kind of policies governments may indirectly foster the intention 

to start a sport-related venture. Entrepreneurs may therefore decide to start a new venture to 

satisfy increasing demand for practicing a sport a semi-professional or professional level 

(Wicker et al., 2009). On the other hand, according to Ratten (2019) government policies have 

also a direct role in influencing the emergence of new venture in the sport industry. Indeed, 

governments may decide to support sports by the creation of new infrastructures and, 

consequently, develop also policies for entrepreneurs wishing to use these latters. Such a 

phenomenon is indeed related to governments social objectives related with social inclusion 

and job creation. Literature, anyway, paid scant attention to the empirical investigation of this 

phenomenon (Ratten, 2019). Scholars, then, should focus also on the analysis of the role of 

governments and policies by observing data concerning the success of businesses starting as a 

consequence.   

Yet, as assessed by any other stream of entrepreneurship literature, the third sub-stream of 

research concerns entrepreneurial education and how this may represent an accelerator for the 

creation of entrepreneurial ventures by sportspeople. However, while sportspeople may share 

common traits with entrepreneurs, they also usually lack business skills (Neergaard & Krueger, 

2008). As a matter of facts, the most of sportspeople have spent their youth in sport training 

and practising. This may have left less time to learn about basics of business, thus refraining 

them from starting new ventures. In this perspective, several papers pointed out how the role of 

universities in educating athletes, and students enrolled in sport courses, in business-related and 

entrepreneurial topics. This kind of education creates a balance set of skills -both soft and hard 

(Fayolle et al., 2010)- to identify new opportunities arising in the market, as much as, to better 

run the venture from an economical and financial perspective. Hence, entrepreneurial education 

may provide sportspeople the skills they need get financing, to realize a business plan, and to 

maintain economic and financial equilibrium. Sport entrepreneurial ventures started by 

competent people have then greater chances of survival in the competitive arena. There is a 

need to develop ad hoc entrepreneurial education programs for sportspeople or student of sport-

management or sport-related courses. In fact, entrepreneurial ventures are more likely to 

prosper when the sportspeople are effectively trained with the skill and competences needed to 

start a venture (Ratten & Jones, 2018).  So, how can educators can foster the growth of sport-

related entrepreneurial ventures? Is it possible to create an entrepreneurial learning environment 

tailored on the needs of the sportspeople? Similar to other context such as military veterans 

(Kerrick et al., 2014), what are the effective entrepreneurial education programme for 

sportspeople and sport professionals? 

However, entrepreneurial education is a broad definition that includes a wide spectrum of 

pedagogies and even thematic educational purposes. For example, the Quality Assurance 

Agency in UK (QAA) divides entrepreneurial education in enterprise and entrepreneurship 

educational type (QAA, 2018). The first type of education has as goal the promotion of 

innovative ideas, creativity thinking and should stimulate open-minded mind-sets; the second 



one instead is specifically aimed directly towards the venturing process and thus also the 

exploitation of opportunities. Thus, relevant questions are also posed to sport entrepreneurial 

education. Is more beneficial having an enterprise or an entrepreneurship education for 

sportspeople? What are specific pedagogies that may stimulate or appeal more sportspeople? 

For what has been said, sportspeople may lack business skills and thus an entrepreneurship 

education could be required (Ratten & Jones, 2018). However, sport entrepreneurs, especially 

those self-employed, may already have experience about how managing a business or their 

career while they may lack the ability to thinking about it in a more entrepreneurial way. In this 

case enterprise education could instead result as prominent. Pellegrini et al. (2019) further 

explode the concept of entrepreneurial education. The authors fundamentally kept the division 

of enterprise and entrepreneurship education, translated the cognitive state of the entrepreneurs, 

a more practical-oriented sphere thus behaviours. In addition, they also reframed the cognitive 

sphere in personal attitudes, i.e. orientations for acting and meta-competencies, i.e. ability to 

act and the behavioural sphere into strategizing, i.e. goals orientation and organising, i.e. the 

ability to master proper means. This further classification may add some more specific 

questions about how to structure the entrepreneurial education for sportspeople: 1) how 

sportspeople perceived their attitudes towards entrepreneurship? How the entrepreneurial 

education can foster this aspect, using sport-related experiences? 2) What are the meta-

competencies already developed in sportspeople? (e.g. teamwork, leadership?) and 

consequentially which are those to be developed? (creativity, ethical sensitivity?) 3) How 

sportspeople can learn how to practical strategizing their goals? 4) How to train business skills 

in sportspeople? How to raise awareness about legal and financial constraints and limitation in 

launching sport-related venture? 

