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ABSTRACT 

Esports, or competitive video gaming competitions, have grown in popularity to 

have millions of global fans, spectators, and participants. Sport organizations, including 

leagues and teams, are increasingly affiliating, or dovetailing, with esports organizations. 

Although the meteoric rise of esports presents sport organizations with growth 

opportunities to connect with these markets, esports remain shrouded in uncertainty, 

stigma, and stereotypes that impede the convergence of industries.  

The growing affiliation between these two industries allows researchers to gain 

insight into the strategic actions of sport organizations despite the institutional constraints 

that influence their behavior. This dissertation includes three essays that address—with 

respect to esports—the (1) strategic resources and core competencies of sport 

organizations; (2) sensemaking of actors within sport organizations; and (3) institutional 

creation strategies within heavily regulated fields. 

 Essay one consists of an explanatory, qualitative study of professional sport 

teams diversifying into the esports industry. As sport organizations mature, they will need 

to seek growth opportunities beyond their core industry and compete with formally 

tangentially related firms. The nascent esports industry has been embraced by sport 

organizations (e.g., leagues, teams), many of whom use existing resources and best 

practices from traditional sport to manage their esports property. This trend provides a 

salient context to identify how sport organizations are using their resources in a new 

marketspace and what they can provide to non-sport organizations. Guided by strategic 

management perspectives of the resource-based view (RBV), knowledge-based view 

(KBV), and resource orchestration (RO), the purpose of essay one is to examine how 
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sport organizations leverage their core competencies to create a sustainable competitive 

advantage. The findings support the hypothesis that the existing resources of sport 

organizations such as physical venues and existing departments (e.g., legal, marketing, 

sales departments) are used to support sport organizations operations in the esports 

industry. Moreover, the findings identify that the tacit knowledge embedded in the human 

capital of sport organizations is a salient resource that helps them generate a competitive 

advantage against non-sport organizations. While tacit knowledge is a driver of 

competitive advantage, it is the supporting structures and departments that allows sport 

organizations to use this knowledge efficiently and effectively. Thus, by operating at the 

intersection of sport, entertainment, and media, sport organizations are increasingly 

competing with formally tangentially related firms, and can use their embedded resources 

and structure when competing with these firms. 

Essay two focuses on the integration of esports by a first-mover sport 

organization. Essay two employs an exploratory case study of the Philadelphia 76ers of 

the National Basketball League (NBA) and their integration of an esports team. The 76ers 

were the first North American professional sports organization to purchase and integrate 

an esports team. Novel technologies and practices, such as esports, are surrounded by 

uncertainty and are generally met with resistance (Huber, 1990) with their integration 

contingent upon internal and external constituent support. Actors, individuals within the 

76ers, had to position and garner support for esports, which are representative of the 

novel practices and technologies influencing the way sport organizations are managed. In 

essay two an institutional creation work perspective is linked with sensemaking and 

related constructs to examine how actors within the 76ers helped create and give 
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meaning—sensemaking—to esports. The findings of essay two support how actors within 

the 76ers were able to foster a progressive culture to create a shared understanding of 

esports and use this understanding to influence the sensemaking of others—sensegiving. 

In particular, the 76ers linked the managerial components of operating a sports team to 

operating an esports team. Yet the 76ers were deliberate in their approach, limiting cross-

promotions between the fanbases of the 76ers and their esports team. By connecting 

institutional creation work with sensemaking, essay two contributes to how actors can 

proactively take actions to garner constituent support. Moreover, the findings of essay 

two support that sensemaking is a critical antecedent of sensegiving, as a shared 

understanding within an organization is a necessary prerequisite to influence the 

sensemaking of others (i.e., sensegiving). Essay two provides actors within the field of 

sport integrating novel practices and activities (e.g., augmented and virtual reality, in-

game sports betting, wearable fitness devices, mediated sports consumption) strategies to 

proactively garner support for their integration. Essay two focuses on the integration of 

esports by professional sport organizations. 

Essay three utilizes an exploratory qualitative approach to identify the 

institutional creation strategies associated with integrating collegiate esports programs 

within the heavily regulated field of U.S. collegiate athletics. The findings of essay three 

support how actors need to go beyond creating a shared understanding to integrate novel 

activities. Actors must also influence the cognitive schema of other actors to facilitate the 

integration of novel practices and activities. Specifically, they can build on the concept of 

sportification (Heere, 2018) to both communicate and present esports in a manner 

consistent with traditional sports, using the concept of sport as a legitimizing agent. 
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Collectively, the three essays support how sport organizations can seize growth 

opportunities with respect to their institutional environment. Sport organizations must 

recognize their institutional confines, but also can be strategic in their actions by focusing 

on their financial performance and sustainability in lieu of their constraints. This research 

contributes to a deeper understanding regarding how the institutional and strategic 

concerns of sport organizations influence their efficient and effective management. The 

research lays a foundation for a stream of future research on the strategic growth and 

long-term viability of sport organizations both within and beyond the esports industry. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The sport industry faces increasing institutional constraints—normative, coercive, 

and mimetic pressures that influence the behavior of sport organizations. Yet these 

organizations must also seize growth opportunities and focus on economic optimization 

(e.g., profit maximization) despite the narrow parameters that confine their behavior. To 

account for the institutional pressures influencing the economic sustainability of sport 

organizations, the overarching theory guiding the following three studies is 

organizational theory.  

Organizational theory refers to a set of interrelated theories and concepts that 

consider both the internal and external environment in which organizations operate. 

Specifically, it accounts for the efficient and effective management of sport organizations 

with respect to their institutional and competitive environment. Salient sub theories and 

concepts within organizational theory are institutional theory and institutional work. 

Institutional theory examines the structure and behavior of organizations and institutions 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Zucker, 1983). Institutional work focuses on the individuals 

that populate these institutions (i.e., actors) to create, maintain, and disrupt the institution 

(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Collectively, the institutional view of organizations 

suggests that the motives of organizations extend beyond economic optimization to social 

justification and social obligation (Zukin & DiMaggio, 1990). Simply put, the 

institutional view of organizations focuses on explaining why organizations make 

decisions that are not based on an economic rationale (i.e., profit maximization), but 

rather how and why do organizations adopt behaviors that conform to or defy normative 
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demands. Neglected in this perspective is an emphasis on their efficient and effective 

management, particularly within the domain of sport management. 

Within sport management, scholars have adopted organizational and institutional 

perspectives to examine how organizations conform to normative demands in order to be 

perceived as legitimate. Noticeably absent is an emphasis on proactive actions and 

strategies that emphasize economic performance with respect to the strict confines that 

influence management of sport organizations. There are a growing number of novel 

practices and activities that provide sport organizations growth opportunities (Funk, 

2017), yet sport organizations must navigate complex arrangements that restrict their 

behavior (Washington & Patterson, 2011). For sport organizations to capitalize on these 

growth opportunities, they will need to learn how to effectively navigate their 

institutional confines.  

To this end, the three essays that comprise this dissertation consider both 

institutional and strategic perspectives salient to the management and sustainability of 

sport organizations. Collectively, the three studies underscore the importance of strategic 

management principles and theories with respect to the confines that govern the behavior 

of sport organizations. 

Academic Implications 

The following three studies complement the institutional view of organizations 

with strategic management theories, principles, and concepts to identify and explain best 

practice for the efficient and effective management of sport organizations. Existing sport 

management research adopts primarily a sociological perspective inherent in the 
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institutional view of organizations, neglecting the economic optimization critical to 

efficient and effective management.  

 To date, sport management research has focused primarily on how sport 

organizations have reacted or adapted to change, with less attention on proactive and 

deliberate strategy. Indeed, sport management scholars note the dearth of strategic 

management research within the field of sport management (Shilbury, 2012), with 

strategic management salient to the efficient and effective management of organizations. 

This omission within the sport management literature is addressed in the following three 

studies, each with distinct theoretical and managerial implications key to the strategic 

management of sport organizations.  

Managerial Implications 

In addition to their overarching reliance on organizational theory, the three studies 

are also connected through a shared research context. The research context connecting 

the following studies is the growing affiliation—or dovetailing—of the sport and esports 

industries. As the sport industry becomes increasingly involved with the esports industry, 

understanding the implications managerial implications of this relationship is salient to 

the management of sport organizations. The following section introduces the primary 

research context of esports. Subsequent sections provide an overview of the three essays. 

The rapid development of esports (also referred to as esport), or competitive video 

gaming, has been accompanied by both increased media exposure and significant 

financial growth. For example, Twitch, a leading streaming platform for esports, had over 

15 million unique daily visitors who watched over 355 billion minutes of content in 2017 

(Fragen, 2018). Major American television broadcasting networks including ABC, 
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ESPN, NBC, and TBS are beginning to regularly air esports content (Morris, 2017). By, 

2021, the global esports market is expected to reach $1 billion USD under conservative 

estimates (e.g., Deloitte, 2016; PwC, 2017), or nearly $1.75 billion USD under moderate 

estimates (Newzoo, 2017). Thus, the growing esports industry offers growth 

opportunities for organizations looking to connect with the large global community of 

esports players and spectators (Narasimhan, 2011), bringing together various technology, 

entertainment, and sport-like dimensions into a sport entertainment product (Funk, Pizzo, 

& Baker, 2018). 

The esports industry is an amalgamation of various industries. These industries 

exist at the intersection of culture, technology, sport, and business (Jenny, Manning, 

Keiper, & Olrich, 2017; PwC, 2016) their study can inform various scientific disciplines 

(Goldstein, 2005; Wagner, 2006). Although the study of esports has been gradually 

integrated into various academic disciplines such as technology and culture, the study of 

esports has been largely ignored by sport management scholars (Jenny et al., 2017). Yet 

these sport management scholars acknowledge that the study of esports is relevant to the 

contemporary sport management (Cunningham et al., 2018) and could redefine traditional 

ways of thinking about the way sports are managed (Funk, 2017). Moreover, the rapid 

growth of the esports industry has been enabled by the sport industry’s embracing of 

esports (Heere, 2018). Sport organizations help support the nascent esports industry by 

providing resources to guide effective monetization (Hallmann & Giel, 2018) and 

management (Funk et al., 2018).  

While esports offer sport organizations growth opportunities, sport organizations 

must be strategic in their approach to esports. Esports are surrounded by stereotypes, 
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stigmas, and a toxic gaming culture, all of which run counter to the functionalist ideals 

associated with the concept of sport (Pizzo et al., 2018). This is compounded by the 

existing scrutiny subjected to sport organizations as noted by Washington and Patterson 

(2011). The growing affiliation between the sport and esports industries provides a salient 

context to examine how sport organizations can proactively and intentionally seize 

growth opportunities in lieu of institutional constraints that influence their actions. 

Overview of Forthcoming Chapters 

The three essays of this dissertation examine the growing affiliation between the 

two industries to provide theoretical and managerial implications salient to the 

management of sport organizations. In the first essay, I examine how sport organizations 

are using their existing resources and processes (i.e., core competencies) to generate a 

competitive advantage in the esports industry. As organizations mature, their growth 

opportunities decrease, and they often look to new markets for growth by leveraging their 

core competencies (Whetten, 1987). Using the resource-based view (RBV), knowledge-

based view (KBV), and resource orchestration process (RO), I identify that sport 

organizations are using their existing resources (e.g., event facilities, existing 

departments), as well as their experiential-based tacit knowledge from managing teams 

and players and creating and monetizing experiences to generate a sustained competitive 

advantage in the esports industry. This study contributes to the strategic management of 

sport organizations by identifying that they can generate a sustainable competitive 

advantage by leveraging their existing resources and embedded knowledge within their 

existing processes and structures when entering new markets. Moreover, essay one 

underscores the importance of existing resources, primarily tacit knowledge, for sport 
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organizations to generate a competitive advantage. However, for tacit knowledge to serve 

as a driver of competitive advantage, the existing structures to use and apply that 

knowledge must exist both within and across firms. This extends strategic management 

research positing that tacit knowledge alone drives sustainable competitive advantage. 

In the second essay, I explore the cognitive processes of individuals within an 

organization—actors—that serve to facilitate the integration of new activities. There are a 

growing number of novel activities influencing the management of sport organizations 

(Funk, 2017), such as virtual and augmented reality, wearable fitness devices, and 

mediated content consumption platforms (e.g., Twitch, Discord, Caffeine.tv). Novel 

activities, such as esports, require internal and external constituent support for their 

successful integration (Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). Using institutional creation work 

(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) as the theoretical foundation, the second essay integrates 

the concept of sensemaking to examine how the relationships, actions, and lived 

experiences of actors influence the integration of an esports team by a professional sports 

organization. Specifically, the second essay uses the purchase and integration of the 

esports team Team Dignitas by the Philadelphia 76ers’ as a case study. This study 

contributes to the institutional creation work literature by identifying the cognitive 

processes of actors aimed at creating internal and external understanding and support for 

novel activities, i.e., sensemaking. 

The third essay focuses on the integration of university supported esports 

programs at U.S. colleges and universities. Collegiate esports programs are generally 

placed into one of two departments, athletics or student affairs, with athletics often 

highlighted as their most viable home. While athletic departments provide important 
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alignment opportunities for emerging esports programs, scholars note they also operate in 

complex institutional environments that complicate their integration (Washington & 

Patterson, 2011). Guided by institutional creation work, the third essay contributes to the 

importance of shared language and cognitive schemas to navigate the complex 

institutional environments surrounding U.S. collegiate athletic departments.  

The three essays of this dissertation are connected through organizational theory 

and relevant sub theories and the central research context of esports. Each essay 

contributes to filling a unique gap in strategic concerns relevant to sport organizations 

and offers important contributions to the efficient and effective management of sport 

organizations. Specifically, essay one focuses on how sport organizations can seize 

growth opportunities via horizontal diversification in the context of esports. Essay two 

builds on essay one by examining how a sport organization (Philadelphia 76ers) 

internally and externally positioned novel practices and activities (Team Dignitas) despite 

the uncertainty and limited information surrounding the integration of novel practices. 

Finally, essay three examines the integration of esports programs within the highly 

regulated environment surrounding U.S. colleges and universities, including collegiate 

athletic departments, to understand how actors can navigate complex institutional 

arrangements.  
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CHAPTER 2: 

THE DOVETAILING OF THE SPORT AND ESPORT 

 INDUSTRIES: THE STRATEGIC ADVANTAGE OF SPORT ORGANIZATIONS 

Introduction 

Traditional sport organizations are increasingly diversifying into the esports 

industry. Sport organizations1 (e.g., leagues, teams) from across the globe are acquiring 

esports organizations, helping to fuel the growth of the esports industry over a relatively 

short period. For example, Blizzard Entertainment, publisher of the esport Overwatch, 

formed the Overwatch League (OWL), an esports league structured similarly to a 

traditional sport league with 12 geo-based (i.e., city-based) teams, such as the Shanghai 

Dragons and Philadelphia Fusion, taking part in the OWL’s inaugural season. OWL 

franchise owners include executives from The New England Patriots, Philadelphia Flyers, 

New York Mets, and Arsenal F.C. (football club), among others with strong connections 

to traditional sport (Spangler, 2017). In Australia, sport teams such as the Australian 

Football League’s (AFL) Adelaide Crows have purchased esports teams, and Asian sport 

organizations have been even more receptive to the growth of esports, as evidenced by 

the inclusion of esports in the 2022 Asian Games2 (Morrison, 2017).  

This growing affiliation between the sport and esports industries suggests that 

sport organizations have strategic resources that give them a competitive advantage in the 

                                                 
1 Sport organizations are often themselves a part of a larger portfolio of assets. For instance, the 
Philadelphia 76ers are a part of the Harris Blizter Sports & Entertainment group. However, the 
management of sport organizations and their assets resides primarily with the organization rather than the 
ownership group. 
2 The Asian Games are also known as Asiad. They are multi-sport events organized by the Olympic 
Council of Asia (OCA). 
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esport industry. This is supported by the fact that sport organizations entering the esports 

industry are doing so largely via horizontal integration. Horizontal diversification 

strategies allow firms to generate synergy across firms by leveraging existing resources 

(Ensign, 1998), with the more established firms having slack resources that allow them to 

engage in diversification (Carnes, Chirico, Hitt, Huh, & Pisano, 2017). Firms generally 

diversify when the resource requirement of new markets match their resource capabilities 

(Peteraf, 1993), suggesting that sport organizations have existing core competencies and 

resources that align with the esports marketspace. While non-sport organizations are also 

looking to the esports industry for growth opportunities, these organizations tend to focus 

on sponsorship and advertising opportunities (Deloitte, 2019) rather than acquiring 

esports organizations. 

Sport management research supports the view that the resources of sport 

organizations (e.g., reputation, brand image) can serve as a source of a competitive 

advantage (e.g., Amis; 2003, Anderson & Birrer, 2011) relative to other sport 

organizations. In contrast, the core competencies that are distinct to sport organizations 

remain less well understood. This is a problem for sport organizations, as many major 

sport organizations are in the maturity stage of their organizational life cycle, a stage 

marked by slower and limited growth opportunities within their current industry (Carnes 

et al., 2017; Whetten, 1987). Mature organizations need to innovate and diversify to stay 

relevant and exploit new growth opportunities beyond their current market (Kunkel, 

Doyle, & Funk, 2014). For sport organizations seeking to mitigate the pitfalls of 

organizational maturity, they can look beyond the boundaries of their core industry. Thus, 

examining the growing affiliation between the sport and esports industries offers an 
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opportunity to examine how sport organizations are leveraging their core competencies 

(i.e., strategic resources and processes) to create and sustain a competitive advantage in 

an industry beyond their core market. 

The purpose of essay one is to examine how sport organizations leverage their 

core competencies to create a sustainable competitive advantage. The diversification of 

sport organizations into the esports industry provides an opportunity to identify how sport 

organizations particularly stand to benefit from the convergence of industries and 

provides a context to examine the core competencies of sport organizations (Cunningham 

et al., 2018). The findings of the current essay support the perspective that sport 

organizations have existing resources and organizational capabilities to efficiently and 

effectively leverage these resources. Strategic management perspectives of the firm 

provide a framework to understand the strategic resources and processes of sport 

organizations to guide essay one. 

Literature Review 

Corporate Growth Strategies 

Organizations grow by implementing a variety of growth strategies. These 

strategies include market penetration, market expansion and development, product 

development, and diversification (Ansoff, 1957). These four strategies offer markedly 

different paradigms of growth. Market penetration strategies are strategies seeking to 

improve business performance either by increasing sales to existing customers or finding 

new customers for existing products (Ansoff, 1957). Market development strategies 

involve growth via the adaption of an existing product line to reach new markets (Ansoff, 

1957). Product development is growth through the development of products or services 
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that have “new and different characteristics” to improve the performance of the 

organization (Ansoff, 1957, p. 114). Finally, diversification, a relatively more radical 

strategy than the others, entails departure from the present product line and market 

structure (Ansoff, 1957), often involving investment in new business interests and the 

development or acquisitions of external assets (Kunkel et al., 2014).  

Diversification is important to this dissertation since this is the strategy that sport 

organizations are using to enter the esports industry. In particular, sport organizations are 

using horizontal diversification strategies—strategies prompted by leveraging and sharing 

resources and skills across organizations (Ensign, 1998). There is extensive empirical 

support across disciplines highlighting that a firm’s resources can be used to generate 

sustainable competitive advantage when seeking to grow via horizontal diversification 

(Porter, 1980; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 

Sport management research highlights that esports represent a way for sport 

organizations to leverage their core managerial and marketing competencies from 

traditional sports to esports. For example, sport organizations entering the esports 

marketspace can leverage existing organizational resources and processes into a 

functionally equivalent sport-like activity (Pizzo et al., 2018). Thus, the context of esports 

provides an opportunity to examine how sport organizations are generating sustainable 

competitive advantage to help their continued growth. This overcomes the limitations of 

existing sport management literature, which focuses primarily on the identification of 

resources as sources of competitive advantage (e.g., brand, reputation), neglecting not 

only additional resources and processes salient to sport organizations, but also how these 



12 
 
 

resources are used (i.e., leveraged). In doing so, this provides an opportunity to add to the 

distinctive nature of sport organizations from a firm level perspective. 

The following sections describe three theoretical perspectives—the resource-

based view (RBV; Barney, 1991), the knowledge-based view (KBV; Grant, 1996), and 

the resource orchestration process (RO; Sirmon, Hitt, & Ireland, 2007; Sirmon, Hitt, 

Ireland, & Gilbert, 2011)—that together provide a holistic vantage point from which we 

can examine the core competencies of sport organizations. These perspectives will enable 

us to view how these competencies can be leveraged to generate synergies across firms to 

promote sustained competitive advantage and identify how sport organizations can use 

existing resources to grow beyond their existing markets. 

Resource-based View, Knowledge-based View, and Resource Orchestration 

Sport management research on assets salient to sport organizations has been 

grounded in the RBV. The RBV of the firm suggests that firm-specific resources enable 

individual firms to generate a competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). This line of 

research supports the finding that resources of sport organization can be sources of 

competitive advantage, such as brand image and reputation (Amis; 2003, Anderson & 

Birrer, 2011; Bauer, Stokburger-Sauer, & Exler, 2008), employee characteristics 

(Cunningham & Sagas, 2004), player talent (Gerrand, 2005), and leadership (Smart & 

Wolfe, 2003). Extant research focuses on how sport organizations are at a competitive 

advantage relative to other sport organizations. For instance, Anderson and Birrer (2011) 

support how the brand image of the Gonzaga men’s basketball program helped the 

university attract students, gain financial resources, and improve its brand image—

relative to other mid-major basketball programs. While insightful, as sport organizations 
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look beyond their core industry for growth opportunities, understanding how sport 

organizations can leverage their strategic resources is of growing importance. Moreover, 

scholars have extended the RBV to account for the shift in organizations from 

manufacturing to service and experience economies, recognizing the increasing 

importance of the knowledge embedded within an organization. Specifically, the KBV 

asserts that knowledge should be considered the most valuable strategic asset a firm has 

to generate a competitive advantage (Choi & Lee, 2002; Smith, Collins & Clark, 2005; 

Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996). This knowledge is embedded in an organization’s policies, 

routines, documents, systems, and people (Alavi & Leidner, 2001).  

The KBV posits two primary types of knowledge: explicit and tacit. Tacit 

knowledge is considered difficult to communicate, formalize, and transfer (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka & von Krogh 2009), and in its difficulty to be reproduced it can 

be considered a strategic resource (Nonaka & von Krogh 2009). In contrast, explicit 

knowledge is knowledge that is easily formalized and articulated (Polanyi, 1967), with 

both explicit and tacit knowledge embedded in the human capital of organizations (Alavi 

& Leidner, 2001). Grant (1996) asserts that despite the individualistic nature of 

knowledge, the firm provides necessary structure for the integration of each person's 

knowledge with that of others, emphasizing the organization’s ability to leverage 

knowledge. Moreover, despite the inherent mobile nature of human capital, tacit 

knowledge is difficult to imitate, as other firms lack the firm specific resources and 

complementary assets to leverage this knowledge (Hitt, Bierman, Shimizu, Kochhar, 

2001; Pfeffer, 1994). 
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Both the RBV and KBV underscore the importance of a firm’s resources to 

generate a competitive advantage, with the KBV placing additional emphasis on the 

knowledge embedded within an organization. While the RBV and KBV focus on the 

resources that a firm possesses, the RO process focuses on a firms’ effective management 

of its resources (Carnes et al., 2017) and what it does with those resources (Chadwick, 

Super, & Kwon, 2015; Sirmon et al., 2011). In this regard, the RO process goes beyond 

the identification of salient resources by accounting for how these resources are used.  