Finally, the fourth sub-stream includes effects of the emergence of sport entrepreneurial 

ventures, expressly showing how sport entrepreneurial ventures may have an intense social 

impact (Ratten, 2016). Sport is seen as a way to include disadvantaged people into communal 

activities, therefore as an activity to foster social inclusion (Bjärsholm, 2017) to even keep 

social stability and peace (Svensson & Seifried, 2017). Similarly, sport is an activity capable to 

provide younger people entertainment and socialization in a healthy way as they require 

(Shilbury, 2001a). Hence, sport has a social valance capable of triggering community and 

societal development (Ratten, 2017). Yet, sport events and sport entrepreneurship offer another 

relevant aspect of interest for the public sphere and it is the opportunity for recreation and 

entrainment that can also further fuel tourism, leisure and local development (Gammon & 

Robinson, 2003), purely related to economic goals (Ciomaga, 2013).  

This is what happens in elite sports, where the economic concerns and returns prevails over the 

central social core (Chalip, 2006). This poses serious challenge for sport entrepreneurs that may 

struggle in managing such different identities and institutional logics (Svensson, 2017). From 

social entrepreneurship studies (e.g. Stevens et al., 2014), such conflicting logics are also 

mutually excluding. Thus, a strong focus either on the social or commercial orientations are 

rather mutual exclusive and follow the progression of the professionalization of the sport 

entrepreneur/manager, starting from a purely social to a purely commercial orientation 

(Shilbury & Ferkins, 2011). However, there are several questions unsolved for example, how 

to determine the possible critical moment to shift paradigm in sport entrepreneurship? Are there 

some factors/insights that may help sport entrepreneurs to identify tension situations for which 

is proper to shift the business paradigm? How business models can be reconverted into a 

commercial structure? How traditional beneficiaries (sport as a social mission) can be turned 

into actual costumers (sport as a commercial purpose)? Is the risk of identity loss critical in 

sport entrepreneurship as much as in other social enterprises? 

Our findings can be summarized in the following framework (Fig. 3). The colour of the boxes 

refers to the colour of the cluster from which the insight has been derived. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3 – An interpretative framework reassuming the dynamics of sport entrepreneurship phenomenon 

 

In the proposed framework it is possible to observe how the sport entrepreneurship stream of 

research is articulated, and the main topics/sub-streams have been so far explored. Nevertheless, 

while developing these sub-streams and elements, we also showed gaps that need to be 

addressed, posing specific and domain-related research questions to set the research agenda for 

this sport entrepreneurship. 

However, it is important to underline how sport entrepreneurship as field of study, can 

contribute to further develop the more general sport management field. As several scholars 

claim (e.g. Ciomaga, 2013), there is a need for specific models for sport management and 

entrepreneurial aspects of the sport may support in such an effort (Ratten, 2017, p. 642). For 

this reason, we can briefly also propose some general research questions embracing the whole 

field. 

One important aspect is that the sport management needs to embrace the digital transformation 

which deeply affected any other industries. How companies that are working in the field of 

sport would be influenced by the digital transformation? What about the connection of 

digitalization with mega events? (Whannel, 2009). The “Future of Global Sport” report, made 

by the Association of Summer Olympic International Federations - ASOIF (2019), poses 

similar concern directly to sport managers/entrepreneurs in relation they ability to re-adapt their 

business models to the digital transformation, so to fully exploit opportunities and having a 

better customer-reaching ability. Sport entrepreneurship with its intrinsic vocation towards 

change and innovation is surely at the central stage of the debate (Miragaia, Ferreira & Ratten, 

2017).  