Within the RO process, possessing resources does not guarantee a competitive 

advantage. Rather resources must be “accumulated, bundled, and leveraged” so that “the 

full value of resources for creating competitive advantages is realized only when 

resources are managed effectively” (Sirmon et al., 2011, p. 1391). The RO process 

involves the structuring, bundling, and leveraging of a firm’s resources. Structuring refers 

to how a firm’s resources are managed, bundling refers to how combining firm resources 

improves current capabilities, and leveraging refers to a firm’s value creation from the 

management of these resources (Sirmon, Hitt, & Ireland, 2007). The leveraging 

component is salient to the current study as sport organizations are likely leveraging their 

existing resources across firms to generate value. Indeed, empirical studies support that 

knowledge embedded in an organization’s human capital is a salient resource to utilize 

within and across firms to enhance firm performance (e.g., esports organization 

performance) as well as influence unit-level performance (e.g., esports team and player 

performance). For instance, Crocker and Eckardt (2014) demonstrate how firms that have 

complimentary strategic human capital at different levels within a firm can be structured 

to enhance both firm and individual-level human capital performance. Likewise, Carnes 
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et al. (2017) demonstrate the firm enhancing effects of RO across firms, which allows 

firms to generate synergies based on the strategic use of firm resources. However, Carnes 

et al. (2017) focus on changes and innovations in the procuring firm, as opposed to the 

current research examining the strategic position of the procuring firm in new markets.  

The diversification of sport organizations into the esports industry suggests that 

sport organizations have core competencies that can be used to generate competitive 

advantage. These core competencies include the use of existing resources to capitalize on 

their existing expertise, such as sport marketing, merchandising, sponsorship, and event 

management. Sport organizations generally possess tacit knowledge about how to 

manage and market sport-entertainment content. Thus, sport organizations’ various forms 

of knowledge can serve as a source of competitive advantage considering the managerial 

similarities of sport and esports (Cunningham et al., 2018; Funk et al., 2018; Pizzo et al., 

2018).  

While sport organizations are likely more equipped to leverage their resources 

into the esports industry than non-sport organizations are, this does not inherently 

disqualify non-sport organizations from entering the marketspace and levering their core 

competencies. For instance, major technology companies in South Korea like Samsung 

and LG have purchased esports teams. Esports organizations utilize high-end technology 

and communication devices, and these conglomerates are uniquely positioned with their 

own strategic resources that serve as a source of sustained competitive advantage. 

However, the marketing and managerial similarities between a technology company and 

an esports organization are, arguably, less operationally similar than the similarities with 

sport organizations. For instance, player management and team building skills, essential 
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components of both sport and esports, are a relative strength of sport organizations. 

Moreover, from a corporate growth perspective, sport organizations have primarily 

adopted horizontal diversification strategies by acquiring esports teams, whereas non-

sport organizations are primarily focusing on sponsoring and advertising in this 

marketspace (Deloitte, 2019). The current study is informed by the perspectives of not 

only sport organizations, but also those from organizations endemic to esports (e.g., 

existing organizations operating in the esports industry) to inform the findings of the 

current study from multiple perspectives. 

In sum, sport organizations possess existing resources, structure, and processes to 

generate sustainable competitive advantage. The phenomenon of sport organizations 

diversifying into the esports industry provides a salient context to examine how sport 

organizations are leveraging their core competencies to generate a competitive advantage. 

The research question guiding essay one is: 

How are sport organizations leveraging their core competencies to generate sustainable 

competitive advantage in the esports industry? 

 Method 

To ensure a rich analysis of sport organizations’ resource coordination, an 

explanatory, qualitative analysis was considered an epistemological fit for this study. 

This methodology focuses on an explanation for a phenomenon while equipping the 

researcher to remain open to new discoveries (Flick, 2014). In this way, the current study 

seeks to explain how sport organizations leverage their core competencies but remains 

open to contradictory information such as areas where sport organizations are at a 

strategic disadvantage.  
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Sampling and Procedure 

Data were generated using semi-structured interviews of sport and esport experts, 

as well as experts from prominent sport media companies, sport and technology venture 

capitalists, and video game and esports publishers (N=42). Experts have insight into 

aggregated and specific knowledge and are responsible for the implementation of 

organizational strategies and policies (Meuser & Nagel, 2009). Employment rank was 

considered a key selection criterion to ensure that participants clearly articulate the 

strategic use of firm resources and processes related to the acquisition of esports teams or 

the perceptions of these organizations from esports industry experts.  

Specifically, directors (or employees of similar or higher standing) from various 

business units (e.g., strategy, operations, human resources, marketing, communications, 

etc.) at professional sport teams who have purchased esports teams were purposively 

recruited to the study. The perspective of those from various business units added to the 

width of the study by providing different viewpoints of the phenomenon under study 

(Flick, 2014), which contributed to the credibility of the findings (Tracy, 2010). In 

addition to the experts from professional sport teams, experts from esports teams 

acquired by sport teams were interviewed to triangulate data and support the 

dependability and confirmability of findings, while also reducing researcher bias 

(Shenton, 2004). Representatives from esports organizations with no direct affiliation 

with a sport organization (i.e., endemic esports organizations) were also interviewed to 

provide additional depth to the study.  

Finally, to further increase the width of the study, deviant cases were also 

included. Deviant cases provide diverse perspectives on the topic under study (Flick, 
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2014), and in the current context include sport organizations that have not invested into 

the esports industry. Deviant cases can inform the current research in a variety of ways, 

such as elucidating strategic challenges for sport organizations diversifying into the 

esports industry. Table 1 provides a list of all participants and pseudonyms, organization 

type, job title, employment rank, if the representative was from a sport or esports 

endemic organization, and finally if the representative was from a deviant organization. 
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Table 1. Participant Profiles. 
 

Number Pseudonym Organization Type Job Title 
Sports 

Endemic 

Deviant 

Case 

Esports 

Endemic 

1 Stella NBA Franchise Director of Esports x   

2 Jake NFL Franchise Director of Public Relations x   

3 Jarod 
Professional Auto Racing 
Series 

Director of Strategy x   

4 Sarah NBA Franchise Director of Marketing x   

5 Allie MLS Franchise Director of Marketing x   

6 Sal NHL Franchise 
Vice President of Human 

Resources 
x   

7 Ike NHL Franchise Vice President of Finance x   

8 Lara NBA Franchise 
Senior Director of 
Communication 

x   

9 Carson NBA Franchise Director of Social Media x   

10 Kevin MLB Franchise Director of Business Analytics x   

11 Seth NBA Franchise Managing Director of Innovation x   

12 Maddie NBA Franchise Director of Human Resources x   

13 Will NBA Franchise Director Corporate Development x   

14 Andrew NBA Franchise Director of Esports x   

15 Joe NHL Franchise Chief Business Officer x   

16 Terrell NBA Franchise 
Director of Corporate 
Partnerships 

x   

17 Dom NBA Franchise Director of Partnership Sales x   

18 Brad AFL Club 
Director of Business 
Development 

x   

19 Megan NBA Franchise Director of Strategy x   

20 Mose Süper Lig Club Director of Esports x   

21 Parker NHL Franchise Director of Human Resources x   

22 Taylor MLB Franchise 
Head of Esports Team 
Performance 

x   

23 AJ NBA Franchise 
Director of Esports Brand 
Marketing 

x   

24 Malik NBA Franchise 
Chief Executive Officer of 
Esports Operations 

x   

25 Joel MLB Franchise 
Director of Business 
Development 

x x  

26 David 
Professional Sports League 
(MLB) 

Director [department withheld 
for anonymity] 

x x  

27 Mike Premier League Club 
Director of Business 
Development 

x x  

28 Terry MLS Franchise Director of Strategy x x  

29 Chris Esports Organization Vice President of Marketing   x 

30 Bill Esports Organization Chief Relationship Officer   x 

31 Anthony Esports Organization 
President and Chief Information 
Officer 

  x 

32 Jeremy Esports Organization Director of Partnerships   x 

33 Marcel Esports Organization 
Chief Executive Officer / 
Founder 

  x 

34 Brandon 
Video Game / Esports 
Publisher 

Strategy & Business 
Development Leader 

  x 

35 Jason 
Video Game / Esports 
Publisher 

Senior Director of Partnerships   x 

36 Allen 
Video Game / Esports 
Publisher 

Chief Executive Officer of 
Esports Operations 

  x 

37 Jordan Esports Organization Head of Revenue Operations   x 

38 Chris Esports Organization Founder and Co-owner   x 

39 Nate 
Video Game / Esports 
Publisher 

Esports League Commissioner   x 

40 Jack Sports Media Organization Lead Esports Reporter Other   

41 Ryan 
Sports and Technology Venture 
Capital Firm 

Managing Partner Other   

42 Karen 
Esports Legal Consulting 
Services Firm 

Partner Other   
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All recruitment of initial participants was conducted using a purposive sampling 

strategy followed by a snowball recruitment strategy. The initial research participants 

were contacted via professional networking platforms (e.g., LinkedIn). Additional 

research participants were then recruited from the networks of initial participants through 

a snowball sampling technique. Snowball sampling allowed the researcher to recruit 

future participants among existing participants and is a helpful technique when access to 

participants is difficult (e.g., expert participants). In addition, sport organization’s 

corporate hierarchy charts were used to identify and recruit experts from beyond the 

initial and snowball sample, increasing the variety of sources to ensure the finding’s 

credibility and dependability and address limitations of snowball sampling (Tracy, 2010).  

Most interviews (n=32) were conducted using the Voice over Internet Protocol 

(VoIP) software packages of Discord or Skype. VoIP programs allowed experts from a 

wide geographic range to be interviewed and provided flexibility regarding scheduling 

(Hanna, 2012). This is important given the global geographic dispersion of sport 

organizations that have entered the esports industry, as well as the prominent 

employment rank of participants involved in the study. Interviews were conducted in 

person when convenient for the researcher and participant. There were no differences in 

the length, quality, or depth of interviews conducted in-person or via VoIP. A detailed 

semi-structured interview guide used to facilitate the semi-structured interviews in 

provided in Appendix C and was amended to the representatives’ respective organization. 

Data The text data was analyzed using NVivo 11, a qualitative software package 

designed for analyzing qualitative data, using the seven-step process outlined by Creswell 

(2013). Creswell’s (2013) seven step process was selected to encourage transparency in 
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data analysis and support the trustworthiness of the findings. Furthermore, Creswell 

(2013) encourages an interactive coding process as opposed to a linear process, which 

was deemed valuable to the current study considering strategy processes are not always 

linear but rather evolving and dynamic, underscoring the benefits of an interactive 

approach to coding. 

Throughout the data analysis process, the perspectives of all experts were 

analyzed. During step one, the author organized and prepared the text data for analysis. In 

the current study, this entailed transcribing the semi-structured interviews verbatim and 

arranging the data into different types depending on the information source. This 

included organizing the data by industry (i.e., sport or esports).  

Step two involved reading the transcribed data. In the current study, this provided 

a broad sense of what experts described and provided the researcher with an impression 

on the overall depth and credibility of the information. 

Step three involved coding the data by organizing text segments and writing a 

word or phrase to represent salient categories (e.g., strategy, leverage, tangible resource). 

During this step, the lead researcher compiled a list of all codes (e.g., challenges, 

opportunities, resources, knowledge, etc.), and a second independent coder who was 

involved with the research study used the list to code five (5) randomly selected 

interviews. Inter-coder reliability was calculated using the coding comparison function in 

NVivo (Gibbs, 2007), and indicated a high level of inter-coder reliability (.87) (Creswell, 

2013).  

Step four involved using the coding process to generate themes or categories for 

analysis (e.g., knowledge-based strategies).  
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Step five entailed a deeper consideration of how the themes and categories will be 

represented in the qualitative narrative, focusing specifically on providing detailed text 

data from multiple individuals to support each theme related to the strategic use of firm 

resources.  

Finally, steps six and seven involved interpreting and validating the credibility of 

the data. The interpretation was guided by existing theories of the strategic management 

of the firm (i.e., RBV, KBV, and RO), and the researcher strived to remain open to other, 

emergent strategic perspectives. Regarding data credibility, multivocality was 

emphasized in the selection of supporting data extracts. In addition, any discrepant 

information that runs counter to the themes was integrated to provide a holistic 

representation of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Thick descriptions, detailed accounts 

of the participant’s experience, were provided to give meaning and context surrounding 

the qualitative data exert (Geertz, 1973). 

Findings 

The findings are organized into four overarching sections: (1) challenges, 

opportunities, and constraints, (2) resource-based view, (3) knowledge-based view, and 

(4) resource orchestration. The findings are structured to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of each sport organization’s strategic resources and their application within 

the esports industry. The first section provides an overview on the challenges, 

opportunities, and constraints confronting sport organizations who have and have not 

entered the esports industry. This section is followed by strategic management 

perspectives of the firm, specifically the resource-based view, knowledge-based view, 
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and resource orchestration. Text excerpts have been edited for clarity when necessary. 

Table 2 provides an overview and description of key themes.  

 

 

 
 

Table 2. Overview of Themes. 
 

Aggregate Themes Sub-themes Description 

Challenges, Opportunities, 
and Constraints for Sport 
Organizations 

Connecting with younger 
audiences 

The challenges, 
opportunities, and 
constraints for sport 
organizations investing or 
considering investing in the 
esports industry. 

Esports technology divide 

Uncertainty on the 
monetization of esports 

Resource-based View 

Resource requirements and 
skill sets 

How sport organizations 
are using their existing 
departments to manage 
their operations in the 
esports industry. 

Slack resources 

Knowledge-based View 

Building and maintaining 
sponsorships 

How sport organizations 
are using their experiential 
based knowledge to 
manage their operation in 
the esports industry. 

Team and player 
management 

Resource Orchestration 

Network connections How sport organizations 
are structured to leverage 
their resources across 
organizations. Structure 
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Challenges, Opportunities, and Constraints 

Participants noted the primary challenge confronting sport organizations could be 

resolved within the esports industry, which is (1) connecting with younger audiences. Yet 

there were also constraints influencing sport organizations from entering the esports 

industry, which centered on the (2) esports technology divide and (3) uncertainty on the 

monetization of esports.  

Connecting with younger audiences. Participants from sport and esports 

organizations both recognized that the audience demographics of sport organizations was 

aging. While this is not inherently problematic, representatives also noted that these 

organizations were having trouble engaging with younger consumers. Brandon, a strategy 

and business development leader at a major video game and esports producer, states: 

Traditional sports’ core fans are getting older. They know that their median 

customers are almost 60 in Major League Baseball. The National Football League 

median consumer’s age is over 50. The National Basketball League median 

consumer’s age is in the 40s. Even Major League Soccer’s median consumer age 

is about 30. The median follower of esports is between 18 and 23. They are high-

income, extremely young, and more tech savvy. Traditional sports marketing and 

sponsorship is not reaching these customers. 

Those from professional sport organizations recognize that they are having trouble 

connecting with younger audiences and they also acknowledge that the esports represents 

an opportunity to connect with this market segment. Will, director of corporate 

development for an NBA franchise, remarks: 
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The audience for esports is one that a lot of these sport brands struggle to connect 

with today, your millennials who are 18 to 34 who are not watching traditional 

sports the way people above the age of 35 are. 

Sal, a vice president of human resources for a National Hockey League (NHL) franchise, 

highlights how sport organizations have been humbled by the growth of esports, stating 

“I can tell you unequivocally that hockey teams are well aware that esports are coming up 

quickly and hockey is in danger of falling from number four3.” 

 The concerns of sport organizations are not limited to the “Big 4” leagues nor 

North American sport organizations. Jarod, a director of strategy at a leading auto racing 

series, states, “[Auto racing series] has a huge issue with engagement. We have missed 

the boat with younger audiences. We skew way too old, we skew way too white.” 

Likewise, Brad, a director of business development for an Austrian Football League 

(AFL) club comments on his clubs recognizing an opportunity within these challenges, 

stating: 

We looked at our growth in AFL football and said this is a problem. We were not 

reaching millennials. So, we did a survey on millennials about our club and saw 

that they all were more interested in esports than our club. So now our number 

one growth area is millennials. We saw esports as an opportunity to reach them. 

Mose, director of esports for a professional football club (FC) in Turkey notes similar 

challenges and the opportunities inherent in these challenges, stating: 

                                                 
3 There are four major men’s professional sport leagues (The “Big 4”) in North America that comprise the 
majority of sport spectators and revenue. The NHL is currently fourth based on these rankings. 
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The younger generation is the new generation. They do not follow basketball, 

football, or other sports. They are starting to follow esports, and esports teams. 

They all have a computer and smartphone. They starting to play and watch esports 

matches. That is why we have an esports branch – to influence the young 

generation. 

Esports technology divide. Participants from sport organizations are still 

unfamiliar with esports and have unanswered questions regarding monetization and 

return on investment. Ryan, a managing partner at a sport and technology venture capital 

firm, draws parallels between the development of the internet and the emergence of 

esports from the perspective of top management teams within sport organizations. He 

highlights how the age gap may be preventing some sport organizations from investing in 

esports, stating: 

In the early 90s, I was in the corporate board rooms of these Fortune 50 

companies and the words ‘internet, browser, information superhighway, and web’ 

were being tossed around the room and they are all sitting around scratching their 

heads. Then suddenly, some kid walks in and explains to them what is going on. 

So, the opportunity today is – that is the opportunity. People need to come out, see 

the tournaments, see the gamers and athletes playing and competing and having 

fun and hugging each other after games just like you see on a basketball court or 

football field. That is what is going on in these esports arenas. When people start 

to see it, it is going to be incredible. (Ryan) 

Sal provides an antidotal example of the unfamiliarity and confusion with esports within 

his organization: 
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At the viewing party for our first match, we had all our executives there – lots of 

older white guys who had no idea what was going on. I am watching the match 

with our general council and the screen is jumping all around. I turn and say to 

our general council and say ‘what do you think?’ and he just kind of stared at the 

screen and he looked at me and he said ‘I think I am about to have a seizure.’ It is 

a novelty that a lot of us are not used to. Especially a lot of our executives are not 

used too. 

Allie, a director of marketing for an MLS franchise, comments how the unfamiliarity 

with esports is not merely a generational problem. Instead, there are also concerns about 

how to engage with esports consumers within sport organizations, stating: 

A lot of clubs joined eMLS4 and did not know how to tackle it. Some people get 

it. But they do not know how to execute or write about it. That was a challenge. 

For example, my content manager, she is great, but she does not play video 

games. She is like ‘how do I write about this?’ There is that internal challenge 

how to execute and craft content. (Allie) 

Major League Baseball (MLB) expressed interest in becoming involved with 

esports. Yet MLB league representatives highlight how the problems with existing 

baseball video games have kept them from investing in esports, as David, a director from 

MLB corporate, states “We want to be involved in esports but baseball video games suck. 

We are also 10 to 15 years behind the NBA in terms of social media, which does not help 

our potential return on investment.” In addition, Joel, a director of business operations for 

                                                 
4 The eMLS is an esports tournament held by MLS and based on the FIFA video game franchise. 
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an MLB franchise, comments on some of the specifics influencing why baseball teams 

are slower to get involved with esports, stating: 

We are a baseball team. We are not known for technology. The opportunities 

presented to other sport teams in town are not coming to us. We are interested in 

esports, but we acknowledge we have a problem.  Right now, the opportunities in 

esports are not coming to us. I understand though, I do not think anyone in our 

company knows what a Twitch is. 

Despite the factors keeping sport organizations out of the esports industry, an increasing 

number of sport organizations are recognizing the growth opportunities in esports. 

Parker, director of human resources for an NHL franchise, adds some levity to the 

phenomenon on why his organization decided to purchase an esports organization: 

It is no secret to any investor or anybody that has a stake in esports that the target 

audience is a younger demographic. When they say it is the future, that is what we 

are talking about. We got involved to really go after the younger demographic that 

might not be as engaged in professional sports. 

 Uncertainty on the monetization of esports. The concerns on how to use esports 

as a mechanism to connect with younger audiences and monetize this relationship have 

also kept some sport organizations from investing in the industry. Terry, a director of 

strategy from an MLS franchise which decided against investing in esports, states why: 

Video game publishers are building a product. What we want to know is how do 

we get our money back? We could just as easily divide up our financial 

investment and hand it out in the form of $5 bills to grow our brand. What we 
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want to know is how can we financially benefit from it and that has not been 

made clear yet.  

Sport organizations also acknowledge that they must be progressive and adapt to changes 

in where and how media content is being consumed, as Joe, chief business officer for an 

NFL franchise notes: 

You do not want to go where the ball is, you want to go where the ball is going. 

The way content is consumed now by the younger generation is mostly on second 

screen. They cord cut. Some never even had a cord to cut. They watch everything 

on their tablets or phones. They are consuming just as much TV but it is in 

snackable, bite sized content. It is a three-minute YouTube clip or watching 

someone stream on Twitch5. 

Resource-based View 

Sport organizations that have invested in the esports industry have recognized the 

similarities between owning and operating a traditional sports team and esports team. 

From an RBV perspective, sport organizations are relying on the similar (1) resource 

requirements and skills sets needed in both industries. In addition, sport organizations 

emphasized the importance of (2) slack resources to recover from strategies based on 

traditional sport management which did not have the intended outcomes when applied in 

the esports industry. 

Resource requirements and skill sets. Sport and esports organizations 

acknowledge the inherent similarities between the two industries. Participants noted that 

the resources and skills of sport organizations worked similarly in esports and helped to 

                                                 
5 Twitch is a live streaming video and media platform which hosts a variety of esports related content. 
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provide structure to the growing industry. For instance, Lara, a senior director of 

communications for an NBA franchise, states: 

We know what we are good at. We are good at running teams. We are not a media 

or sponsorship agency. We knew the way into the esports space was going to be 

in team management because that is what we are good at. 

Carson, director of social media for an NBA franchise, adds that “We knew that we could 

grow our esports business using what we own today, our arena, sponsorship team, 

ticketing team, a well-run professional sport organization and all the departments that 

come along with it.”  Stella, director of esports for an NBA franchise, notes the benefits 

of sport organizations affiliation with the esports industry:  

The [NBA franchise] brings in that traditional sports structure but tailored to 

esports. On the business side of thing, if we are going to make esports content, 

then we are going to do it on a schedule and make it more organized and 

structured. Traditional sport is a more of a mature industry, we can give a lot of 

our knowledge and organizational skills to esports and grow that industry. 

Parker digs deeper at the resources of sport organizations that help them monetize esports 

relative to esports organizations:  

In sport, our bread and butter is sales and marketing. That is true for all sport 

teams. All of them have sales and marketing staff. The teams do not exist without 

them. They give us an advantage as we are experts in marketing and building 

brand awareness around a sports franchise. The result of that is selling more 

tickets and merchandise after building that brand. 
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Sport organizations ability to monetize esports is supported by those endemic to 

esports. Brandon bluntly states that “Sport teams want shit to sell. When you give them 

shit to sell, they are going to sell it, that is what they want. That is what they are known 

for.” Moreover, Nate6, the commissioner of the Overwatch League, explicitly targeted 

sport organizations when selling franchises in regionalized esports league due to sport 

organizations existing resources and ability to monetize local markets: 

We [Blizzard-Entertainment] know how to make great games and great esports 

content. But first off, we do not know how to build a venue, sell tickets in the 

local market. The second reason, I would say is we wanted great owners. I think 

esports, if you look at the history of esports, it is riddled with some not so great 

stuff, as it relates to treatment of players and things like that. We wanted world-

class owners that were going to come in and be professional operators and help us 

legitimize this space. Targeting folks from traditional sports was the idea. 

Slack resources. The skill set and resources required to successfully run an 

esports organization are not a direct mapping of skills from professional sport, yet sport 

organizations acknowledged how their slack resources allowed them to recover from 

their mistakes. Jeremy, a director of partnerships for an esports organization, remarks on 

some of the strategic missteps of sport organizations in the esports industry, stating: 

These sport investors, some are trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. They 

need to understand that some things apply, some things do not. It must be organic 

in nature. You cannot just force what has been done in traditional sports. 

                                                 
6 Nate Nanzer is commissioner of the Overwatch League and consented to having his name publicly used. 
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Sarah, director of marketing for an NBA franchise, notes how they have the slack 

resources to recover from mistakes made in the esports market: 

Esports are constantly evolving and changing. It is yet to be told what the perfect 

formula for a successful esports franchise is, particularly when engaging with the 

audiences. We are very confident that we are willing to work to figure it out. We 

have the resources and information to be able to do it. 

Seth, managing director of innovation for an NBA franchise, further adds to the 

importance of slack resources when operating in the esports industry, stating that “We 

[sport organization] like to joke that we are an esports start up with Fortune 500 funding. 

Having those financial resources allows us to make mistakes.” Ike, vice president of 

finance for an NHL franchise, comments on how the slack resources of sport 

organizations and the value associated with established brands influence long-term 

success: 

 [Sport parent company] did a really nice job of letting us learn on the fly in 

esports and make some mistakes. They did not kill us on the money we spend 

here and there. Not everyone has the luxury of being a free spender, but we knew 

from our work in sports that you have to build something before people come and 

want to invest in. 

Sport organizations are using their existing resources in the esports industry, 

replicating similar firm functionalities in both industries, as Jack, lead esports reporter for 

a sports media organization, states “Selling partnerships, selling TV rights, selling ads, 

selling tickets, hosting events and watch parties. That is stuff that all major sports 

companies do already. So, it is just converting what you know from that area to a 
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different audience.” Malik, chief executive officer of esports operations for an NBA 

franchise emphasizes the importance of experience embedded in sport organizations by 

stating, “You have all the people that know how to run and promote a live event, we do 

not have the extra added expense of hiring staff or consultants and training them on how 

to do that.” The importance of the knowledge embedded in sport organizations is 

supported in knowledge-based view. 

Knowledge-based View 

Sport organizations are capitalizing on their experience running professional 

sports teams to benefit their operations in the esports industry. They are doing so 

primarily using their experience with: (1) building and maintaining sponsorships and (2) 

managing teams and players.  

 Building and maintaining sponsorships. Sport organizations recognize the 

importance of not only getting a sponsorship but also retaining it. Yet the esports industry 

is relatively less established than the sport industry, with sport organizations considered a 

welcome addition. For example, Chris, vice president of marketing for an esports 

organization, remarked: “Esports needs people who have that traditional sports 

experience. The biggest problem with esports right now is probably the immaturity of the 

marketplace and understanding how sponsorships and partnerships work.” Terrell, 

director of corporate partnerships for an NBA franchise, discusses the strategic approach 

taken by sport organizations operating in the esports industry: 

It is easy to get a sponsor once. It is keeping them, and keeping them happy, and 

growing that investment with them that is hard. Anybody can get a sponsor once. 

What we have learned from our operations in sport is not to take money for 
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monies sake. We know that is not how you build long-term relations with 

sponsors. 

 Additionally, sport organizations also recognize that esports, similar to traditional 

sports, need to collaborate with competitors. Sport organizations often shared best 

practice with esports organizations. For example, Sal describes an instance when he was 

explaining to a member of another OWL franchise owned by an esports organization how 

to entertain sponsors in the context of a major esports championship: 

When we made it to the finals, we purchased several hotel suites to entertain our 

sponsors. Some of the other teams did not have any suites, not even for their own 

staff. We come from live events and you entertain clients and VIPs. I told them 

[esports organizations] that ‘this is what you do for live events. Go get some 

suites and entertain people.’ They need us to succeed and we need them as well. 

The practices and procedures surrounding building and maintaining a relationship with a 

sponsor require both significant knowledge and financial resources, resources which 

newly formed esports organizations may not possess. Seth emphasizes the importance of 

building and managing sponsorships in esports: 

We are going to build it [the esports organization] the right way. Even though we 

have the money to buy all the things we need to buy, we are going to build it 

organically and build it right. We are not going to just throw money at things just 

because we can. 

Team and player management. Sport organizations are bringing over a host of 
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established and common-sense practices to improve esports team and player 

performance. Lara discusses these practices, stating that “We are really investing in 

[Esports team]. All the resources we provide to the [NBA team’s] players, the  

nutritionists, sleep scientists, team psychologists, team personal trainers – all those 

resources are being used to help [Esports team].” Taylor, head of esports team 

performance for an esports organization owned by an MLB franchise, discusses the value 

of team management in esports based on his experience working in baseball: 

We know how to overcome losing from baseball. If you had a bad stretch of 

games, we consider having our esports players doing less media or just taking a 

break. Knowing when to push the pedal and when to hit the brakes is an art form 

that management must know. It is just like baseball sometimes. It is managing a 

lot of different personalities and knowing that each one is unique. We know from 

baseball there is a fine line between giving your players leeway and hovering on 

top of them. 

Similarly, Andrew, director of esports for an NBA franchise, discusses the benefits of 

using physical and mental training tactics from traditional sport on esports to prepare 

players for the rigors of travel, remarking: 

Players are travelling internationally for competition. They are bouncing all over 

the world to play. We are taking into considering the taxation the travel has on 

their bodies. We adjust their sleep schedules and supplementation and that is 

getting us better results. Some teams endemic to esports will often fly in the day 

before an event. Would you do that for the World Cup? It is just taking common 
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sense practice from sports and applying it to esports, otherwise the players are 

going to performance at a sub-optimal level. 

Likewise, Lara discusses the advantage of nutritional programs for esports players: 

We have a chef for our [basketball team name] and [esports organization name] 

who is incredible. He gives them all meal plans. He will ask our esports athletes, 

‘Where are you going? Russia?’ He will then tell them what they should bring to 

the competitions and tournaments. So while the endemics [teams] are eating 

Swedish Fish and junk food, our teams are setting up blenders. Our players are 

getting this natural edge. 

 In addition to pragmatic strategies for enhancing team performance through 

coaching, physical and mental training, and nutrition, sport organizations also recognize 

the importance of expanding an athlete’s career lifespan. Esports players’ career primes 

tend to be shorter, but sport organizations know that players are an investment and are 

developing mechanisms to extend their careers, as Jason, a senior director at a leading 

video game and esports producer, notes: 

The life cycle of an esports player is much shorter than say your average NBA 

player. In esports, players top out at like 23 or 24. That is the end of most of their 

playing careers. It is a much shorter window you have to capitalize on. 

Those from esports organizations recognize that sport organizations are helping 

extend the playing careers of esports players, as Jordan, head of revenue operations for an 

esports organization remarks: 

Sports teams have done an amazing job to extend the lives of their players' 

playing careers. You see a quarterback playing for their 40s now. They are doing 
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the same now in esports too. The players' lifespan is too short right now and that's 

something that hurts us as an organization because we invest all this time and 

resources into these players, and they are only good enough to play for us for one 

or two years. It is hard from a financial and personal perspectives. It makes us 

pour more resources into scouting to get someone who will not even be a long-

term asset for us. 

Jordan went on to add that “…what these sport guys are doing is a game changer, but it is 

not so easy to replicate.” Sport organizations recognize the importance of signing young 

talent and keeping them in their systems: 

You reap the rewards of signing a player at 15 that may have been unknown. You 

develop them and then when they come to our professional esports team at age 

18, we reap what we sow. Signing younger, junior players and building them 

along has advantages. They know what the organization is, they know the players, 

they know who the management is, and they know how we operate. It just makes 

for a smooth transition. (Joe) 

 In sum, Marcel, chief executive officer and founder of a major esports 

organization, captures the essence of the tacit knowledge that sport organizations bring to 

esports, stating: 

Esports can really benefit from them [sport organizations], not just the capital, but 

also the expertise that comes in because a lot of esports people, they run up 

against walls because they do not have the expertise of 50 years running a team. 
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Resource Orchestration 

 Sport organizations are using their existing resources and knowledge and 

experience to manage and operate their esports teams. Sport organizations also have 

existing (1) network connections and (2) structure which facilitates the coordinated use 

and application of their resources and knowledge across industries.  

Network connections. Sport organizations are using their existing network 

connections to generate opportunities otherwise unavailable to esports organizations. As 

Marcel, a native of Germany, notes “Sport organizations bring the expertise, but they also 

bring in what we call Vitamin B in Germany. The B stands for Beziehung. It is a German 

idiom which means that they have good and strong connections.” Marcel highlights the 

strategic position of sport organizations, which helps to facilitate their monetization in 

esports. Dom, director of partnership sales for an NBA franchise, expands on this notion 

and the existing networks of sport organizations: 

As an NBA team, we have a lot of connections. We can easily meet with a Chase 

or Goldman Sachs. We have those corporate in-roads. We have relationships with 

pretty much any large corporations you can think of. Not every esports team has 

those connections that we have. People pick up the phone when we call because 

of who we are. And now everyone wants to talk esports with us. 

Similarly, Stella notes that “We have our [NBA franchise] sponsorships sales staff selling 

for [esports team] as well. Whenever they are talking to sponsors, they will always ask if 

they are interested in sponsoring [esports team]. It is great, it is working well.” Maddie, 

director of human resources for an NBA franchise, further adds to the importance of 

existing connections in a dynamic market, stating that “We have the connections to try 
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things and experiment a little. A lot of endemic [esports] teams do not get that luxury. 

Our connections allow us turn things around quickly which is so important in esports.” 

Structure. The structure of sport organizations was recognized as salient within 

the esports industry. Jason comments on the structural similarity between sport and 

esports organizations: 

Sport organizations can beat esports through their current apparatus, just like their 

current product. If you do not have to reinvent the wheel, then do not. You have 

already built the system, now just let the new blood flow through it. 

Maddie provides an example of how this process plays out in esports: 

We use the same legal team for our esports club and [NHL team]. Having their 

knowledge really helped us sign talented players from all over the globe. Some of 

our esports players were having visa issues a few weeks before the start of the 

season. They [the NHL legal team] helped us. Having that relationship really 

helped us fix it quickly. It got done in a week. It is all hands-on deck right now in 

esports but having that sport tie-in really helps. 

Andrew adds to the importance of timing in content creation in esports and how sport 

organizations existing resources help facilitate this process: 

[Esports team name] fans do not want to know what happened last week. These 

are not NFL fans where you can show them a highlight reel on Monday. What we 

learned is, if we have an event - our editors and video guys will work that night 

and get it done. It is fresh. That is what esports consumers want. They do not want 

to know what happened last week. The only way we could do that is to rely on the 

resources of the [NBA team]. We pulled some of the videography team and we go 
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to their marketing team for best practices. Having all the resources of the NBA 

team available to us is a game changer for content turnaround. 

The existing network connections and structure of sport organizations allowed 

them to leverage their core competencies as well as adjust to emerging problems in a 

dynamic environment. This was noted by those endemic to esports as well, with Nate 

remarking that: 

When you dig in and look at traditional sports teams, there is an aura around 

them. But they are also like small, local family-run businesses in a lot of ways. 

They can get things done quickly. They have deep roots and capabilities which 

are complementary to what is needed in esports. 

Discussion 

The findings of the current study identify that sport organizations have existing 

resources, embedded knowledge, and are coordinated to efficiently and effectively 

orchestrate their resources across firms. The findings of the current study support that 

sport organizations entering the esports industry are using their existing departments such 

as sponsorship, ticketing, sales, marketing, as well as physical resources such as event 

space to help grow and monetize their investment in the esports industry. In other words. 

sport organizations were able to “hit the ground running” in the esports industry. For 

instance, they were able to efficiently plug and play various aspects associated with 

operating an esports team such as selling tickets and sponsorships using their existing 

departments without having to develop them from scratch. While their skill sets are not a 

direct mapping of best practices from sport management to esports, encountering 

challenges related to the digital consumption of esports, personnel from sport 
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organizations were by and large able to adopt common sense practices from sport 

management to manage and market esports. 

 The findings of the current study are consistent with and expand upon prior 

research on the resources of sport organizations influencing firm performance. For 

example, Cunningham and Sagas (2004) note how the individual characteristics of sport 

organizations employees, such as the racial diversity of college football coaching staff, 

influence team performance of NCAA Division 1 football programs. Likewise, Smart and 

Wolfe (2003) support how team level variables, such as the offensive resources of MLB 

teams, influence winning percentage. Yet these studies focus primarily on relative 

comparisons between sport organizations. The current study also expands upon existing 

sport management research to understand where sport organizations have a competitive 

advantage relative to non-sport organizations. Indeed, the use of existing resources is an 

efficient and effective cost saving measure and can increase firm performance, yet these 

resources (e.g., sales departments) can be replicated by competing firms.  

The findings of the current study extend on existing research by identifying that 

sport organizations benefitted from their existing resources, including their tacit 

knowledge, with these resources providing transferable structures to apply that 

knowledge.  Indeed, sport organizations have accumulated years of experience and 

knowledge on building and maintaining sponsorships and managing teams and players. 

This helped them to monetize their investment in the esports industry. For instance, sport 

organizations noted how they had opportunities to sell sponsorships that they were 

uncertain would provide long-term value for the sponsor. Sport organizations knew the 

value of building a product that consumers would support in the long-term which 
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signaled to sponsors the commitment of the sport organization to their investment in the 

nascent esports industry. Rather than selling a sponsorship and “taking money for 

money’s sake”, sport organizations were strategic in their approach to selling 

sponsorships, acknowledging the value of establishing a long-term sponsorship by taking 

an active role in maintaining and servicing that relationship. 

In addition to sponsorships, sport organizations stressed the value of identifying 

and developing young talent and extending career time, which is particularly important in 

esports considering the relatively short player career spans. Sport organizations 

recognized both that investing in players requires a substantial financial commitment and 

that the window of opportunity and return on investment is shorter in esports due to the 

relatively attenuated professional careers of esports players. As a result, sport 

organizations developed team and player management strategies to improve esports team 

performance and increase player career life spans. The allocation of firm resources to 

develop talent and improve team performance is consistent with the findings of Gerrard 

(2005) who supports that a sport teams performance depends not only on its resources, 

but also on the efficiency of the allocation of those resources. Like Anderson and Birrer 

(2011), Gerrard (2005) grounds his study in the RBV of the firm and in relation to other 

sport organizations. Overlooked in this perspective is how sport organizations manage 

and use these resources in new markets. The findings of the current study support current 

trends indicating that sport organizations are applying tried and true mechanisms for 

building and maintaining sponsorships and team and player management practices into 

the esports industry for the long-term monetization of their investment.  
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 In addition, emergent in the findings are the collaborative behaviors of sport 

organizations in relation to competing firms. As noted by esports organizations, sport 

organizations were welcomed and sought-after additions to the esports industry. Esports 

organizations noted the shared interests of sport and esports organizations, including the 

education of sponsors on esports, with both sides working together to address the 

constraints surrounding esports, such as the uncertainty surrounding their monetization. 

For their part, sport organizations brought with them a level of professionalism, 

standards, and, most importantly, monetization to the industry, making them apropos 

partners in the esports industry. The collaborative behaviors of sport organizations are 

consistent with the unique aspects of sport noted by Smith and Stewart (2010) in their 

review of the distinctive features of sport. However, unlike Smith and Stewart (2010) 

who suggest that sport organizations are becoming more heterogenous with complex 

bureaucracies, the current study posits that sport organizations have distinct structures 

and operate more like small, family-run businesses than as bureaucracies. This structure 

has enabled them to quickly adapt to emerging growth opportunities. Indeed, if sport 

organizations were truly bureaucratic, then they would be slow to capitalize on many 

emergent growth opportunities. Notably, the current study supports an opposing view: 

that sport organizations can seize growth opportunities using their informal internal 

channels to resolve emergent issues (e.g., player visa issues, content creation problems). 

Arguably, other organizations entering the esports industry can replicate the tactics of 

sport organizations on sponsors’ relationships and team and player management. Yet 

sport organizations are coordinated in an efficient and effective manner, which facilitates 

the use of firm assets across firms.  
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The findings support that sport organizations are coordinated in a manner that 

facilitates the use of their existing network connections and structure across firms. Sport 

organizations were able to use their existing networks and act as trusted mediators for 

organizations seeking to enter the esports industry. For instance, sport sales and 

sponsorship staff were able to make quick in-roads to corporate sponsors and up-sell 

additional sponsorships. Sport organizations relied on their trusted brand and reputation 

to support the monetization of their operations in the esports industry. Sport management 

scholars acknowledge the importance of their brand and reputation as sources of 

sustainable competitive advantage. For instance, Amis (2003) finds that sport 

organizations can enter sponsorships with existing brands to enhance their brand and 

distinguish themselves from competitors. The findings of the current study support that 

sport organizations are serving as trusted mediators for organizations seeking to enter the 

esports industry, specifically using their trusted status to help organizations access the 

esports market. Indeed, sports organizations were recognized for their network 

connections that helped them attract new and existing sponsors to the esports industry. 

Furthermore, these sport organizations were also structured in a manner that allowed 

them to quickly respond to changes in the esports industry. The esports industry was 

noted as having an unforgiving consumer culture and sport organizations had the existing 

structure to resolve a variety of issues when operating in the industry. Emergent issues 

(e.g., legal and content creation concerns) were resolved using the existing resources of 

the sports organization and allowed the organization to minimize difficulties surrounding 

their operations in a new and unforgiving market.  
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Overall, the findings support how sport organizations are leveraging their core 

competencies to generate a sustainable competitive advantage in the esports industry. 

Many of the mechanisms that are needed for long-term success are in place, which is 

supported by the basic premise of the RBV, KBV, and RO process (Barney, 1991; Grant, 

1991; Sirmon et al., 2007). Sport organizations have arenas, esports organizations need 

arenas. Sport organizations know how to sell tickets, esports organizations need to sell 

tickets. Sport organizations manage and operate concessions, esports consumers will 

surely need to eat and drink at live events. Sport organizations know how to manage 

teams and players, esports teams and players can benefit from physical and mental 

conditioning programs. Sport organizations have it all in one shop already. Sport 

organizations are structured in a manner to use their existing resources in a coordinated 

manner which allows them to use their resources across firms and operate efficiently and 

effectively in the esports industry. That is why sport organizations, relative to non-sport 

organizations, such as a technology company (e.g., Microsoft, Logitech), have a strategic 

advantage in the esports industry. For instance, where technology companies might have 

the newest and best technology, sport organizations have the knowledge and experience 

running and monetizing events and creating experiences and using that technology. 

Theoretical Implications 

Sport management scholars have called for more research driven by strategic 

management perspectives to identify unique characteristics of sport organizations 

(Shilbury, 2012). Strategic management research on sport organizations has focused on 

the performance of sport organizations relative to other sport organizations within the 

framework of the RBV (e.g., Anderson & Birrer, 2011; Cunningham & Sagas, 2004; 
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Gerrand, 2005). Absent in this line of research are resources that are salient to sport 

organizations. The current study addresses this limitation by examining the 

diversification of sport organizations beyond the sport industry. Further, the current study 

addresses the call from Shilbury (2012) by examining the strategies underlying sport 

organizations diversifying into the esports industry. In the current research, the author 

adopts strategic management perspectives to identify how sport organizations are 

generating a sustainable competitive advantage diversifying beyond the boundaries of the 

sport industry.  

Sport organizations seeking growth opportunities via horizontal diversification 

should recognize the importance of tacit knowledge and its surrounding mechanisms to 

support their growth. Horizontal diversification strategies help organizations share and 

pool skills and generate synergy across organizations (Ansoff, 1957; Porter, 1980; Zhou, 

2011). Indeed, sport organizations have accumulated years of experience managing 

teams, players, events, venues, sponsorships, and a host of varied experiences in the 

management of sport. This experience has become embedded in the routines and 

practices of sport organizations, such as providing athletes with physical and mental 

conditioning programs. While tacit knowledge may be a driving force of competitive 

advantage, sport organizations also need to match their existing resources and skills sets 

and governed by their coordinated structure—all guided by their tacit knowledge from 

working in the sports and entertainment industry. 

The current study extends on this perspective by identifying that tacit knowledge 

alone is not sufficient to generate a competitive advantage when growing via horizontal 

diversification. Strategic management scholars argue that an organization’s tacit 
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knowledge is its most value asset (Choi & Lee, 2002; Smith, Collins & Clark, 2005; 

Grant, 1996). Rather, in the context of horizontal diversification, generating a 

competitive advantage is also a function of the surrounding departments and mechanisms 

that encourage the use, application, and transfer of that knowledge which ultimately 

generate a sustainable competitive advantage. 

Managerial Implications 

The findings of the current study provide insights for managers of sport 

organizations seeking growth opportunities. Sport organizations have begun to recognize 

that they need to account for stagnating growth and potential decline if they neglect to 

address the drawbacks of organizational maturity. Progressive sport organizations are 

beginning to question if they can maintain their dominance over the sport and 

entertainment space. Esports represent one avenue to do that. In order to engage younger 

consumers and a piece of their entertainment dollar, sport organizations must provide the 

kind of content that younger consumers want. 