Another aspect called for further investigation in sport management is the necessary shifting of 

the strategic focus of sport management (Chadwick, 2009). In sport most of time the strategic 
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orientation is dedicated to the ‘product’ thus promoting the sport itself. However, a more 

managerial approach this focus should be dedicated to costumers and the market orientation, 

thus for example trying to address issues relating to fans’ experience and promoting lifetime 

value for customers. How sport organisations can shift their cultural values and thus their 

strategic focus? What are the marketing strategy to support such a shift? While the marketing 

of sports is stable topic in sport management literature (Shilbury, 2011a,b), sport 

entrepreneurship is more dynamically interested to this marketing concern so to turn it into 

opportunities (Ratten, 2016). Yet the problem of the hybrid nature, commercial and social, of 

many sport entrepreneurial ventures can also an interesting perspective to analyse innovative 

solutions for managing different identities (Jones et al., 2017). 

Finally, gender and diversity is a recurrent topic in sport management and emerged as one of 

the future trend for the field (Ciomaga, 2013). Sport entrepreneurship has embryonically started 

talking about this concern (e.g. Micelotta et al., 2018; Ratten & Miragaia, 2019) pointing out 

how female managers and athletes may find further difficulties in establishing themselves 

admits the competition. Sport entrepreneurship using traditional women entrepreneurship 

models, e.g. the ‘5M’ model (Brush et al., 2009), may explain better the specific conditions of 

female in the sport industry when in leadership roles.   

In addition to this theoretical development, the proposed framework provides some interesting 

insights also for practitioners involved in sport and sport entrepreneurship education. In 

particular, first rising the awareness of the potential of sportspeople in relation to 

entrepreneurship, i.e. they already share the most of necessary traits deemed fundamental to 

become and entrepreneur. Second, it may help the organisers of education programs to develop 

specific courses. Indeed, as it is possible to observe from the framework sport entrepreneurial 

education courses could mostly focus on financial, business administration and management 

skills sportspeople are missing. However, this is a standard solution while instead participants’ 

needs have to be taken into consideration in designing such courses/training. Finally, pondering 

the contingent situation; on the one hand the environmental conditions faced by sportspeople 

to start their ventures, as much as the public attention dedicated to the sport (Chalip, 1995; 

2006); on the other hand, the ‘business conditions’ that the sport entrepreneurial venture is 

facing and if the organisation is ready or needs to start thinking to a possible shifting logic from 

a pure non-profit orientation to a (more) commercial one (Stevens et al., 2014).  

 

 

6. Conclusion and Limitations 

The present research contributes to sport entrepreneurship research by proving a 

systematization of the stream of research. Differently from previous and valuable 

reviews/bibliometric studies on the topic (e.g. Huertas González-Serrano et al., 2019), our paper 

provides insights about the main sub-streams existing within sport entrepreneurship 

contributing further to establishing foundational building blocks for the discipline.   

Additionally, it contributes to literature by identifying the relationship between such sub-

streams. In this perspective, it was possible to observe how clusters are nested, which is a 

significant proof of the fact that scholars doing research on sport entrepreneurship dialogue 

together and built their research on a common pool of seminal research. Finally, the research 

contributes to literature thanks to the identification of a framework reassuming factors 

triggering/hindering sport entrepreneurship, either of an internal and of an external nature, 

entrepreneurial education as an accelerator, and the outcomes of the diffusion of sport related 

entrepreneurial ventures. For each of these areas, we also proposed significant research avenues 

and questions, as much as general concerns that can compare sport entrepreneurship and sport 

management evolutions. 



This research presents the limitations of any other bibliometric research (Caputo et al., 2018; 

Sassetti et al., 2018). Specifically, the authors simplified a complex body of knowledge in an 

attempt to present it more succinctly. In doing so, some information is discarded in order to 

allow for a graphical representation of data and an easy use of the insights presented (Nees Jan 

van Eck & Waltman, 2009). In fact, the aim of the present study is to provide a map to guide 

the researcher who are approaching the field of sport entrepreneurship and, as presented in the 

discussion part, there is a full set of underexplored questions that can inspire further 

development of a promising field.  
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