 Managers of sport organizations should be aware of the signs of organizational 

maturity and act quickly when seeking growth opportunities. Emerging industries often 

have low initial financial barriers to entry which entice additional competitors to enter the 

market (Porter, 1980). Yet sport organizations have established internal channels of 

communication which allow them to bypass some of the bureaucracy associated with 

mature-organizations in other industries. Upper management and top management teams 

(TMT) within sport organizations should recognize that the high degree of internal 

boundary spanning within their firm facilitates growth externally.  
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Sport organizations seeking to enter the esports industry must be aware of 

challenges related to authenticity with esports audiences and recognize that the skill sets 

required to operate an esports organization are not a one-to-one mapping of traditional 

sport management skillsets. However, many of the monetization methods used in 

traditional sport are readily transferable to esports, and in fact can be a source of 

sustainable competitive advantage for sport organizations relative to non-sport 

organizations. Sport organizations can monetize their investment in the esports industry 

using much of their existing staff and resources. As more sport organizations enter the 

esports industry, the importance of sport organizations existing resources will carry 

greater significance as more sponsors are working through sport organizations to enter 

the esports industry. In effect, sport organizations are serving as mediators for 

organizations seeking to become involved in the esports market. Upper management and 

top management teams (TMT) from sport organizations should recognize that they are 

perceived as excellent partners in this space and actively seek out non-endemics seeking 

to enter the esports industry.  

 Sport organizations should consider entering into strategic partnerships with 

endemics. The digital divide and learning curve confronting non-endemics to esports 

could potentially prove a difficult barrier to surmount, but a strategic partnership 

potentially offers reciprocal advantages for both the sport and esports organization. For 

example, esports organizations may have the technological experience with esports 

specific platforms (e.g., Twitch, Discord), whereas sport organizations can provide the 

existing resources (e.g., sponsorship and marketing staff) and networks to help manage 

and grow these partnerships based on these platforms.  
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Finally, sport organizations should also take note that the level of player and 

talent development within the esports industry is still very low. Traditional athlete 

development regimes adapted from sport organizations are beginning to influence esports 

players’ performance and expand their career lifespan. As such, it would be prudent for 

sport organizations to lock in talent with longer contracts and to develop these players as 

they would traditional sport athletes. As more sport organizations begin to invest in the 

esports market, progressive sport organizations can develop pipelines of talent to put 

them at a competitive edge in the long-run. By adopting similar physical and mental 

wellness routines adopted from traditional sport, sport organizations can enhance the 

short and long-term performance of their players.  

Limitations and Future Research 

 The current study has several limitations that should be addressed by future 

studies. First, the current study focused on challenges and opportunities salient to mature 

sport organizations, neglecting challenges and opportunities salient to firms at other life-

cycle stages. Future studies should consider other life-cycle stages (e.g., introduction, 

growth, decline) and how sport organizations can leverage the benefits associated with 

each phase. For example, some professional sport leagues are arguably in the decline 

stage of their life-cycle, such as MLB. The esports industry presents an opportunity for 

MLB teams to rejuvenate their brand and connect with new markets. Examining if 

esports can help revitalize sport organizations on the decline is a salient area of inquiry 

that might result in ways to increase the longevity of sport organizations. 

Second, the current study focused primarily on sport organizations who invested 

in mainstream esports (i.e., esports that are not associated with a traditional sport), yet 
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esports come in a variety of genres, including the genre of sport (e.g., NBA 2K, Madden 

Football Series). These sport video games serve as the basis of many virtual sport 

leagues, such as the NBA 2K League, and future research should examine the differences 

in the strategic rationale for why sport organizations choose to invest in the sport genre, 

multiple genres including sport, or solely in non-sport related genres.  

Third, the current study focused on the firm level strategy, but neglected a 

strategy-as-practice perspective. Strategy-as-practice focuses on the micro level workings 

of strategy and the doers of strategy. In the current student, top level executives were 

sought out to provide detailed insights on the strategy formation and implementation. Yet 

an increasing amount of research from the domain of strategic management emphasizes 

the strategic role of middle management (Wooldridge, Schmid, & Floyd, 2008). Future 

studies should consider the strategic intra and inter organizational influence of 

individuals within sport organizations. In particular, the concept of boundary spanning 

(Brass, 1984) suggests that individuals who mediate between an organization’s internal 

constituencies and external environment have high levels of strategic influence (Floyd & 

Wooldridge, 1997). As supported in the current study, sport organizations and those 

within them were given a privileged and strategic position, with ready access to major 

corporate sponsors. Further inquiries on the strategic influence from internal and external 

boundary spanners within sport organizations can advance the distinctive nature of the 

sport organizations from a boundary spanning perspective.  

 Fourth, while we focus on the leveraging aspect of RO, examine the structuring 

and bundling of a sport organization’s resources would provide additional strategic 

insights regarding how sport organizations acquire, accumulate, and divest resources. In 
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contrast, a bundling perspective informs how a sport organization could improve, extend, 

and create new capabilities, which would be particularly interesting to understand how 

the dovetailing of sport and esports organizations are influencing management and 

operations of the traditional sport organization. Future studies should identify research 

areas where sport organizations can expand beyond the traditional boundaries of what is 

considered sport. For instance, with the deregulation of sports gambling in the U.S., a 

growing number of sport organizations are partnering with gambling firms. Exploring 

these partnerships from a structuring and bundling perspective could support how both 

parties stand to benefit from this partnership from a firm level perspective. 

 Fifth, while the sample make up consisted of a variety of sport, esports, media, 

and consulting companies, additional data from other investors into the esports industry 

could have provided additional depth and insights to the current study. Organizations 

from various industries are investing into the esports industry and the perspectives of 

these firms could help to further support or challenge some of the findings of the current 

study. Yet it is sport organizations who are predominately diversifying into the esports 

industry through team ownership. However, as the esports industry grows and begins to 

develop more formalized structures and processes, it is likely that this structures and 

processes will be heavily influenced by the sport organizations who have provided the 

resources to grow the industry. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how sport organizations leverage their 

core competencies to create a sustainable competitive advantage. The current study finds 

that sport organizations not only possess strategic resources that are difficult to replicate, 
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but also tacit knowledge (i.e., experiential based knowledge) that can be leveraged as a 

source of sustained competitive advantage using the departments and resources that 

provide transferable structures to apply that knowledge. The findings in this paper 

support that sport organizations are at strategic advantage when diversifying into 

functionally related industries (e.g., esports). As sport organizations continue to mature, 

they must seek new growth areas to remain relevant. Moreover, sport organizations are 

increasingly operating as a hybrid of sport, entertainment, and media companies. Sport 

organizations will increasingly find themselves interacting with formally tangentially 

related industries and must utilize their embedded resources and leverage their existing 

structure into new markets when competing with these firms.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

SENSEMAKING OF ESPORTS: 

THE CASE OF THE PHILADELPHIA 76ERS 

Introduction 

There are a host of novel technologies and activities currently influencing the 

field of sport. Virtual and augmented reality, mediated sport consumption, sophisticated 

wearable technologies, and other novel activities have fundamentally changed how sport 

is experienced, consumed, and managed (Cunningham et al., 2018; Funk, 2017; Nite & 

Washington, 2017). In particular, the rapid emergence of esports has forced sport 

scholars to reconsider the boundaries of sport (Funk, Pizzo, & Baker, 2018; Heere, 2018) 

and compelled sport managers to strategically (re)position sport organizations in order to 

capitalize on the burgeoning industry (Pizzo et al., 2018). Integrating novel activities 

requires organizations to learn how to position these activities to internal and external 

audiences using limited information (Berente, Hanson, Pike, & Bateman, 2011). 

Moreover, the actions of sport organizations are heavily scrutinized (Washington & 

Patterson, 2011) and many in the sport industry are unfamiliar with esports, with 

prevailing stigmas and stereotypes surrounding video gaming culture further 

complicating their integration (Pizzo, Jones, & Funk, 2019). Despite these challenges, the 

sport industry has continued to embrace esports for growth opportunities (Heere, 2018). 

Esports feature a large and growing number of spectators from across the globe. 

They appeal to a lucrative demographic that is young, diverse, and tech savvy (PwC, 

2017). Furthermore, expanding esports participant and spectator markets have attracted 

major corporate sponsors, such as Microsoft, Samsung, and Red Bull, injecting financial 
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capital into the industry (Funk et al., 2018). Sport organizations are seizing these growth 

opportunities, coordinating with professional sport leagues and teams investing in 

esports. In Europe, major soccer leagues such as the French Ligue 1 and Spain’s LaLiga 

have developed virtual esports leagues based on soccer (Barnes, 2016; LaLiga, 2018). 

Similarly, major sport leagues in North America like the NBA, NFL, and MLS have all 

developed virtual esports leagues representative of their respective sport. For instance, 

the NBA created the NBA 2K League in partnership with video game publisher Take-

Two Interactive (Khan, 2018). With the 2K League, the NBA has adopted a product 

development strategy, which involves the development of a new product or service 

within a new market (Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1987), whereas professional sport teams 

entering the esports industry are largely adopting diversification strategies. 

In addition to professional sport leagues, professional sport teams are also 

capitalizing on these growth opportunities. The NBA and its franchises have been 

particularly aggressive, as the NBA has encouraged its franchises to diversify beyond 

sport-based esports leagues (e.g., the 2K League) by investing in mainstream esports, i.e., 

esports beyond the genre of sport. For instance, The Team Marketing and Business 

Operations Group (TMBO), which is the internal consulting division of the NBA, has 

shared best practices among NBA teams to encourage esports entrepreneurship among its 

franchises. A 2016 presentation given by the TMBO to key internal NBA stakeholders 

(i.e., franchise presidents and senior executives) featured a “presentation which showed 

incredible stats and images of a sold-out Madison Square Garden for a League of 

Legends Championship” (Lara Toscani Weems7, personal communication, April 27, 

                                                 
7 Lara Toscani Weeks is Senior Director of Corporate Communications for the Philadelphia 76ers. 
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2018). This innovative and collaborative environment has encouraged NBA franchises to 

take part in not only sport-based esports leagues (i.e., the 2K League) but also the vastly 

more popular mainstream genres of esports beyond those linked to a traditional sport 

(Heitner, 2017). These more popular genres include battle royale (e.g., Apex Legends, 

Fortnite), first-person shooters (FPS; e.g., Overwatch), real-time strategy (RTS; StarCraft 

II), and multiplayer online battle arenas (MOBAs; e.g., League of Legends or LoL) (Pizzo 

et al., 2018). 

Sport organizations continue to deliberately embrace the growing number of 

novel activities influencing the field of sport management. Actors within these 

organizations will need to develop mechanisms to facilitate their integration. In the 

current study, the author links institutional creation work with sensemaking to explain 

how actors facilitate the integration of novel activities. Institution creation work focuses 

on the individual and collective actions of actors who populate organizations and 

institutions to create acceptance. Sensemaking and related cognitive processes (i.e., 

sensegiving, breaking, hiding, demanding, exchanging) help explain the cognitive 

processes that facilitate change. These concepts center on “facilitating acceptance, 

enthusiasm, and energy for change” to those internal and external to the organization 

(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014, p. 58). By connecting the institutional creation framework 

with sensemaking related concepts, the current study explains how the relationships, 

actions and lived experiences of actors are influencing the deliberate integration of novel 

practices and activities and the processes used to facilitate their acceptance. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the proactive strategies used by actors to 

support the internal and external sensemaking of novel practices and activities (i.e., 
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esports). The current study focuses on the Philadelphia 76ers (76ers, hereafter) 

integration of Dignitas. The 76ers were the first North American professional sports team 

to own an esports team and are considered first-movers in the esports industry (Rovell, 

2016). In 2016, the 76ers purchased two esports teams—Teams Apex and Dignitas—and 

merged them under the banner of Team Dignitas (Rovell, 2016). The 76ers provide an 

exemplar case of a sport organization deliberately integrating an esports division into 

their organization. 

Theoretically, the findings highlight the influence of organizational sensemaking 

among actors within the 76ers that facilitate the integration of new activities, which are 

salient to institutional creation work. Cognitive processes such as sensemaking can 

explain how actors give and influence the understanding of others, how this shared 

understanding was used to influence others, and what actions were taken to break existing 

associations surrounding esports. Managerially, the findings provide important 

information to guide other sport organizations who hope to integrate any one of a number 

of novel activities (e.g., esports) influencing the field of sport management. Additional 

relevant information on the 76ers’ acquisition of Dignitas is provided in the research 

context section. 

 The following section reviews relevant literature on esports to introduce key 

terms relevant to the current study. The review of esports is followed by an overview of 

the theoretical foundation of institutional creation work and the cognitive processes 

related to sensemaking. Subsequent sections include the research method, a discussion of 

the research findings, theoretical and managerial implications, followed by the research 

limitations and recommendations for future research. 
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Literature Review 

Understanding Esports 

  Esports, competitive video gaming tournaments, present opportunities and 

challenges to both sport management academics and practitioners. The practice of 

playing video games competitively has existed for decades, yet it is only recently that the 

formalization and labeling of esports has made them a more socially acceptable activity, 

particularly in Western cultures (Jenny, Manning, Keiper, & Olrich, 2017; Keiper, 

Manning, Jenny, Olrich, & Croft, 2017; Wagner, 2006). As esports have become more 

formalized, major sport organizations have entered the industry, bringing not only 

financial capital but also a host of tangible and intangible resources to help facilitate 

growth (Funk et al., 2018). This formalization and legitimization has led some sport 

organizations to embrace esports (Heere, 2018), yet the activity itself remains clouded by 

unfamiliarity, stigmas and stereotypes, and a toxic culture, all of which go against the 

functional ideals of sport (e.g., socialization, team building, physical activity) (Consalvo, 

2012; Parry, 2018) 

The unfamiliarity surrounding esports is compounded by a lack of clarity, namely 

regarding (1) the interchanging use of the terms video games and esports, (2) the 

multitude of genres of video games making the term esports ambiguous, and (3) 

misconceptions of what is an esports team (or esports organization). First, esports are a 

part of the larger video game industry. Video games are distinct from esports, the primary 

difference being that esports involve a competitive element with other human player(s), 

with competitions resulting in a clear winner and loser (Funk et al., 2018). Second, there 

are several video game genres that can have esports. The genre of sport features sport-
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themed video games based on annual installments of titles such as Madden NFL 19, 

FIFA 19, and NBA 2K 19. These titles are likely more readily understood and seen as a 

natural, digital extension of sport and sport organizations in virtual esports leagues (e.g., 

2K League). However, sport is not a part of the more popular mainstream genres of video 

games that serve as the basis for many esports tournaments. Third, the concept of esports 

teams (and esports organizations) is a misnomer. An esports team generally consists of 

multiple teams that operate under the same parent brand. For instance, Cloud9 is an 

esports team that fields what would be considered teams in the traditional sense in 

League of Legends, Fortnite, Overwatch, and other popular genres, and also has academy 

teams that serve as developmental teams for the next generation of players (Cloud9, 

2019). Esports teams typically operate as a branded house, which is a branding strategy 

when all brands of an organization are marketed with the master brand (Aaker & 

Joachimsthaler, 2000), such as Fortnite Cloud9 and Cloud9: CG:GO. However, certain 

video game publishers that organize esports tournaments do not allow esports teams to 

use the same brand across different esports competitions. For instance, Cloud9 competes 

under the name London Spitfire in the Overwatch League, a regionalized esports league 

operated by video game producer Blizzard Entertainment (Cloud9, 2019). As a result, 

more esports teams are beginning to operate as a house of brands—a branding strategy 

where the parent brand and subbrand are not visibly connected (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 

2000; Kunkel, Hill, & Funk, 2013)—when necessary. These mixed branding strategies, 

coupled with the multiple genres of video games, create even more confusion around the 

rapidly growing industry for sport management academics and practitioners alike.  
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The stereotypes and stigmas surrounding gaming culture also go against the 

functionalist ideals typically associated with sport, which is problematic for sport 

organizations affiliating with esports. Despite the growing popularity of esports, research 

suggests they are perceived as sedentary activities that do not contribute to public health 

(Hilvoorde & Pot, 2016). In addition, individuals who play esports are stereotypically 

described as male, young, pale from spending too much time indoors, and lacking basic 

social skills (Schiano, Nardi, Debeauvais, Ducheneaut, & Yee, 2014; Williams, Yee, & 

Caplan, 2008). These individuals are also often seen as loners or addicts, avoidant of the 

real world (Schiano et al., 2014). Perhaps most importantly, women are often not 

considered true ‘gamers’ since many women only play casually or less popular esports 

titles (Paaßen, Morgenroth, & Stratemeyer, 2017).  

Such stereotypes and stigmas run counter to the functionalist perspective of sport 

that permeates Western culture (Woods, 2006). The functionalist perspective of sport 

suggests sport should reflect societal values by encouraging socialization, increasing 

physical activity, teaching teamwork and character-building skills (Woods, 2006). These 

values are embedded in the mission statements of many sport organizations (Camiré, 

Werthner, & Trudel, 2009), particularly those that serve young adults (Camiré, 2014), the 

prime demographic of esports players. The unfamiliarity and perceived negative culture 

surrounding esports will require adopting sport organizations to develop strategies that 

address these barriers. The current study uses the theoretical foundation of institutional 

creation work to frame the research, but also integrates the strategically oriented concept 

of sensemaking and related sub processes (e.g., sensegiving, taking), as salient to 

institutional creation work. Existing literature within sport management grounded in 
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institutional creation work has focused on the responsive actions of those within sport 

organizations and institutions, neglecting the proactive sensemaking necessary to support 

deliberate strategic decisions. The following section reviews the theoretical foundation of 

institutional creation work, followed by sensemaking and related concepts.  

Institutional Creation Work 

Institutional creation work stems from broader institutional theory, which 

provides insight into the actions of organizations and institutions and has become the 

dominant theory guiding organizational research. While insightful, institutional theory 

approaches organizations and institutions as metaphorical black boxes—closed 

systems—neglecting their inner workings (Scott, 2008; Suddaby, Seidl, & Lê, 2013). 

Thus, several more specific variants of institutional theory have emerged to address these 

limitations, with the concept of institutional work often adopted to analyze the inner 

workings of organizations (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Institutional work provides a 

new direction for institutional theory by focusing on the relationships, actions, and lived 

experiences of actors that make up organizations (Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 2011; 

Lounsbury, 2008). This accounts for the agency of actors to both shape and be shaped by 

institutions (Suddaby, 2010; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010), and emphasizes that the actions 

of organizations are not fully deterministic of their external environment and can be 

shaped by both external and internal forces (Suddaby, 2010). In this regard, institutional 

work breaks from institutional theory by acknowledging that although actors are 

embedded within institutions and the confines that govern them (e.g., isomorphic 

pressures), actors have the agency to shape them (Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). From this 

perspective, actors are neither superhuman agents nor cultural puppets, but rather 
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complex individuals who must negotiate their institutional environment (Lawrence & 

Suddaby, 2006).  

There are three broad areas of institutional work—creation, maintenance, and 

disruption. Creation work involves the actions of actors to support new practices and 

institutions. Maintenance work involves actions directed towards supporting or repairing 

these institutions. Disruption work involves actions directed at undermining an institution 

(Lawrence et al., 2011; Micelotta & Washington, 2013; Trank & Washington, 2009; 

Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). Sport management scholars have adopted all three 

perspectives to guide research on sport organizations and institutions.  Some sport 

management research has explicitly focused on institutional creation work (e.g., Edwards 

& Washington, 2015), while the majority of sport management research has adopted a 

broad approach to institutional work by examining primarily institutional creation and 

maintenance work. The current study focuses on institutional creation work given the 

growing number of activities that will require sport organizations to facilitate their 

integration. 

The limited research guided explicitly by institutional creation work within sport 

management has focused on how sport organizations respond to challenges from their 

external environment. In the work of Edwards and Washington (2015), the authors 

examined how the NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) responded to 

competition for amateur athletes from the Canadian Hockey League (CHL). The authors 

find that the NCAA adopted pragmatic strategies to legitimize its newly created 

collegiate hockey marketing institution, College Hockey Inc (CHI). The authors found 
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that the NCAA developed strategies that emphasized functionalist ideals traditionally 

associated with the NCAA, such as player development to legitimize CHI.  

Similarly, other sport management research adopts a broader institutional work 

framework to examine the responsive actions of sport organizations emanating from 

emergent threats. For instance, in the work on Nite (2017), the author examined how the 

NCAA crafted its media messages in response to public challenges (i.e., high-profile 

legal challenges) to its legitimacy. In the work of Nite and Washington (2017), the 

authors examined how the NCAA was unsuccessful in response to legal threats from a 

technology innovation (i.e., television) among its member institutions in its fight to retain 

control over college football broadcasting rights. Similarly, Nite, Ige, and Washington 

(2019) examine how the NCAA has maintained control over collegiate athletics in the 

U.S. over the institution’s lifespan despite numerous threats to its existence. Finally, 

Woolf, Berg, Newland, and Green (2016) examined how actors supporting the 

development of the sport of mixed martial arts (MMA) responded to stigmas and 

stereotypes surrounding the sport’s violent nature. Collectively, institutional work 

research within sport management has focused on the emergent strategic responses by 

actors in sport organizations. Neglected in this line of research are the deliberate strategic 

actions of sport organizations, such as the 76ers integration of Dignitas and the 

surrounding actions to facilitate the understanding and support this strategic decision. 

Strategic management scholars note that the two primary types of organizational 

strategy—emergent and deliberate—are fundamentally different and influence the 

management of organizations differently. Emergent strategies are strategies that develop 

in response to unexpected opportunities and problems (Mintzberg, 1979), such as how the 
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NCAA responded to various competitive, legal, and technology threats. Emergent 

strategies attempt to account for an ever-changing reality—yet neglect strategic planning 

(Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Deliberate strategies are strategies that require formal 

planning and focus on the intended results of action (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). 

Deliberate strategy provides organizations with purposeful direction to guide strategic 

action towards a shared organizational goal (Hax & Majluf, 1991). For the growing 

number of sport organizations deliberately integrating novel activities (Cunningham et 

al., 2018), including esports (Heere, 2018), understanding the processes that serve to 

facilitate their understanding can help actors support their integration. By creating shared 

meaning, understanding, and giving meaning—sensemaking—to novel activities, the 

current research supports the importance of sensemaking to institutional creation work. 

Organizing, Understanding, and Giving Meaning 

Actors within organizations deliberately integrating novel activities (e.g., 

technology integration and implementation) must account for the change and ambiguity 

inherent in novelty to garner acceptance. Individuals attempt to understand novelty by 

organizing, understanding, and giving meaning to new situations and experiences in order 

to make sense of them (Giuliani, 2016; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). The making 

of sense, or sensemaking, is done by placing what is novel in relation to existing 

knowledge, experiences, and values (Giuliani, 2016). Sensemaking is thus a pivotal 

concept used to explain how individuals make sense of novelty and influence the 

sensemaking of others.  

Other related sensemaking concepts are sensegiving, breaking, demanding, 

exchanging, and hiding (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Within organizations, these 
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cognitive oriented concepts focus on organizing, understanding, and giving meaning by 

actors to come to a shared understanding (i.e., sensemaking), influencing the 

understanding of others (i.e., sensegiving), and challenging or breaking the understanding 

of others (i.e., sensebreaking) (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). While sensemaking, 

giving, and breaking, have been the primary sense related constructs used to explain how 

individuals make sense, the sensemaking concepts (i.e., demanding, exchanging, hiding) 

may also help explain how actors can give meaning to novel activities.  

Sensemaking, giving, and breaking. Sensemaking, giving, and breaking help to 

explain how actors within organizations come to a shared understanding by influencing 

and challenging the understanding of other actors. Sensemaking, in its simplest form, has 

been referred to as “the making of sense” (Weick, 1995, p. 4), is an effective mechanism 

for organizations to reduce ambiguity and uncertainty (Berente et al., 2011; Powell & 

Colyvas, 2008). Within the context of organizations, sensemaking and related constructs 

have helped explain the individual and collective activities of actors used to give meaning 

to the unknown and create and legitimize organizational practices (Cunliffe & Coupland, 

2012; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). For instance, Balogun and 

Johnston (2004) focus on middle manager’s sensemaking during periods of high 

organizational change to demonstrate the importance of developing a shared schema or 

strategic plan to enable coordinated actions based on a shared understanding. At its core, 

sensemaking helps to increase internal “buy-in” during periods of strategic change (Fiss 

& Zajac, 2006). Sensemaking is thus conceptually similar to institutional creation work 

as both focus on garnering support, but critically diverges as it relies on the articulation of 

the unknown to be an effective strategy (Weick et al., 2005). As such, the concept of 
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sensemaking can help scholars to understand how those within sport organizations, such 

as those within the 76ers, developed buy-in for esports.   

Sensegiving is conceptually similar to sensemaking but involves a component of 

strategic intent to persuade others. Sensegiving refers to how change activities are 

“framed and disseminated to an organization’s constituents” (Fiss & Zajac, 2006, p. 

1173). The concept is grounded in the desire to influence “meaning construction” (Gioia 

& Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442), a deliberate effort to persuade the meaning construction (or 

sensemaking) of other actors (Smerek, 2011; Weick et al., 2005). For instance, Fiss and 

Zajac (2006) examine how publicly traded German companies communicated their shift 

from a focus on all stakeholders (i.e., both internal and external constituents) to a focus 

on profit maximization and shareholder-oriented strategies. The authors empirically 

support the importance of communicating corporate strategy using not only specific 

language, but also articulating their strategy to stakeholders to realize positive market 

responses (i.e., increased stock performance). Similarly, sensemaking and related 

concepts can support how those within sport organizations, such as those within the 

76ers, developed buy in by making and giving sense of esports to both internal (e.g., 

employees) and external constituents (e.g., sponsors).  

The concept of sensebreaking informs how individuals and organizations redirect 

existing associations to form new meanings. Sensebreaking is a strategy that involves 

breaking existing associations by reframing and redirecting associations toward a positive 

outcome (Giuliani, 2016; Pratt, 2000). For instance, Giuliani (2016) identifies how an 

accounting management system’s performance indicators were questioned and refined 

when visually presented in relation to new performance indicators, resulting in an 
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improved performance measurement system. While all sense related concepts are 

relevant to organizing and strategy formation, the concept of sensebreaking is especially 

relevant to esports as they may evoke strong connotations due to extant stigmas and 

stereotypes as well as a toxic culture.  

Sensedemanding, exchanging, and hiding. Sensedemanding, exchanging, and 

hiding are also sensemaking related concepts which influence the sensemaking process. 

Sensedemanding suggests that actors will seek out information under uncertainty. Sense-

exchanging posits that actors are subject to the influence of organization stakeholders. 

Finally, sensehiding refers to moments when actors intentionally limit or hide 

information to influence the sensemaking of others (Ran & Golden, 2011; Vlaar, van 

Fenema, & Tiwari, 2008). These concepts can inform the current study as actors may 

limit information (i.e., sensehiding) surrounding new activities so as to not overwhelm 

constituents, such as actors within the 76ers limiting information surrounding Dignitas to 

the 76er’s existing fanbase. Likewise, actors may consider the interests of external 

stakeholders (i.e., sense exchanging) when integrating novel activities. Collectively, the 

sensemaking related constructs can explain how actors influence the organizing, 

understanding, and giving of meaning to others. 

In sum, the management of sport organizations will be increasingly influenced by 

a growing number of novel activities and practices that will require internal and external 

support for their successful integration. Institutional creation work provides a theoretical 

foundation to examine the individual and collective actions of actors to support their 

integration. By linking creation work with sensemaking, the current essay explores how 

actors can proactively give meaning to something new—sensemaking—and influence the 
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sensemaking of others—sensegiving. The findings underscore how actors can be strategic 

in their deliberate, intentionally actions—with respect to the institutional confines that 

govern their behavior. The 76ers provide a fitting case to examine how actors can make 

sense and influence the sensemaking of other and legitimize novel activities and practices 

influencing the field of sport management to internal and external constituents. The two 

research questions guiding essay two are: 

RQ1: How are actors within the Philadelphia 76ers making sense of esports 

internally? 

RQ2: How are actors within the Philadelphia 76ers influencing the sensemaking 

of external constituents? 

Method 

The current study is an exploratory case of the sensemaking strategy employed by 

actors within the 76ers to position Dignitas. Case studies are useful for investigating 

phenomena in depth and within a real-world context (Yin, 2017). Exploratory case 

studies are especially useful when the case being evaluated has no clear, single set of 

outcomes (Yin, 2017). This is particularly relevant in the current study given the 

emerging and process-oriented nature of creation work and sensemaking. The current 

study integrates primary data, including semi-structured interviews with 76ers and 

Dignitas key personnel, and is supplemented with secondary data (e.g., 76ers press 

releases, executive public interviews) for an in-depth analysis of the internal and external 

positioning of Dignitas by the 76ers. 



68 
 
 

Research Context 

The current study focuses on the 76ers integration of Dignitas. Dignitas competes 

in non-sport related genres of esports, which are representative of the novel activities 

influencing the field of sport. Esports teams such as Dignitas have no inherent tie to 

traditional sports, making their positioning a more opportune examination of the focal 

concept (i.e., sensemaking) within the institutional creation work framework. Actors 

within the 76ers had to develop internal support of Dignitas and articulate the value of 

Dignitas to external constituents. Further, the 76ers have the added complexity of 

novelty, stigmas, and stereotypes surrounding esports, which collectively make 

developing a shared understanding and articulation of their value a challenging endeavor.  

The 76ers are an American professional basketball team owned by the Harris-

Blizter Sport and Entertainment group. The 76ers compete in the NBA and are based in 

the Philadelphia metropolitan area. From 2016 to 2019, the market valuation of the 76ers 

franchise shot up from nearly $1 billion USD to $1.7 billion USD (Forbes, 2019; George, 

2018). In 2016, the 76ers purchased and acquired two esports teams—Teams Apex and 

Dignitas. During the initial acquisition, the 76ers merged the two teams under the banner 

of Team Dignitas. The exact cost of the purchase has not been publicly disclosed, but the 

purchase price is believed to be in the range of $7 million to $15 million USD (Heitner, 

2016). The 76ers have been lauded by both sport and esports industry professionals on 

their leadership within the esports industry (Barrabi, 2017). Through the 76ers leadership, 

Team Dignitas has attracted major corporate sponsors, such as Champion Athletics, 

Mountain Dew, Buffalo Wild Wings, and HyperX (Gaudiosi, 2017a; Wolf, 2018b). Yet 

as proverbial first movers, they also have no existing strategies to follow in the new 
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market and have had to learn and act as pioneers (Boulding & Christen, 2001). For 

instance, although they have attracted new sponsors, Team Dignitas has had multiple 

CEOs and underwent a rebrand in 2018, dropping the ‘team’ portion of their name and is 

now known as Dignitas (Dignitas, 2019; Porter, 2018). 

Team Dignitas, now operating under the moniker of Dignitas, competes in several 

esports divisions, including Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO), Rocket League, 

Smite, and Super Smash Bros. Melee. A chronological timeline of key events in the 76ers 

integration and management of Dignitas (e.g., the rebranding of Team Dignitas to 

Dignitas) is provided in Table 3 to give an overview of pivotal events relevant to the 

current study. 
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Table 3. Chronology of Key Events. 
 

Year  Month  Key Event 

 
2016  September Philadelphia 76ers purchase two esport teams – Team  

Apex and Team Dignitas and merged them under Team Dignitas  
 
  October  Philadelphia 76ers appoint Johnathon Kemp as Team Dignitas 

CEO  
 

March Team Dignitas sign all-female CS:GO team (Team Dignitas 
Female; Now known as Dignitas Female or Dignitas Fe) 

 
2017  October  Buffalo Wild Wings becomes official sponsor of Team Dignitas 
 
2018  February Jonathon Kemp is replaced by interim CEO Seth Berger 
 
  February Team Dignitas Female win Intel Challenge Katowice  
 
  April  Team Dignitas Female are given media tour of New York City 
 
  May  Philadelphia 76ers appoint Michael Prindiville as Team Dignitas 

CEO  
   

September Team Dignitas signs partnership with sportswear manufacture 
Champion 

 
  October  Team Dignitas undergo rebranding, dropping ‘team’ to become 

Dignitas 
 

November Dignitas CEO Michael Prindiville publicly states that each 
esports organization should operate as its own media company 

 
2019  March  Dignitas Female win Intel Challenge Katowice for second 

consecutive year 
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Sampling and Procedure 

The author gathered both primary and secondary data to answer the two research 

questions. Primary data involved semi-structured interviews with key executives from the 

76ers and Dignitas from March 2016 through March 2019. This time period covers the 

initial acquisition of Dignitas through a formative period salient to their integration. 

Primary data included seven semi-structured interviews with five purposively selected 

individuals (termed executives in the current study) over this period. To identify 

executives, the author used the publicly available corporate hierarchy chart from the 

76ers website to identify an initial executive, Executive 5, who then helped to identify 

additional executives involved with the integration and management of Dignitas.  

Participants are referred to as executives when direct quotes are provided to 

maintain the anonymity of the executive. Of note is “Executive 5” who was formally 

interviewed on three different occasions serving as a key informant for a longitudinal 

qualitative interview (LQI). LQIs help explain the actions and experiences of actors 

across periods of change (Hermanowicz, 2013). Executive 5 served as a key informant 

throughout the study via on-going contact via emails, phone calls, and in-person meetings 

to provide insights on the process orientated nature of sensemaking. 

The executives were leaders of departments related to strategy, marketing and 

communication, public relations, and key liaison positions within the 76ers and Dignitas. 

The executives in the current study are considered “elites”, as they come from privileged 

positions and provide insight into organizational life or phenomena (Flick, 2014).  Elite 

interviews focus less on sample size and more on the position and knowledge of the 

participant (Flick, 2014; Harvey, 2011).  
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Interviews with executives focused on the 76ers internal integration of Dignitas 

and external positioning of their affiliation. Interviews with elites lasted from 45 minutes 

to 120 minutes, with an average length of 94 minutes. This range in interview length is 

typical of elite interviews due to the participants’ breadth of knowledge yet limited 

availability (Flick, 2014). Interviews were conducted both in-person and online. One 

interview took place at the headquarters of the 76ers in Camden, New Jersey and six 

interviews took place via Skype, a VoIP8 application. A detailed semi-structured 

interview guide is provided in Appendix D.  

In addition to the primary data, publicly available secondary data was collected. 

The secondary data was collected to increase the depth of the findings by helping to 

support, refute, and elaborate upon the primary data. All secondary data covered a three-

year period starting March 2016 to March 2019 to cover before, during, and after the 

integration of Dignitas. Secondary data came from 76ers’ press releases and website data, 

as well as public interviews with key figures from the 76ers and Dignitas. Press releases 

of the 76ers were available on the team’s website, and public interviews were collected 

from media sources such as ESPN, The Esports Observer (TEO), Forbes, the Sports 

Business Journal, and several other established sources. A list of keywords was used to 

find relevant articles (e.g., esports, e-sports, Team Dignitas, Dignitas, 76ers, Philadelphia 

76ers) as well as keywords including specific individuals from the 76ers and Dignitas 

(e.g., Scott O’Neil, 76ers CEO). A total of 73 articles were identified. Of these 73 

articles, many reported on the same interview or event, with a total of 23 distinct public 

interviews or key events identified from publicly available sources.   

                                                 
8 Voice over Internet Protocol 
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Data Analysis 

The primary and secondary data were examined using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

six-step process in the NVivo 11 qualitative software package. Theoretical thematic 

analysis was utilized to guide the coding process. Unlike inductive approaches to 

thematic analysis that develop themes from the data, theoretical thematic analysis follows 

a more deductive approach in which data is coded according to theory-driven categories 

rooted in the research question(s) (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Theoretical thematic analysis 

is a theory driven approach to analyzing data, but the author remained open to any 

emergent themes within the data. The structure of the coding frame was based on Maitlis 

& Christianson’s (2014) review of sensemaking and related concepts (i.e., sensemaking, 

sensegiving, sensebreaking, sensedemanding, sense exchanging, and sensehiding), 

providing a priori themes for the theoretical thematic analysis.  

The data analysis followed the six-step process of Braun and Clarke (2006). First 

the author read through all the data to increase familiarity with it. During this step 

secondary data was also grouped by data source, with text data extracts organized into 

sentences and paragraphs. In addition, throughout this process, the sequence of events 

was considered in the organizing of the data. Second, the author coded all text data in a 

systematic fashion. Moreover, during this step, a researcher independent from the current 

study was given a list of codes and approximately 25% of the total data corpus to 

calculate intercoder reliability. Cohen’s kappa was used to calculate intercoder reliability. 

Intercoder reliability was .83, with higher values indicating high levels of intercoder 

reliability (McHugh, 2012). Third, the author collated codes (e.g., progressive culture, 

developing a shared understanding) relevant to each theme. Fourth, the codes were 
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reviewed in relation to the coded extracts (e.g., sensemaking in relation to developing a 

shared understanding). Fifth, codes were refined (e.g., internal culture was renamed as 

fostering a progressive culture) to generate a clear understanding of their relation to each 

theme. The sixth and final step involved the use of the fully developed themes to write 

the qualitative narrative. Throughout this process, the sequence of events (e.g., 

interviews, press releases) was considered in the organizing of the data in relation to a 

priori themes. For instance, data related to external sensegiving often built on initial 

sensemaking strategies within the 76ers established during their initial integration of 

Dignitas. 

To support the trustworthiness of the qualitative data generation and analysis, the 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability provisions recommended by 

Shenton (2004) were employed. For credibility, Shenton (2004) recommends the 

adoption of well-established research methods for the concept being studied. The use of 

secondary, public facing documents combined with semi-structured interviews is 

consistent with prior studies on sensemaking (e.g., Weick, 1993), sensegiving, and 

sensebreaking (e.g., Giuliani, 2016), as well as research grounded in institutional work 

(e.g., Woolf et al., 2016). To enhance the transferability of the study, thick descriptions of 

the research findings were provided, when applicable, to give context to the qualitative 

findings (Tracy, 2010). Transferability is particularly important in the current study as the 

76ers are first movers into the esports industry and future sport organizations will look to 

their actions to learn from their mistakes and adopt best practices. For dependability and 

confirmability, the researcher provided in-depth methodological description to allow the 

integrity of research findings to be scrutinized (Shenton, 2004).  
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Findings 

Findings are organized under the broad themes of (1) sensemaking, (2) 

sensegiving and sensehiding, and (3) sensebreaking and sense exchanging. Text data 

have been edited for clarity when necessary. In addition, variant spellings of esports (e.g., 

eSports, e-sports) as well as references to Dignitas (e.g., Team Dignitas, Dig) have been 

edited for clarity when appropriate. An overview of key findings and a brief description 

is provided in Table 4. 

 
 
 
 
Table 4. Overview of Key Findings. 

 

A Prori Categories First Order Themes   Description  

 
Sensemaking  Fostering a progressive culture How actors within the 76ers 

 fostered a culture that  
Developing a shared understanding  encouraged developing a 

shared understand of esports 
encouraged developing a 
shared understand of esports. 

 
Sensegiving and Strategic alignment with esports How actors with the 76ers  
Sensehiding      strategically aligned the 

Brand Demarcation managerial aspects of 
running an esports team with 
a sports team yet maintained 
distinct brands. 

 
Sensebreaking and Challenging existing associations How actors within the 76ers 
Sense exchanging      used the platform given to  

women in esports to break 
stereotypes and attract 
sponsors. 
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Sensemaking 

The 76ers supported the integration of Dignitas within the organization by  

 (1) fostering a progressive culture and (2) developing a shared understanding. The 76ers 

proactively promoted a culture which encouraged risk taking and embracing 

opportunities. This helped those within the 76ers develop a shared understanding of the 

value of Dignitas to the organization. Moreover, this helped to eliminate sensedemanding 

activities by providing employees with a workable knowledge of esports. 

Fostering a progressive culture. The 76ers fostered a progressive culture which 

helped to encourage a corporate culture where change and novelty were welcome. For 

instance, in interviews with executives from the 76ers, they often brought up their CEO, 

Scott O’Neil, as the driving force in their organizations culture, with Executive 1 stating: 

Scott talks about being 50 win ready9and asks us if we are 50 win ready in all of 

our assets. ‘Are you staffed up? Is your culture ready? Is your business ready for 

when things become big, hot, and popular?’ He always challenges us to be ready 

for when things take off. This really helped us to be prepared for when we went in 

on Dignitas. 

This mentality encouraged preparation and an entrepreneurial spirt within the 76ers that 

was grounded in their culture, as Executive 1 states: 

Change is a part of our culture, a part of our DNA. We built an innovative lab in 

the foundation of our training complex. When you walk into our building, you 

walk past the innovation lab – innovation is so omni present with us. 

                                                 
9 50 win ready is a benchmark for success in the NBA. There are 82 games in the NBA’s regular season. 
No team in NBA history to have 50 regular season wins has ever missed the playoffs.  
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Executive 1 refers to the “76ers Innovation Lab Crafted by Kimball” which is home to 

multiple technology startup companies which serve as business technology incubators 

(Philadelphia 76ers, 2016b). The culture of innovation encouraged those within the 76ers 

to take risks, as Executive 4 notes “The 76ers are all about being progressive, first ones to 

try something new, first ones to venture out and do something completely outside the 

box.” Executive 3 adds how the progressive mentality helped them recognize the 

opportunities with esports, stating: “We just understand that this is the future of media 

and entertainment, and currently we are the present day of media and entertainment, and 

we want to be sure we are not missing out on what is next.” 

Yet executives also acknowledge the difficulties of being one of the first sport 

organizations to enter the esports industry. Executive 2 states: 

Nobody knew the space. We [the 76ers] were the first in North America to invest 

in it. There was no like, ‘This is how you should do it’ guideline. There were no 

best practices that we could build from and try to mimic or improve upon. We 

were basically paving the way as we went. 

Executives 4 acknowledges that “Going into this esports space, we were all so quick to 

say it is the wild, wild, west.” Yet executives acknowledged that those within the 76ers 

were mentally ready for the challenge:  

There was a lot of learning and listening that we had to do. But we quickly 

learned that esports are not as wild west as we thought – they are actually a very 

similar industry and our people caught on quick, we were mentally prepared. 

(Executive 4) 
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In sum, the leadership within the 76ers created a culture of buy-in which helped 

facilitate the integration of Dignitas. As Executive 5, a key liaison between the 76ers and 

Dignitas states, “We are blessed to get buy in from all the 76ers departments. They see 

the value in esports. They just get it is where sport consumers are going”   

Developing a shared understanding. The progressive culture within the 76ers 

helped to set the stage for the integration of Dignitas. The culture served as an antecedent 

to developing a common understanding of esports. Executive 5, who was hired by the 

76ers to manage and direct esports operations, explains the relationship between 

corporate culture and developing a shared understanding, stating: “By the time I came in 

to give my Esports 101 to [76ers] staff, they were already on board, they had already read 

all about esports. I did not have to hold any hands.” However, Executive 5 does add that 

some of the more senior level executives need some more guidance, stating: “The 

director level people, I have weekly education sessions with to help them keep track on 

with everything that is going on [in esports].” Executive 5 alludes to a knowledge gap 

between senior management and the more junior employees who have a greater 

understanding of esports.  Most notably, Executive 5 explains her strategy to get senior 

level executives on-board with esports. Her strategy is simple and straight forward, 

remarking “I tell everyone – esport consumers are treating it like spectator sport. If they 

view competitive video gaming as sport, then we should be doing the same.” The 

treatment of esports as sport within the 76ers carried over to how the 76ers publicly 

portrayed their relationship with esports. The 76ers press release on their initial 

acquisition of two esports (i.e., Teams Apex and Dignitas) in September 2016 highlights 
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not only their innovative culture, but also alludes to the benefits of aligning esports with 

their traditional sports operations: 

This marks the first time an ownership group of a North American sports 

franchise has acquired an eSports team; the group will utilize their business 

expertise and vast resources to bring infrastructure and alignment to position these 

eSports teams for future growth. (Philadelphia 76ers, 2016a, paragraph 2) 

Indeed, both internally and externally, esports were portrayed in relation to sport. The 

76ers Managing General Partner, Josh Harris, is quoted in the same press release as 

stating, “We see our entrance into esports as a natural extension of our expanding 

interests in traditional sports and entertainment and are confident that our involvement 

will accelerate the already rapid pace of growth in esports as a whole.” 

Sensegiving and Sensehiding 

To external audiences, the 76ers helped to influence the understanding of esports, 

sensegiving, through their (1) strategic alignment with esports, yet they 76ers were also 

strategic in their affiliation with esports by controlling and limiting information, 

sensehiding, maintaining a level of (2) brand demarcation. Both the strategic alignment 

and brand demarcation helped to influence perceptions of esports as similar to sport, but 

the 76ers also limited cross-over to reduce confusion among the consumers of each 

organization. 

Strategic alignment with esports. The 76ers portrayed esports in a manner similar 

to their traditional basketball operations. The initial press release on the acquisition of 

their esports teams emphasizes the managerial and player similarities between the two: 
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The Sixers intend to manage the day-to-day operations of Team Dignitas, sharing 

best practices in sponsorship, sales, branding, digital marketing, merchandising, 

publicity and more; as well as devote resources to player recruitment, 

development and wellness. (Philadelphia 76ers, 2016a, paragraph 2) 

This strategy was carried out by the 76ers with Dignitas players regularly taking 

part in boot camps. The 76ers boot camp is described as “…a program that provides all 

the same marketing, training, and nutritional information that 76ers players receive” 

(Executive 1). These boot camps took place at the 76ers headquarters. Scott O’Neil 

discusses the benefits of these boot camps in a public interview: 

The way to become and remain dominant in any sport is to attract the best players 

in the world…We will bring our sports background in health, hydration, nutrition 

and sleep to our esports players. [Gaudiosi, 2016, paragraph 9] 

O’Neil draws parallels between the physical and mental preparation of sport and esports 

players. Yet these boot camps served another purpose. They were also designed to 

communicate and recognize that Dignitas players were now representative of the 76ers 

organization. Executive 2 remarks that: 

Every bootcamp involves media training and begins with a discussion about 

brand. We tell the players that now you are not only a member of Dignitas, but 

you are a part of the Philadelphia 76ers and our brand is hyper-developed and 

carries a lot of weight with it. 

Notably, Executive 2 refers to the “hyper-developed” brand of the 76ers. Executives 

within the 76ers recognized that they needed to teach Dignitas players how to 

communicate in a language familiar to mainstream sport outlets to influence how others 
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perceived esports, but also to protect the 76ers core brand. Executive 1 further discusses 

the rationale behind the bootcamp training: 

Esport gamers are so bound to their endemic publications. They are able to talk to 

casters10 in a way that is very natural. But now I am putting them on ESPN. I have 

to change the way they are looking and speaking about esports. We have to 

educate them on how to educate the general population. They are representing 

both us [the 76ers] and Dignitas. 

Brand demarcation. The 76ers portrayed esports as functionally similar to sports 

and provided training to Dignitas players to both train and educate them similar to 76ers 

players. Yet the 76ers deliberately keep the brands of the 76ers and Dignitas separate. 

Executive 1 provides the rationale behind this decision: 

We are not all one brand. We are a family of brands and properties and identities. 

A 76ers fan is not a Dignitas fan and vice versa. They have different audiences. 

We are mindful of the way we cross-promote our brands in a way that makes 

sense. We would not force a brand that would not resonate with the 76ers 

audience on them. 

The separation of brands may have been lost on former Dignitas CEO Jonathon 

Kemp. Kemp stated in an interview that “Everything we do across the Sixers and 

Dignitas—we’re always looking for opportunities to cross-promote with our fan bases 

(Gaudiosi, 2017b, paragraph 9). Kemp later goes on to add that “As Sixers fans see 

Dignitas popping up in the stadium and on social media over the next three to five years, 

                                                 
10 A caster is a person who provides commentary for esports tournaments and interviews. A caster is akin to 
a sports broadcaster. 
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then that crossover becomes more important” (Gaudiosi, 2017b, paragraph 10). Yet 

O’Neil was on record stating at the time of purchasing Dignitas that the Dignitas players 

would retain sperate identities from the 76ers and would not be cross-promoted (Fischer 

& Lombardo, 2016). Indeed, Dignitas chairman Greg Richard noted at the time of the 

purchase that the two brands have separate audiences, adding “...if you don't respect that 

you're in trouble." (Rovell, 2016, paragraph 11). While O’Neil recognizes the 

opportunities inherent in esports, stating “There's no denying the fact that esports presents 

corporate America with a way to reach millennials in a way stick and ball sports just 

isn't" (Rovell, 2016, paragraph 9), cross-promotion was not identified as the key to 

capitalizing on these opportunities.  

The cross-promotions between sport and esports was seemingly frowned upon. 

Kemp was let go in early 2018, with current Dignitas CEO Michel Prindiville taking over 

in May 2018 (Wolf, 2018a). The importance of maintaining separate brands was iterated 

by Prindiville in an interview with TEO who stated, “At the end of the day, every good 

esports organization is its own media company” (Hayward, 2018a, paragraph 7). This 

statement by Prindiville was the focus on an interview that was recognized as one of 

TEO’s 10 most pivotal interviews in 2018 (Hayward, 2018b). 

The 76ers hiring of Prindiville marked a major shift in the management and 

trajectory of Dignitas. Prindiville – a sport industry veteran who worked in management 

and leadership positions with the NBC Sports Group for 5 years – and marked a shift 

from CEOs endemic to esports to someone from a sports industry background. Moreover, 

Prindiville is described by executives within the 76ers as having a similar progressive 
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mindset, with Executive 1 noting, “His entrepreneurial work at NBC Sports put him on 

our radar and we knew we had to have him.”  

One of the first moves made by Prindiville was to rebrand Team Dignitas to 

Dignitas. The rebranding, or “brand refresh” as Dignitas (Dignitas, 2018a) and 76ers 

executives refer to the rebranding, served two key purposes. First, the rebrand was to 

reduce the confusion surrounding the concept of an esports team. Prindiville recognized 

that Team Dignitas was a misnomer, as it implied that Team Dignitas was one singular 

team rather than multiple teams operating under the umbrella brand of Dignitas. 

Prindiville elucidates on the rationale of this change: 

Every game is so unique. The fans are so dedicated to that game, and there is very 

little crossover with other games. There are so many elements to consider around 

each one of these games and being in each one of these is literally its own 

business (Hayward, 2018a, paragraph 19). 

Prindiville goes on to add that “Team [emphasis added] …I don’t think it makes sense for 

any org” (Hayward, 2018a, paragraph 12). Second, the brand refresh served an additional 

purpose – to help refute the stereotypes and stigmas surrounding esports. While ‘Team’ 

was dropped, the Dignitas moniker was retained. Dignitas, translated from Latin, refers to 

dignity and integrity. Prindiville further describes why the Dignitas brand was retained, 

stating: 

It is a brilliant concept of positivity, especially in this modern-day political 

climate…We loved the idea that the more things you do well on this Earth and the 

better you treat people across all categories, then your dignitas is stronger and 

viewed in a brighter light. (Hayward, 2018a, paragraph 10)  
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Shortly after the public announcement of the brand refresh, Executive 5 was 

asked to provide insights on the strategic rationale behind the rebrand beyond what was 

publicly stated. Executive 5 reiterated that the importance of maintaining separate brands 

stating, “We both wanted to have our own identity.” Yet Executive 5 also added that 

there was an increasing public spotlight on women and esports, stating:  

They [female Dignitas players] are really freaking great at what they do. It helps 

that they are good. I think it is amplified because they are women. From a female 

in esports perspective, this market is ripe for some female empowerment that is 

very genuine, that is created by women, targeted for a female audience. The 

Counter-Strike girls do that. They are role models. 

Sensebreaking and Sense Exchanging 

The 76ers recognized that there was an increasing spotlight on and opportunities 

for women in esports and saw this a chance to break existing perceptions, sensebreaking, 

surrounding the culture of esports by (1) challenging existing associations. Challenging 

existing associations served as a sensebreaking mechanism which occurred in response to 

influence from organizational stakeholders – sense exchanging.  

Challenging existing associations. Prindiville recognized that the perceptions of 

esports and its culture needed a shift. Those within the 76ers shared similar sentiments. 

While Dignitas has several esports teams, the increasing spotlight on women in gaming 

provided an avenue to capture media attention and sponsorship revenue. 
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The idea of promoting Dignitas’ all female CS:GO team11 was initially discussed 

publicly in 2017. In 2017, Heather Garozzo, the current VP of Marketing at Dignitas, and 

then player for Dignitas Female, noted that the 76ers were exploring how they could use 

esports to attract new sponsors (Gaudiosi, 2017a). Garozzo stated that “We sat in a room 

with 15 to 20 people from the Sixers marketing team and their jobs are to find us 

sponsors” (Gaudiosi, 2017a, paragraph 8). Garozzo further adds, on the growth of female 

gamers and their appeal to sponsors, 

There are a lot of females that have recently come into esports. It is one of the 

fastest-growing audiences and we never had female role models growing up. Now 

we look at ourselves as the role models, the pioneers for female esports, so we 

feel like we can speak very passionately to and authentically to a lot of our big 

sponsors. (Gaudiosi, 2017a, paragraph 10) 

Executives within the 76ers recognized the amplified position of women in 

esports and seized this opportunity in 2018. Dignitas Female went through a boot camp at 

the 76ers Headquarters and then they were also taken on a media tour in New York City. 

Dignitas Female met with major media outlets including the Wall Street Journal, Forbes, 

Fox News, as well a promotional team interview on the floor of the NASDAQ Stock 

Exchange. Executive 4 discusses the importance of this moment for women in esports: 

This is a pivotal moment for female athletes in this space. Dignitas Female are 

pioneers. They are role models. They are the first generation of women esport 

                                                 
11 In 2017, Dignitas’ all female CS:GO team was known as Team Dignitas Female but is currently known 
as Dignitas Female or Dignitas Fe. 
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players and they have to set a tone and they have a responsibility to young female 

gamers out there. 

The rebranding and growing recognition of the importance of women in esports 

resonated with non-endemic brands. In September 2018, the 76ers announced in a press 

release a partnership between Champion Athleticwear and Dignitas. The press release 

opens by stating that the sponsorship was “Spurred by popularity of Team Dignitas 

World Champion Women’s CS:GO team, Champion to produce Team Dignitas-branded 

women’s apparel line” (Philadelphia 76ers, 2018, paragraph 1). In the same press release, 

Tyler Lewison, General Manager of Champion Team Athletics, comments on the 

importance of the rebrand and women in esports: 

We will be working hand-in-hand with Team Dignitas to refresh their brand and 

engage the gaming community. Additionally, we are focused on partnering to 

create more opportunities for women in gaming; and their associated fanbase. It is 

an exhilarating time in esports…Team Dignitas represents a diverse set of players 

in a wide-range of popular games. (Philadelphia 76ers, 2018, paragraph 4) 

The remarks from Lewison highlight the importance of the rebranding, women’s growing 

influence in esports, as well as the Dignitas’ representation of diversity. In the press 

release, Prindiville reinforces the message from Lewison, remarking that “Champion’s 

recent reemergence into pop culture mirrors Team Dignitas’ incredible renaissance in fan 

popularity and dominance in competition. Our brands and our businesses have never been 

stronger” (Philadelphia 76ers, 2018, paragraph 3). While Prindiville reinforces the 

message of Lewison, this was also a turning point on the affiliation between the 76ers and 

Dignitas. The press release emphasized the Dignitas “brand” and parallels in the 
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management or direct affiliation with the 76ers were noticeably absent. The support and 

sharing of resources by the 76ers with Dignitas advocated in various press releases and 

public interviews by the 76ers were eventually phased out. Indeed, the partnership 

between Dignitas and Champion marked the beginning of the end.  

The partnership was announced immediately prior to the rebranding of Dignitas. 

The rebranding was accompanied with Dignitas hiring two new vice presidents. Garozzo 

was named VP of marketing and Maurice Eisenmann was named VP of business 

development (Dignitas, 2018b). Moreover, these new hires were accompanied by the 

elimination of Esports Business Development position formally listed on the 76ers front 

office website12. The brand refresh and hiring of senior staff members was symbolic of 

the foreshadowing of the comments made by Prindiville that each esports organization 

should operate as its own media company. Indeed, Dignitas now operates as a subsidiary 

of the 76ers parent group, Harris Blizter Sports & Entertainment (HBSE) rather than a 

76ers subsidiary (George, 2018). This is in contrast to the formal and informal support 

provided to Dignitas by the 76ers over the course of their integration as an asset 

controlled and managed by the 76ers to one now operating as its own subsidiary within 

the HBSE.  

Discussion 

To answer the first research question regarding how actors within the 76ers made 

sense of esports internally, the 76ers fostered a progressive culture, which served as a 

precursor to developing a shared understanding of esports. The 76ers embraced their 

                                                 
12 The staff directory of the 76ers is located at the following URL: https://www.nba.com/sixers/team/staff-
directory 
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position as first-movers, which created a culture that empowered employees and made 

them unafraid to confront the inevitable mistakes and failures associated with integrating 

novel activities.  

The progressive culture within the 76ers was also used to promote a shared 

understanding of esports within the organization. Fostering an innovative culture to 

encourage a shared understanding is consistent with extant literature of sensemaking as a 

mechanism to facilitate organizational change (Weick et al., 2005), particularly during 

periods of uncertainty (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). Moreover, both internally and 

externally, esports were framed as a natural extension of the core operations of a sport 

organization and portrayed as spectator sport. This helped to reduce the uncertainty and 

novelty surrounding esports and served to foster buy-in throughout the organization. This 

is consistent with sensemaking helping to increase constituent support during periods of 

strategic change (e.g., Fiss & Zajac, 2006).  

Additionally, the framing of esports as a natural extension of sports highlights the 

importance of developing a shared understanding (i.e., sensemaking) to aid in influencing 

the perceptions of others (i.e., sensegiving). In this regard, the findings of the current 

study contrast with those of Smerek (2011) who suggests that sensemaking and 

sensegiving are on-going cyclical processes. The findings of the current study are in line 

with those of Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) who suggest that sensemaking and 

sensegiving are sequential processes. The current study supports that a shared 

understanding within an organization is necessary to promote this understanding to 

influence the perceptions of others. 
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To answer the second research question, which asked how actors within the 76ers 

are influencing the sensemaking of those external to the organization, the 76ers engaged 

in sensegiving, sensehiding, and sensebreaking to influence the sensemaking of those 

external to the organization. Actors within the 76ers engaged in sensegiving by 

influencing the understanding of esports to external audiences by strategically aligning 

esports with the functional and managerial aspects of running a sports organization. 

Strategies to position esports as a form of “sport and entertainment” and promoting the 

physical and mental training they provided to both their basketball and esports players 

served as a mechanism to have esports be perceived as sport. For instance, the boot 

camps run by the 76ers were designed not only to increase the performance of Dignitas 

teams, but also to help the players look, act, and speak like athletes. Consistent with 

existing studies on sensegiving, the use of deliberate framing techniques such as using 

shared language to influence the understanding of others is a key strategy for sensegiving 

(e.g., Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Smerek, 2011) and extend the findings of Woolf et al. 

(2016) in the context of the MMA to a context of strategic growth. Arguably, the 76ers 

alignment of esports with sport could be considered a sensebreaking strategy to challenge 

the existing normative stereotypes and stigmas of esports players as physically inactive 

adolescents. However, the motivation for the 76ers to present their esports players 

athletes was to present esports in a manner familiar to existing sports audiences, rather 

than challenge normative associations. 

The second research question concerned how the rebranding of Dignitas from 

Team Dignitas also served as a sensegiving strategy. The brand Team Dignitas was 

identified as a source of confusion, and the rebrand to Dignitas helped to clear some of 
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the confusion surrounding esports and project their brand. Altering the framing and 

communication to remove alterative interpretations as a strategic management technique 

is consistent with existing research on sensegiving as mechanism to influence removing 

ambiguity to influencing the sensemaking of others (Giuliani, 2016; Voronov, 2008). 

Sensehiding also served to aid in sensegiving. The 76ers maintained a clear 

distinction between their brand and the Dignitas brand. While parallels were often made 

between sport and esports, the branding of the two organizations was kept deliberately 

distinct, with only limited cross-promotion. Limiting information to influence others—in 

this case to maintain separate brand identities—is consistent with existing literature on 

sensehiding, yet the current study refutes existing literature conceptualizing sensegiving 

and sensehiding as distinct (e.g., (Vlaar et al., 2008). Rather, the findings of the current 

study hold that sensehiding can be used as a mechanism to aid in sensegiving. For 

instance, the 76ers did not want to confuse the fans of each organization by too closely 

linking Dignitas and the 76ers brands, recognizing that the fans of basketball and 

Dignitas were not necessarily the same audience. Promotional crossovers were perceived 

to potentially erode the brand affiliation of each fan base and were thus limited to reduce 

unnecessary confusion. Moreover, the strategic approach by the 76ers to maintain distinct 

brands brings into question the notion that esports can help sport organizations attract and 

potentially convert esports fans. For sport organizations seeking to connect with younger 

audiences via esports, the actions taken by the 76ers suggest that this esports consumers 

represent a distinct market from their core basketball audience. 

The 76ers engaged in sensebreaking activities to challenge and direct existing 

associations surrounding esports. These actions highlight the interplay between 
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sensebreaking and sense exchanging considering how the sensebreaking activities were 

undertaken in part to appeal to sponsors. For instance, Prindiville acknowledged the 

charged political climate and culture surrounding gaming as problematic for women and 

recognized the importance of Dignitas Female to challenge these perspectives. Dignitas 

Female was recognized and given a prominent platform by the 76ers to promote women 

in gaming. This strategy helped Dignitas gain additional sponsorships (e.g., Champion 

Athleticwear) and is consistent with previous research that indicates sensebreaking is an 

effective strategy to reframe and redirect associations for positive outcomes, such as 

gaining new sponsors (Giuliani, 2016). Yet the findings also support that sensebreaking 

can serve as a strategic response from sense exchanging, highlighting the underlying 

relationship between sensebreaking and sense exchanging. 

Theoretical Implications 

The current study addresses the call of Shilbury (2012) and provides a link 

between institutional and strategic management research within sport management. Sport 

organizations will increasingly be forced to account for the influence of novel activities 

(Funk, 2017), underscoring how sport organizations can proactively support deliberate 

strategies—strategies that require formal planning and focus on the goals of the 

organization (Hax & Majluf, 1991; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985)—when integrating novel 

activities. Specifically, the current study identifies sensemaking as a salient process to 

help create shared meaning, awareness, and understanding for actors engaging in 

institutional creation work.  

Sensemaking can help sport organizations develop a shared internal 

understanding of novel activities, which findings indicate can increase intraorganizational 
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buy-in. This buy in can be encouraged by fostering an organizational climate that is 

receptive to innovation. Existing research on sensemaking focuses on how those within 

an organization make sense of an organization’s internal environment (e.g., Gioia & 

Chittipeddi, 1991; Smerek, 2011). The current study adds to our understanding of 

sensemaking by demonstrating how an entrepreneurial organizational culture can serve as 

a critical antecedent to sensemaking. For instance, executives within the 76ers 

consistently mentioned the importance of an entrepreneurial culture to the integration of 

esports. 

Sensegiving can also help sport organizations connect this shared understanding 

to external stakeholders. For instance, the 76ers aligned esports as a natural extension of 

their business activities and provided similar training to their basketball and esports 

players. These actions are consistent with existing conceptualizations of sensegiving as a 

mechanism to frame activities in a manner familiar to those external to the organization 

(e.g., Giuliani, 2016; Fiss & Zajac, 2006). In particular, the findings highlight the 

importance of striking a balance between strategic alignment and brand demarcation. 

While the 76ers actively positioned esports as a novel form of sport and entertainment, 

they limited the cross-promotions of their brands (e.g., 76ers and Dignitas) to maintain 

distinct brand identities. Thus, theoretically, organizations integrating novel activities 

should be mindful of both new and existing stakeholders when trying to influence the 

sensemaking of external stakeholders (i.e., sensegiving, sensehiding). This will serve to 

limit confusion and facilitate the shared understanding underscoring sensemaking, 

sensegiving, and sensehiding. Moreover, from a consumer-based branding perspective, 

the findings support sport management research, which suggests that sport organizations 
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should have a clear branding strategy and recognize that most sport consumers are 

significantly influenced by the branding strategies employed by sport organizations 

(Kunkel et al., 2013).  

Sensebreaking can also help sport organizations challenge the prevailing external 

stigmas and stereotypes that accompany novel activities (e.g., the toxic culture of 

esports). The limited empirical research on sensebreaking suggests it can help break 

down meaning and give new identification to activities (Giuliani, 2016; Pratt, 2000). 

Based on the findings of this study, sensebreaking was a valuable strategy to proactively 

mitigate any scrutiny that would confront sport organizations integrating esports. For 

instance, the 76ers were able to connect with additional sponsors after they challenged 

the perceived culture of esports with their support for their all-female esports team. 

Moving forward, sensebreaking provides a mechanism for organizations to challenge and 

break prevailing (mis)conceptions within the growing institutional work perspective. For 

instance, legitimacy is a key construct within institutional work research in sport 

management (e.g., Nite, 2017) and complimenting institutional work with sensebreaking 

can explain how sport organizations can challenge and break existing associations to 

maintain their legitimacy. 

Managerial Implications 

 The 76ers were the first North American professional sports franchise to enter the 

esports industry. They openly acknowledged that they had no existing template to draw 

from and mimic. While a growing number of sport organizations have invested in 

esports, further affiliation between the sport and esports industries is still in its formative 
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stages and the lessons learned by the 76ers can help establish best practices for future 

market entrants. 

Sport organizations seeking to integrate novel activities can learn from and adopt 

the sensemaking strategies employed by actors for internal and external support. Sport 

organizations should recognize the importance of a corporate culture where innovation 

and entrepreneurial mindsets are encouraged. Failure should be perceived as an 

opportunity to learn and organizations should embrace these failures as opportunities to 

improve.  

In addition, relating novel activities such as esports to something known and 

familiar encourages the legitimization of those activities in the minds of employees. For 

sport organizations seeking to integrate esports, they can deliberately position esports as 

sport using targeted language and intentional actions (e.g., boot camps, media training). 

They can also communicate and align the managerial and functional similarities to shape 

and influence the perceptions of esports. At the same time, sport organizations should be 

strategic in their integration. They should not overwhelm consumers with esports. Just as 

NBA fans might not be fans of golf or cycling, esports may be of little to no interest to 

this fan base. 

 In addition, sport organizations should recognize that esports culture has been 

described as toxic, particularly towards women. This culture could jeopardize the sport 

organizations’ legitimacy, which is an essential component for maintaining external 

constituent support (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Palazzo & Richter, 2005). Sport 

organizations should recognize how they can provide the support and resources to foster 

an environment in which women are encouraged and recognized within the esports 
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industry. In the current study, the promotional opportunities and privileged position (i.e., 

media spotlight) afforded to the 76ers was leveraged to support and promote the growing 

number of female gamers, which influenced and countered the perceived culture 

surrounding esports. Sport organizations entering this space should also recognize the 

potential business opportunities inherent in this process, such as how supporting women 

in gaming attracted new sources of revenue through increased sponsorship. Yet there 

remains a strong and growing need for social media marketing and professional conduct 

training for esports players to address structural biases and misconduct in esports. 

 Finally, sport organizations seeking to enter the esports industry should consider 

hiring professionals with experience across industries. The 76ers hired several CEOs for 

Dignitas, eventually finding the current and seemingly right fit in their current CEO, who 

has a blend of sport and esports industry experience. This helped the management of 

Dignitas as a hybrid of sport and entertainment by adopting some, but not all, common-

sense practices from working in professional sports. For instance, the physical and mental 

training provided to esports players not only helped from a sensegiving perspective, but 

also improved the performance of the esports players. Yet recognizing that esports 

audiences may not necessarily be the same audience as the core sport audience can 

reduce the threat of alienating the respective audience. Thus, sport organizations should 

not rely solely on sport management industry professionals as they likely do not have all 

the required competencies needed to successfully own and operate an esports team. Sport 

organizations should also consider hiring specialists related to key areas of need in 

esports, including media, communications, computer networking, and other specialists in 

the increasingly structured esports industry. 
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Limitations and Future Research 

 The current study has four primary limitations. First, the current study focused on 

one sport organizations’ integration of esports, potentially missing certain nuances as to 

how other sport organizations have integrated esports. Yet the current study’s focus was 

on the integration of novel activities, and the 76ers provided an exemplar case of a first 

mover - an organization that had no template to mimic, providing a context to explain the 

cognitive processes associated with integrating novel activities. Second, the current study 

focused on non-sport related esports, which likely have different sensemaking strategies 

associated with their integration. For instance, sport-related esports and their related 

leagues (e.g., the NBA 2K League) have the support and backing of the NBA to help in 

their integration and branding and are likely perceived as a natural digital extension of the 

league and team brands. Moreover, these leagues have an inherent tie to sports that may 

reduce the need for such strategies. Third, while the current study draws from both 

primary and secondary sources, additional internal data (e.g., emails, staff meetings 

minutes, informal dialogues) could have provided further depth to the data. Fourth, the 

executives interviewed in the current study provided high-level insights on the internal 

dynamics within the 76ers, which provided nuanced insights on the internal dynamics of 

the organization, yet additional insight from lower-level staff could have provided how 

the top-down strategies are executed and perceived by those lower within the corporate 

hierarchy.  

 Future research should examine other research areas relevant to sport 

organizations strategic growth initiatives. For example, the 76ers were intent on keeping 

their brand distinct from Dignitas, suggesting that there are concerns on brand dilutions, 
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spillover, and legitimacy and that sport organizations would be prudent to operate as a 

house of brands—maintaining distinct brands (Kunkel et al., 2013). However, some sport 

organizations such as the Golden State Warriors have used brand extension strategies that 

extend into the realm of esports, as The Golden Guardians use a similar color scheme and 

naming as the Warriors (Wolf, 2017). Examining the strategic rationale behind this 

decision would provide additional insights on brand positioning across sport and esport 

teams and address the branding concerns. 

In addition, existing literature within sport management on the study of esports 

has been a one-sided affair. This stream of literature (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2018; 

Heere, 2018) has focused primarily on how sport can inform and benefit esports. Yet 

neglected in this perspective is how sport organizations can learn from esports. Future 

research should examine the use of online streaming and communication platforms 

utilized in esports such as Twitch, Caffeine.tv, and Discord to provide insights on how 

sport organizations can connect with younger audiences who use these platforms to 

consume esports related content.  

 Finally, there has been growth in organizationally supported competitive esports 

programs at colleges and universities, as well as secondary and primary schools. These 

programs must answer to a variety of stakeholders and are subject to the pressures of 

their respective organizational fields (Pizzo et al., 2019). These programs argue that 

esports bring many of the same functional benefits of sport (e.g., social skills, team 

building, leadership). Understanding if these programs bring these reported benefits is a 

salient area of inquiry related to the growing affiliation between sport and esports. 

Moreover, these esports programs may also provide benefits that traditional sport does 
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not, as the barriers to play esports (e.g., internet connection, computer equipment) begin 

to decrease as more financial capital flows into the industry, increasing access to these 

programs.  

Conclusion 

Sport organizations will need to proactively account for the growing number of 

novel activities and practices influencing their management. Growing trends such as 

wearable devices, virtual and augmented reality, evolving fan experiences, and the 

deregulation of sports betting are among the growing number of novel activities and 

practices which will influence the way sport organizations are managed. The current 

study focuses on how sport organizations deliberately integrating novel activities (i.e., 

esports) can take strategic actions to support their integration. By supporting the 

importance of sensemaking and related concepts to institutional creation work provides 

actors proactive strategies to create meaning and a shared understanding to support the 

integration and legitimization of new products and services to both internal and external 

constituents.  
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CHAPTER 4:  

NAVIGATING THE IRON CAGE: AN INSTITUTIONAL  

CREATION PERSPECTIVE OF COLLEGIATE ESPORTS 

Introduction 

Esports, also referred to as competitive video gaming, are an emerging area of 

study for sport management scholars. Recent reports estimate the esports industry is 

valued at close to $700 million, with projections for 2020 in excess of $1.5 billion 

(Newzoo, 2017). While there is considerable scholarly debate regarding the classification 

of esports as sport (Hallmann & Giel, 2018; Heere, 2018), there is an inextricable link 

between esports and traditional sport management (Cunningham et al., 2018). For 

example, the rapid growth of esports has been fueled in part by emerging partnerships 

between traditional sport and esports teams (e.g., The Philadelphia 76ers and Dignitas), 

and a growing number of professional sport teams have hired esports personnel in full-

time roles (Funk et al., 2018; Pizzo et al., 2018). These trends not only highlight the 

growing popularity and professionalization of esports, but also underline the growing 

integration of esports into traditional sport management systems. 

Esports are a part of the growing number of novel activities that are influencing 

the field of sport management. These activities include technological advances in virtual 

and augmented reality, social media, and multiple screens that are challenging the 

boundaries of what is considered sport (Cunningham et al, 2018; Funk, 2017; Heere, 

2018). Integrating novel activities requires those within a field to learn how to position 

them to external stakeholders (Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). Within sport management, 

the integration of esports at the collegiate level is particularly challenging considering the 
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large number of influential stakeholders that influence U.S. collegiate athletic 

departments (Washington & Patterson, 2011).  

The emphasis of existing sport management literature on esports has, to date, been 

primarily conceptual and focused on professional sport organizations’ relationships with 

esports entities. However, many U.S. colleges and universities are beginning to support 

esports teams. From 2014 to 2018, the number of collegiate esports programs grew from 

0 to over 100, with additional universities expected to start recruiting and granting 

scholarships over the next several years (Morrison, 2018; NACE, 2019; Schaeperkoetter 

et al., 2017). Scholars suggest that integrating esports programs can lead to increased 

student recruitment and engagement, as well as publicity and prestige associated with a 

university supported program (Keiper, Manning, Jenny, Olrich, & Croft, 2017).Yet many 

universities are unfamiliar with the nascent esports industry, meaning administrators 

often struggle with problems such as the classification of esports players as student-

athletes, athletic regulations and compliance, and a lack of formal governance structures 

to guide program development (Funk et al., 2018; Keiper et al., 2017).  

At the professional level, sport teams and leagues have stepped in to provide the 

necessary infrastructure for esports to keep pace with their rapid growth. In so doing, they 

have contributed to the legitimization of esports and capitalized on a burgeoning industry. 

Yet the same cannot be said for collegiate esports. Compared to professional sport, the 

collegiate sport context presents distinct opportunities and challenges for esports 

management (Jenny et al., 2017). While some argue that athletics departments are a 

logical fit for esports programs due to their functional similarities (e.g., Funk et al., 2018; 

Keiper et al., 2017), others have identified potential hurdles to housing esports within 
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athletics (Holden, Kaburakis, & Rodenberg, 2017). In fact, although some athletics 

administrators have integrated esports as part of their traditional sport portfolio, nearly 

half of current collegiate esports programs are located in student affairs (Morrison, 2018). 

As collegiate esports become more popular on U.S. college campuses, it is important to 

understand the strategic rationale behind these decisions, and how they influence 

successful integration of novel activities. 

The purpose of this study was to examine how program directors are creating 

acceptance for esports within the heavily regulated environment of U.S. colleges and 

universities, and explore how these strategies, and their efficacy, are influenced by 

program location (i.e., athletics departments vs. student affairs). The study is guided by 

the theory of institutional work, with particular emphasis on institutional creation. 

Through this lens, the analysis focuses on identifying creation strategies tied to esports 

integration, highlighting unique challenges that facilitate and/or constrain this process, 

and exploring differences between different departments (i.e., athletics departments vs. 

student affairs). The discussion provides theoretical insight on how actors within heavily 

regulated environments create acceptance for novel activities, and offers practical 

recommendations for the future development of collegiate esports. 

Literature Review 

Esports and U.S. collegiate esports programs 

Esports have grown into a popular form of entertainment and are becoming 

increasingly intertwined with traditional sport management systems (Cunningham et al., 

2018). At the collegiate level, athletics departments have been highlighted as a natural fit 

to house emerging collegiate esports programs (Funk et al., 2018). Both esports programs 
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and athletics programs have players, coaches, facilities, scholarships, and practices, all of 

which form the core competencies of university athletics departments (Funk et al., 2018; 

Keiper et al., 2017). In addition, athletics departments have a vested interest in housing 

esports programs due to the vast size and growth of the field (Keiper et al., 2017). Yet not 

all collegiate esports programs are housed within athletic departments; although 

approximately 45% of collegiate esports programs are housed in athletics, another 45% 

are in student affairs, and 10% are managed by academic departments (Morrison, 2018). 

This dispersion in esports program location stems from differential governance 

structures, which has led to a lack of clarity regarding rules, regulations, and governance 

systems for esports at the collegiate level. 

Similar to other institutions, U.S. universities have established routines, programs, 

and rules that are based on stable social arrangements and normative demands (Hughes, 

1936; Jepperson, 1991), and they are seen as legitimate when they conform to these 

expectations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). They also operate in a climate of declining 

public funding (Mitchell & Leachman, 2015) and increased questioning regarding the 

value of higher education (Zusman, 2005), as well as growing accountability initiatives 

from federal, state, and local government (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2005).  

However, athletic departments represent an especially unique institutional context 

within this overall structure. Due to their public notoriety, athletic departments are 

considered the “front porch” of universities (Pratt, 2013), subject to heightened 

economic, political, and social pressures (Putler & Wolfe, 1999; Trail & Chelladurai, 

2000). They are given access to significant amounts of university resources (Chu, 1985; 

Wojtys, 2016) and must be cognizant of subjective norms and regulations, as well as 
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issues related to student morale, public relations, institutional profile, fundraising, and 

student health (Cunningham, 2009; Rocha & Chelladurai, 2013). In addition, athletic 

departments are influenced by several governing bodies, with two external agencies 

dominating the governance of collegiate athletics. These governing bodies are the NCAA 

(National Collegiate Athletic Association) and NAIA (National Association of 

Intercollegiate Athletics). Both are member-led organizations, with university 

administrators making decisions regarding regulations, and the NCAA and NAIA 

responsible for oversight (Jenny et al., 2017). As such, athletic departments operate 

within the confines of a broader “iron-cage”, as they are “influenced by, and reflective 

of” the surrounding context (Beyer & Hannah, 2000, p. 106). 

While some scholars suggest the unique institutional position of athletic 

departments makes them amenable to integrating esports, others have highlighted several 

challenges (e.g., Jenny et al. 2017; Keiper et al., 2017). For example, many of the most 

popular esports (e.g., Fortnite, League of Legends, Overwatch) are played predominantly 

by males, which may be problematic considering collegiate athletics is one of the most 

contested spaces for Title IX policy implications (Heckman, 1997). Title IX, as applied to 

athletics, dictates that women and men must have equitable access to athletic 

participation, funding, and resources (e.g., equipment, supplies, support services; NCAA, 

2017b). If the male-dominated activity of esports were to become an NCAA sport, 

athletic departments will need to consider strategies to remain compliant with these 

regulations. Conversely, Jenny and colleagues (2017) argued that esports could help shift 

gender imbalances, both in esports and college athletics. Emerging NCAA sports are 

intended to provide additional athletic opportunities to female student-athletes, and 
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integrating esports as a co-ed or women’s only activity could help increase female esports 

participation while also allowing NCAA member institutions to maintain compliance 

with Title IX.  

Another key consideration is player amateurism. Many collegiate esports teams 

and players regularly participate in competitions with cash prizes and generate revenue 

from streaming their esports skills and strategies on platforms such as Twitch (Keiper et 

al., 2017). This violates NCAA bylaw 12.1.2 on Amateur Status, which states that a 

student-athlete is not eligible for intercollege competition if the individual uses their 

athletic skill for pay in that sport, accepts a promise of pay following competition in 

intercollegiate athletics, or enters into an agreement with an agent (NCAA, 2017a). 

However, not all NCAA athletes are subject to such rules. For instance, in tennis, a 

prospective student-athlete may accept up to $10,000 per year in prize money, and money 

accepted thereafter is admissible if it does not exceed their competitive expenses. If 

esports were to be regulated by NCAA member institutions, special provisions would be 

needed to accommodate esports players who currently have no cap on their earnings. 

Finally, one of the more pressing concerns related to collegiate esports relates to 

licensing and game rules. In esports, the “sport” itself is owned by the publisher of the 

video game title. Esports publishers standardize the game rules (Funk et al., 2018), 

making direct involvement by governing bodies especially difficult (Jenny et al., 2017). 

This is a major hurdle for athletic departments. The publisher could change the rules of 

an esports title at any time, meaning many athletic departments are apprehensive to 

commit resources to esports programs until long-term licensing agreements are made. As 

more schools begin to integrate esports at various levels, deciding whether esports falls 
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within the guidelines of traditional university athletics governance remains an open 

question (Dave, 2017).    

Theoretical framework 

Institutional work provides a useful theoretical lens to examine the strategies of 

actors influencing the integration of esports within U.S. universities. By shifting the unit 

of analysis to specific actors, institutional work unpacks the “black box” of institutions, 

which is a common limitation associated with the parent institutional theory (Lawrence & 

Suddaby, 2006). Institutional work focuses on the “myriad, day-to-day equivocal 

instances of agency” among actors who shape institutions (Lawrence et al., 2011, p. 53), 

such as the actions of university department directors who create acceptance for their 

emergent esports programs. Moreover, institutional work accounts for variation within 

institutions (Lawrence et al., 2011; Lounsbury, 2008), such as how and why esports 

programs have developed across different university departments (i.e., athletics and 

student affairs). 

Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) outlined three broad areas of institutional work: 

creation, maintenance, and disruption. Creation work refers to various activities 

undertaken in the formation of new arrangements or changing arrangements (Suddaby, 

2010). Likewise, maintenance work involves the activities of those seeking to support the 

activities of the institution (Micelotta & Washington, 2013). Finally, disruption work 

refers to the practices associated with actors attempting to undermine institutional 

arrangements (Lawrence et al., 2011). Although sport management scholars have 

increasingly adopted institutional work perspectives to understand how actors create, 

maintain, and disrupt sport institutions, this line of research has focused primarily on 
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institutional maintenance strategies used by the NCAA in response to legitimacy threats. 

Research in this area has examined the individual and collective actions of actors with the 

NCAA in response to legal (Nite, 2017), technological (Nite & Washington, 2017), and 

competitive threats (Edwards & Washington, 2015). For example, Nite (2017) 

demonstrated how the NCAA developed defensive narratives in response to legal 

challenges in order to maintain the institution (i.e., the NCAA).  

A related body of research has taken a broader approach, focusing on all three 

areas at once (i.e., creation, maintenance, and disruption). For example, the work of 

Dowling and Smith (2016) explored how a temporary Olympic athlete development 

organization, Own The Podium (OTP), took actions to become a permanent organization. 

Specifically, the authors found that actors within OTP took small strategic actions (e.g., 

creation of a newsletter) to incrementally garner support from existing stakeholders. 

Particularly relevant to the current study is the work of Woolf, Berg, Newland, and Green 

(2016), who adopted an institutional work perspective to understand how actors within a 

Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) training facility took actions to aid the development of an 

emerging and stigmatized sport (i.e., MMA). Woolf and colleagues identified how actors 

within an exemplar MMA facility took actions to legitimize MMA despite stigmas, 

misconceptions, and uncoordinated talent development systems. Specifically, Woolf et al. 

highlighted the importance of refinement and barrier work. Refinement work included 

efforts by actors to make MMA more social acceptable, such as MMA gym owners 

deliberately referring to fighters as athletes. Conversely, barrier work inhibited the 

growth of MMA, and included the artificial requirements imposed by the strong 

subculture surrounding MMA.  
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Within sport management, institutional creation remains a viable area for future 

research. Sport management scholars have recently highlighted a host of novel activities 

that are challenging the boundaries of what is considered sport (Cunningham et al., 2018; 

Funk, 2017). Although sport organizations are often favorably positioned to capitalize on 

these emerging opportunities, they are also subject to heightened stakeholder influence 

and intense public scrutiny that confines their action (Washington & Patterson, 2011). 

This is problematic, as sport managers may overlook or neglect opportunities for growth. 

While integrating novel practices (e.g., esports) undoubtedly creates tension and 

uncertainty within institutions, actors are capable of mitigating these issues and 

demonstrate fit (Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). Institutional creation provides insight into 

the strategies associated with this process and can inform the successful integration of 

novel practices into heavily regulated and institutionalized environments, such as U.S. 

universities. 

The phenomenon of emerging collegiate esports programs provides a unique 

opportunity to explore institutional creation practices within an important sport context. 

Despite their potential, the widespread integration of collegiate esports has been limited 

by stigmas, misconceptions, and a lack of coordination. In addition, esports have a strong 

subculture that has been described as toxic, particularly towards traditionally 

marginalized populations (Consalvo, 2012). This has not only slowed the rate of adoption 

among U.S. universities, but also caused trepidation among athletic administrators who 

face pressure stemming from their university affiliation and unique organizational field 

(e.g., Cunningham, 2009). An institutional creation perspective can not only provide 

nuanced insights on how novel practices such as esports are integrated, but also account 
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for variation in esport program location (i.e., athletic departments vs. student affairs) 

from the perspective of key actors (i.e., department directors). Accordingly, the current 

study addressed the following research questions: 

RQ1: What institutional creation strategies have actors utilized to integrate 

collegiate esports?  

RQ2: What are the challenges associated with integrating collegiate esports 

programs?  

RQ3: How do the challenges differ between athletic departments and student 

affairs departments? 

Method 

The purpose of the study was to identify the institutional creation strategies and 

challenges associated with integrating collegiate esports programs, and to assess any 

differences based on program location. An explanatory qualitative approach was 

considered appropriate to achieve these objectives. Semi-structured interviews were 

utilized to generate data, with a focus on understanding participants lived experiences and 

interpretation of the described phenomenon (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). The following 

sections provide a more detailed description of the data generation and analysis 

procedures.  

Participants and Procedure 

Data was generated between June 2017 and August 2017. Online websites for 

collegiate esports leagues (e.g., Collegiate Starleague, National Association of Collegiate 

Esports) were used to compile a comprehensive list of 41 U.S. colleges and universities 

who integrated esports. Purposive sampling was utilized to recruit directors from both 
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athletic and student affairs departments. In addition to department location, employment 

rank was considered a key selection criterion so that directors could clearly explain the 

strategies and perceived challenges they faced (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). A total of 16 

directors agreed to participate13. Eight directors were from athletics departments and six 

directors were from student affairs departments. In addition, two directors from athletic 

departments that did not integrate esports, but were in the same athletic conference as 

universities that did, were also purposively selected for interviews. These deviant cases 

were intended to improve the width of analysis by providing different ways of seeing or 

experiencing the phenomenon under study (Flick, 2014). Deviant case analysis also 

enhanced the dependability of findings and provided a deeper understanding of the 

specific strategies and challenges related to athletic departments. Table 5 provides a list 

of all participants and pseudonyms, employment rank, institution type, and the location of 

their esports program within the structure of the university.

                                                 
13 The total sample size of the current study was N=16. Approximately 34% (14 of 41) of collegiate esports 
programs were represented at the time the data were collected. 
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Table 5. Participant Profiles 

Participant Pseudonym  Title 
University 
Status 

Esports Program 
Location 

1 Emma Director of Athletics Private Athletics 

2 Darren Director of Athletics Private Athletics 

3 Ava Director of Athletics Private Athletics 

4 Logan Director of Athletics Private Athletics 

5 Harper Director of Athletics Private Athletics 

6 James Director of Athletics Private Athletics 

7 William Director of Athletics Private Athletics 

8 Terrance Director of Athletics Public Athletics 

9 Riley 
Director of Student 
Affairs 

Private Student Affairs 

10 Chloe 
Director of Student 
Affairs 

Private Student Affairs 

11 Owen 
Director of Student 
Affairs 

Private Student Affairs 

12 Madison 
Director of Student 
Affairs 

Private Student Affairs 

13 Isaac 
Director of Student 
Affairs 

Public Student Affairs 

14 Zoey 
Director of Student 
Affairs 

Private Student Affairs 

15 Ben Director of Athletics Private N/A 

16 Nora Director of Athletics Private N/A 
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All interviews were conducted through Skype by a single researcher. Skype was 

chosen over telephone interviews since it allowed the interviewer to maintain 

synchronous visual interactions with the subject throughout the interview (Hanna, 2012). 

To mitigate issues commonly associated with interviews conducted over Skype, the 

interviewer utilized visual and facial cues to convey understanding throughout the 

interview, and emailed participants several times prior to the interview to strengthen 

rapport and comfort (Seitz, 2016). Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, with 

an average of 70 minutes. A semi-structured interview guide was developed to identify 

the strategies and challenges associated with esports integration. Since participants came 

from different departments, interview questions were designed to be flexible and open to 

their experiences (Markula & Silk, 2011). The interview guide consisted of three general 

types of questions: open ended, theory-driven, and probing. Open questions introduced 

the participant to the topic of collegiate esports and solicited their expertise. An example 

of an open-ended question is: “Can you please tell me what you know about collegiate 

esports?” Theory-driven questions related specifically to institutional creation, such as: 

“How did you phrase your response to key stakeholders?” Finally, probing questions 

were used to gain additional depth, detail, and illustration on participant responses (Rubin 

& Babbie, 2011). 

Data Analysis 

Data were transcribed by the lead author and analyzed by members of the 

research team via the six-step qualitative content analysis procedure outlined by Braun 

and Clarke (2006). First, interview data were transcribed verbatim, prepared for analysis, 

and reviewed to get a general sense of the text. Second, all transcribed data were read to 
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understand the underlying meaning and develop initial codes. Third, codes were reviewed 

and broadly classified into two parent categories related to (1) institutional creation 

strategies and (2) challenges. Fourth, data extracts were organized into themes and 

reviewed in relation to their parent category. At this step, the source of data extracts was 

also reviewed to uncover any salient differences between athletic directors and student 

affairs directors. Fifth, themes were given clear names and definitions. Finally, 

supporting data extracts were selected to produce the report. The research team strived 

for multivocality in the selection of supporting extracts to enhance the credibility of the 

research process (Tracy, 2010). The research team also strived to provide thick 

descriptions to enhance the confirmability of categories through detailed and vivid 

extracts that offer a sufficient level of depth (Flick, 2014). Throughout the data analysis 

process and selection of supporting extracts, viewpoints from all research team members 

were considered to enrich and support the accuracy of the findings. 

Findings 

Findings are organized under the broad themes of (1) institutional creation 

strategies and (2) challenges. Salient differences between athletic departments and 

student affairs departments are discussed within each thematic section.  

Institutional creation strategies 

 Directors from athletic and student affairs departments engaged in similar 

institutional creation strategies to integrate esports. A heavy emphasis was placed on 

controlling the narrative surrounding esports by using traditional sports to create a frame 

of reference. Interestingly, results indicate student affairs directors relied on athletic 

departments to model their programs and provide resources (e.g., access to medical staff) 
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that offered functional benefits. Three strategies were identified: (1) structure and 

resources, (2) imagery and branding, and (3) alignment with existing values of athletics.  

Structures and resources. All directors expressed that the structures and 

resources from traditional sport were needed to provide templates and strategically 

position emerging esports programs. William, an athletics department director, noted how 

certain athletic regulations were being directly applied to esports programs to respond to 

administration concerns, stating, “We are cutting and pasting some of the common-sense 

guidelines that exist within the NCAA…we are going to have the same GPA 

requirements as the NCAA while players [are] on scholarship.” Chloe, a student affairs 

director, also highlighted how similar academic standards and regulations from 

traditional athletics were applied to the esports program to address faculty concerns: 

Once we came in and told them our esport teams will be structured just like an 

athletics team, the players will be monitored for GPA and other regulations and 

there will be a coach, after that they understood what we were doing, and they 

were on-board. 

Interestingly, this reliance on the existing resources of athletic departments was 

especially strong among directors from student affairs. Madison, a student affairs 

director, stated, “We have consulted athletics in everything we have done, we absolutely 

need their expertise [because] they know many things we do not know.” Similarly, Isaac, 

a student affairs director, explained how resources allocated to athletics were used to help 

his support program: 

I have been borrowing from athletics and speaking with their coaches. For 

example, one of our player’s hands and elbows were hurting. I reached out to our 
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athletics training staff and asked them to come out and give our athletes a talk. 

They gave our players some exercises to do and before you know it, they were not 

hurting anymore. 

Ava, an athletics department director, discussed the benefits of using the existing 

structure and resources of athletic departments, stating, “esports aligns best within 

athletics [because] there are synergies where athletics can help, whether its access to 

athletic trainers, the fitness center, class schedules, the academic and tutor support, it just 

fits all around…it makes the most sense.” Owen, a student affairs director, expressed 

similar sentiments, explaining, “esports belongs in athletics, you can [either] use all of the 

existing functionality that an athletic department has – compliance, ticketing, 

administrators, coaches – or you will have to solve the exact same problems and replicate 

the same mechanisms [outside athletics].”  

However, not all elements of traditional collegiate sport management were 

transferable to esports. For example, one area where traditional athletic departments 

structure and resources was not transferrable was for player recruitment. Directors 

indicated that the existing recruiting structures of athletic departments, and the strategies 

they employed, did not translate to esports. Zoey, a student affairs director, described that 

unlike traditional sport, there is no existing pipeline for talented esports players, stating, 

“our athletic director tells me how to recruit, but a lot of his methods do not apply to 

esports [because] reaching out to that potential audience is more of a challenge than you 

think, everything is not in place yet.” Similarly, Harper, an athletics director noted that, 

“in a traditional sport, you get film or watch them play, or get a roster from a coach, but 

in esports, you cannot tell who the participants are from watching them.”  
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Imagery and branding. In addition to the structure and resources provided by 

traditional sport, all directors noted the perceptual benefits of adopting strategies to 

mimic traditional sport imagery and branding. For example, Madison, a student affairs 

director, specifically mentioned how having esports jerseys that aligned with traditional 

sport helped gain support from university stakeholders, stating, “it is an easier buy in 

when people hear the comparisons to sport. I think the school does not know what esports 

athletes look like…administration has no idea what they look like, and things like sport-

like uniforms help.” Similarly, James, an athletics department director, explained how 

aligning with prominent traditional collegiate sport brands helped gain support: 

We have to make competitive references to traditional sports. My pitch is that we 

want to be the Duke Basketball of esports. Everyone knows Duke Basketball. 

They have the best players, coaching staff, resources, community, and culture. 

Not everybody likes them, but you have to respect what they have built. That is an 

easy way for us to compare the benefits of gaming. Everyone understands that 

Duke Basketball adds value to their university. That is the value I want to 

communicate to people. With esports there is campus spirit, excitement, benefits, 

and revenue streams down the road. Basketball is a 5 on 5 game, making it very 

easy to compare to the 5 different roles you play in League of Legends.  

Directors also emphasized that their strategy was to present esports in a way that was 

familiar to stakeholders, which typically entailed traditional sport language. Harper, an 

athletics department director, described his strategy:  

We present esports in a way that is familiar to them so that they give it a chance. 

We have a varsity and junior varsity esports team here. When I talk to a professor 
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or parent, they understand that varsity is the top tier. By giving them something to 

compare esports to, they understand it and have an easier time accepting it. 

Moreover, directors referenced how multiple sports make up track and field, similar to 

how multiple games make up esports teams. Logan, an athletic department director, 

stated, “We describe esports as similar to track and field or gymnastics. It helps relay the 

concept behind esports when we introduced our four [esports] teams – they both have 

multiple events.” This strategy allowed directors to introduce esports as a singular and 

relatable concept. Moving forward, Madison, a student affairs director, explained how 

esports athletes could benefit from implementing more of the imagery and branding 

traditionally associated with athletics: 

Most of these esports players never had the same structural support as athletes. 

There were no pep rallies or coaches for these kids. Why should we give all those 

benefits to just one group of students? esports players may rely less on their 

physical skills, but it still involves the same fundamentals as sport, teambuilding 

and comradery. 

Alignment with existing values of athletics. Directors adopted strategies to 

legitimize esports by connecting the potential benefits with the perceived values 

associated with athletic departments (e.g., character development, inclusion). This 

strategy was employed by directors from both athletics and student affairs, and directly 

addressed the perception of esports as antithetical to the mission of higher education. 

Darren, an athletics department director, discussed how he responded to initial resistance 

against housing esports in athletic departments: 
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I make it clear that athletics and higher education are here to help create better 

character through the classes and activities [students] are going to. Just because 

the vehicle is a video game, makes no difference than putting a round leather ball 

into a hole. 

Similarly, Owen, a student affairs director, stated his forward pitch to university 

administration: 

It is incidental that this is about games, this is about bringing your assets and 

passion to join the campus culture and connect with the university. Gamers do not 

need the institution’s help playing games or getting access to competitive games, 

this is about identifying yourself as a Utah Ute, USC Trojan, or Michigan 

Wolverine, and letting this community take part in that part of college culture. 

Logan, an athletics department director, described how he emphasized the 

potential for inclusivity when he explained the benefits of esports to administration, 

stating “esports has the potential to lead the way for inclusivity. You do not need to be 

6’5” and male to play, there are fewer physical requirements.”  Several directors 

suggested how, from this perspective, esports provides an opportunity to attract non-

traditional athletes, with James, an athletics department director, stating, “there is no 

archetype of for an esports player, but most [players] will tell you that they never fit into 

the athletic clique. Esports gives them a way to integrate their competitive side with what 

they are passionate about.”  

Emma, an athletics department director, captures the fundamental strategy used to 

position esports to the university administration when initially discussing athletics 

supporting an esports program: 
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The idea was to present esports in a way that was familiar to administration so 

that they know how to implement it and they know how to work with it – not to 

present an entirely new model that may dissuade an institution from giving 

esports a chance. 

Moreover, athletic program directors highlighted the benefits of affiliating esports with 

athletics, as discussed by Harper:  

It is an easier buy in when people hear it is a sport, in that we take our time to 

promote it, tweet about it, put it on our athletics website, and do all those kind of 

things. That helps ‘traditionalize’ it for those that are having a hard time with it. 

Challenges 

 Directors from both athletics and student affairs indicated a myriad of challenges 

related to institutional creation strategies. Specifically, five key themes were identified: 

(1) uncertainty among university stakeholders, (2) publisher control, (3) incongruence 

with traditional sport, (4) external regulatory concerns, and (5) gender equity concerns. 

Although the first two themes were relatively consistent across athletic and student affairs 

directors, the final three themes were especially salient for athletic directors. The 

following sections review these challenges in more detail. 

Uncertainty among university stakeholders. Across athletic and student affairs 

departments, directors highlighted the uncertainty felt by university stakeholders 

regarding esports (e.g., administration, faculty). The uncertainty surrounding collegiate 

esports was aptly summed by William, an athletic department director, who stated, 

“esports is like the Wild West, schools do not know what it is and do not know what is 

coming next.” This unfamiliarity caused anxiety that made some administrators avoid 
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integration. In addition, data indicates the continued growth of esports is making some 

administrators fear they are missing out on a viable opportunity. For example, Harper, an 

athletic department director, stated:  

It is showing up on their radar now, they have this angst that they should not 

touch this with a 50-foot pole, this is going to come and go, but at the opposite 

end of the spectrum they also have the angst of a train leaving the station and 

[they] better hop on it. 

Terrance, an athletic department director, echoed similar sentiments and indicated the 

lack of knowledge about esports among traditional collegiate sport stakeholders has been 

a difficult hurdle. He stated, “they are barely seeing just how big of presence [esports] 

has, as this has been invisible to them for so long because of how differently this media is 

consumed by its audience than mainstream sports.”  

Directors also highlighted the perceived incongruence between esports and the 

mission of universities. For example, Darren, an athletic department director, described 

the concerns of university leaders who were uncertain how esports could benefit students, 

stating, “universities say they do not know how esports fits into any kind of educational 

model…I understand, it is a new concept.” Similarly, Chloe, a student affairs director, 

indicated, “we did get a little pushback from the faculty, just the general worry that these 

guys [esports players] are going to be gaming all day and not going to class.”  

 In addition to the uncertainty from internal stakeholders (e.g., administration, 

faculty), our findings support that directors were confronted with uncertainty from 

parents as well. Riley, a student affairs director, stated “Parents tend to think esports is 

just kids sitting in a room for hours and hours. Some kids can be guilty of that, but 
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esports has become much more than that.”  Emma, an athletic department director, 

expressed similar concerns from the parents of esports scholarship recipients: 

Parents are as curious as everyone else. They ask a lot of questions. They want to 

know how long the scholarships last. They are trying to figure it all out. But 

sometimes it is difficult for them to wrap their minds around that their child is 

getting a scholarship to play video games [laughs]. 

Publisher control. The influence of video game publishers was prominent among 

directors of athletic and student affairs departments. Esports publishers retain ownership 

of the title, equivalent to ownership of a sport itself, which presents major challenges. As 

Madison, a student affairs director, described, “no one owns basketball, no one owns 

soccer, [but] in League of Legends, Riot14 literally owns the field you play on.” Similarly, 

Riley, a student affairs director, explained how this meant the competitive rules 

associated with esports can quickly change, using Activision Blizzard, a leading esports 

publisher, as an example: 

In basketball and football, the rules do not change very much, [and] the size of the 

field does not change. But if Blizzard decides to change the rules or promote a 

different game, it is unnerving not knowing what is coming from one year to the 

next. If a title is no longer supported, we cannot just pull funding, we have 

commitments to players. 

Logan, an athletic department director, notes how the financial sustainability and success 

of an esports program can problematic in the long-term: 

                                                 
14 Riot refers to Riot Games, publisher of the esport title League of Legends. 
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If your esports program becomes self-sustaining and financially viable and a 

publisher starts saying things you do not like or demanding arrangements you do 

not want to fulfil, their influence raises legitimate concerns. 

Chloe, a student affairs director, notes similar concerns about the seemingly impending 

developer (i.e., publisher) control of esports, stating: 

I think [in the] long term developers are going to run their own leagues for their 

own games just because there is going to be big opportunities there. I do not think 

they are going to want to allow universities to handle their own game. Developers 

will want to control the experience if there is money to be made. 

Publisher control over game rules and ownership was noted as an ongoing concern 

among all directors and is a potential source of concern for universities considering 

integrating esports programs. As noted by Emma, an athletic department director, that 

“…in the end, the publishers have all the power.” 

Incongruence with traditional sport. Athletic department directors expressed 

additional challenges related to the integration of esports. One of these challenges 

includes the perceived incongruence between traditional sport and esports, especially 

related to physical activity. For example, Harper, an athletic department director, 

explained the pushback from faculty and boosters who felt esports contradicts the 

purpose of traditional sport, stating, “we had faculty and boosters saying that esports go 

against the traditional idea of sport, to be physically active.”  Ben, an athletic director 

from a university that did not integrate esports, expressed similar sentiments, saying, 

“esports go against the traditional idea of sport, to go outside and play, go outside and run 

around. When you have an activity that you are literally just sitting…now it is go 
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downstairs and play.” Similarly, Nora, also an athletic director at a university that has not 

integrated esports, indicated the incongruence with traditional support surrounding 

esports has led to a wait-and-see approach that reflects the approach of many U.S. 

colleges and universities considering esports, stating “I am not anti-esports. I think a lot 

of it is a lack of understanding on everyone’s part. I think it will be very interesting to see 

how that plays out.” Yet William, an athletic department director, notes how the benefits 

of winning in esports can win over those skeptical of esports: 

Of course, people on campus, like faculty and staff, are going to be skeptical of 

esports because it is not your traditional sport, but last year one of our esport 

teams went undefeated and now all of a sudden those same faculty and staff are 

jumping on the esports bandwagon. 

External regulatory concerns. Directors in athletic departments also noted 

additional challenges from regulatory bodies that govern and regulate collegiate athletics, 

namely the NCAA. Although collegiate esports is not currently subject to NCAA 

regulation, athletic department directors indicated that if esports continued to gain 

traction within athletic departments and grow to meet the criteria of sport as defined by 

the NCAA, regulatory issues would become an issue. Most notably, directors indicated 

that player amateurism is a foundational principle of NCAA regulations that does not fit 

easily within the current landscape of esports. Logan, an athletic department director, 

explained, "I do not think it [esports] really fits, I think the NCAA has some archaic 

structures surrounding amateurism that do not really fit within any esports.” James, an 

athletic department director, also discussed this source of apprehension: 
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There is some serious money that can be won. In the University League of 

Legends [uLoL] series, 1st place took on $30,000 apiece, and 2nd place took 

home $15,000 apiece. There is a lot of money that is being thrown around, even at 

the collegiate scene. That is why the NCAA wants to stay away from esports at 

this point. 

In addition, Harper, an athletic department director, alluded to the prevalence of 

esports players being financially compensated for streaming esports content via online 

platforms (e.g., Twitch), and emphasized the perceived incompatibility between the 

NCAA and esports, stating, “If you forced amateurism on esports right now, every single 

college player would be kicked out.” This raised larger questions on governance 

concerns, as described by James, an athletic department director, who stated: 

Compliance, eligibility, scholarships, you know, do they have to be full time 

students? All those kinds of things that, if you call it an esports, does it have to 

follow the same rules and regulations, say a basketball player does? 

Gender equity concerns. The stigma of esports as a predominantly male activity 

was especially salient among directors in athletic departments, who pointed to video 

gaming’s toxic culture of harassment and alienation that dissuaded female participation 

and might be difficult to eradicate. For example, several directors mentioned that most 

harassment occurs through in-game verbal communication among esports players using 

Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP). This verbal harassment leads to many women 

abandoning the more popular esports (e.g., Fortnite, League of Legends) for video game 

consoles (e.g., PlayStation 4, Xbox One, Nintendo Switch), which rely less on VoIP but 

do not have the same popularity as esports played on high-end personal computers. As 
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Emma, an athletic department director described, “for females playing the competitive 

esports titles, you are not incentivizing them to continue if they are getting attacked and 

yelled at.”  

 Nora, a director from an athletic department at a university that has not integrated 

esports, explained how this challenge stopped her from integrating esports: 

Esports is a male dominated thing. Women gamers are out there, and we need to 

work together to get more females into this space. The culture of gaming is 

pushing them out. There are more discussions that need to be had before we can 

get involved. We would need serious social cover if we were to put a competitive 

esports team representing our athletic department out there right now.  

Gender equity concerns are an on-going concern, as Darren, an athletic program director, 

remarked on some of the larger issues pushing women out of esports: 

To me, one symptom, or rather one cause of the troubles plaguing esports is 

toxicity. If you have 12 or 13-year olds online and they devise from your handle 

that you are a female, or if it is their voice, the easiest thing to do is to place 

blame or call out the girl. Then females playing competitive titles are not 

incentivized to continue playing if they are getting attacked and yelled at. They 

must say ‘forget it, this is not for me, I do not need it.’ 

While problematic for multiple reasons, the culture surrounding esports has lead to a 

dearth of female players at higher levels of competition, which James, an athletic 

department director, indicated “…makes finding and recruiting female players extremely 

difficult.” 
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Discussion 

The discussion is organized according to the research questions that guided the 

study. Specifically, the following sections discuss findings related to institutional creation 

strategies and challenges, and highlight the salient differences between athletics and 

student affairs when integrating esports. 

Institutional creation strategies 

 Directors from both athletics and student affairs used similar functional and 

cognitive strategies to integrate esports programs. These strategies included using the 

structure, resources, imagery, and branding of athletic departments, as well as aligning 

esports with the existing values associated with sport, to address the challenges 

surrounding the integration of esports. Our findings support conceptual perspectives (e.g., 

Jenny et al., 2017; Keiper et al., 2017) that, from a functional perspective, athletic 

departments offer the most appropriate structures and resources to house emerging 

esports programs. In fact, most directors from student affairs identified athletics as the 

ideal home for esports due to similarities between traditional sport and esports 

management, and described their reliance on athletic departments to operate.  

However, most institutional creation strategies targeted cognitive, rather than 

functional, aspects of integration. This highlights the importance of aligning esports with 

the mission and values of the broader institution (i.e., the university) as well athletic 

departments (e.g., character building), which supports the general premise presented by 

Edwards and Washington (2015), Nite (2017), and Woolf et al. (2016). For instance, 

esports was not typically seen as an activity that contributed to the mission of colleges 

and universities, a perception that is largely attributable to a lack of knowledge. To 
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remedy this issue, directors sought to align esports with traditional sport activities in 

order to clarify their value and create a more palatable frame of reference for university 

stakeholders. Directors in both departments utilized the imagery and perceived value of 

traditional sport to support and legitimize esports. The use of traditional sport imagery 

such as college logos and jerseys helped clarify the value of esports and overcome 

resistance to certain stereotypes, while alignment with athletic policies such as GPA 

requirements, physical and mental health training programs, and practice guidelines 

helped legitimize the value of collegiate esports within higher education.  

These findings indicate that in the face of uncertainty, directors mimicked 

traditional sport systems to support emerging esports programs. This is consistent with 

the findings of Dowling and Smith (2016), and indicates how non-sport actors (i.e., 

directors from student affairs) are using sport as a legitimizing agent. The use of sport to 

make emerging activities, such as esports, more attractive to audiences aligns with the 

concept of “sportification”, as proposed by Heere (2018). The findings support the 

concept of sportifcation’s viability to facilitate the integration of the growing number of 

activities influencing the field of sport management. 

Challenges to integrating esports 

Overall, concerns regarding publisher control are currently limiting the long-term 

viability of esports programs. Under the US Copyright Act, videogames are considered 

audio-visual works, granting publishers the exclusive right to publicly perform the work 

(e.g., host esports events) and reproduce copies (Rabicoff & Matuszewski, 2017). 

Directors noted that publishers have complete control of esports titles, meaning they can 

make changes to esports through software updates, altered game mechanics, and 
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modified in-game performance (Chao, 2017). Legal scholars suggest esports are 

operating in unprecedented intellectual property territory in this respect (Holden et al., 

2017), with a gray area currently between the intellectual property rights of publishers 

and the rights of other stakeholders (e.g., universities, players; Chao, 2017). Although 

Nite and Washington (2017) suggested innovations (i.e., television) are often surrounded 

by risks and uncertainties that challenge institutional arrangements (i.e., the relationship 

between the NCAA and its member organizations), the current ‘institutional 

arrangement’ between esports publishers and collegiate esports programs is very one-

sided. The influence of publishers on collegiate esports programs remains an on-going 

concern for adopting institutions, regardless of department, with no clear template for 

mitigation.  

Directors in athletic departments noted additional challenges when integrating 

esports which centered on: esports incongruence with traditional sports, external 

regulatory concerns, and gender equity concerns. Most notably, findings indicate the 

distinction between esports and traditional sport remains an important point of contention 

among athletic department stakeholders. Although aligning with traditional sport helped 

communicate the potential value of esports, fundamental differences between the two 

activities were difficult to reconcile. These stemmed primarily from stakeholder 

uncertainty regarding various dimensions of esports—primarily, that esports “is not” 

sport.  

This is a clear impediment to integrating esports within athletic departments, as 

athletic directors risk undercutting their existing stakeholders to legitimize a new activity. 

In addition, directors from athletic departments alluded to unique regulatory issues that 
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must be addressed. Although still in its relative infancy, if collegiate esports was 

regulated by the NCAA all current collegiate programs would be non-compliant. Thus, 

policies related to player amateurism would require novel approaches to monitoring be 

devised to ensure future compliance. Athletic directors also emphasized how gender 

equity and harassment issues are still a prominent concern in esports that influence 

participation among female players. Considering collegiate sport remains a prominent 

context for Title IX policy decisions, the optics of integrating a male-dominated activity 

such as esports is especially difficult to navigate. Athletic departments considering 

esports as an NCAA-sanctioned activity need a clear understanding of gender equity 

implications (Keiper et al., 2017), not just in terms of Title IX compliance, but also 

specific policies for marketing and management.  

Theoretical Implications 

Washington and Patterson (2011) highlighted a pressing need for sport 

management scholars to examine the creation of new sport-related activities and their 

influence on existing sport institutions. The current study addressed this call by exploring 

the institutional creation strategies and challenges faced by athletic and student affairs 

directors integrating collegiate esports programs. Consistent with previous research (e.g., 

Woolf et al., 2016), the findings highlight the importance of institutional language in the 

creation of and implementation of a novel activity. Institutional language focuses on the 

deliberate use of persuasive words to connect actors, interests, and audiences and 

influence the creation of cognitive categories (Crossan et al., 1999; Suddaby, 2010). 

Although athletic departments provide the best functional fit for esports, the most 

important strategies (and greatest challenges) revolved around creating a cognitive 
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category for esports. For example, directors from athletics and student affairs used 

deliberate language, such as referring to esports teams as “varsity” or “junior varsity”, to 

provide a framework for understanding a novel practice in relation to an established one. 

This is similar to the strategies outlined by Woolf et al. (2016), who elucidated how 

actors in an emerging institution (i.e., MMA) took strategic actions to reduce uncertainty 

and stigmas, such as referring to fighters as athletes.  

Yet findings also indicate that in such a highly regulated environment, 

institutional language alone was not sufficient to achieve this objective. Rather, strategic 

management decisions were required to reinforce linguistic associations with traditional 

sport. For example, directors referenced utilizing GPA requirements, routine practice 

schedules, and access to mental and physical health support systems to augment 

institutional language and create a cognitive category for esports that aligned with 

traditional sport. In addition, the visual imagery of uniforms and logos reinforced this 

cognition and allowed directors to control the narrative around esports. This is consistent 

with the premise of institutional work, which indicates that while actors are capable of 

shaping institutions, they are not “hypermuscular supermen” (Suddaby, 2010, p. 15). 

Rather than relying solely on institutional language, directors also needed to engage other 

actors to implement tangible practices and policies (e.g., GPA requirements) that 

favorably framed esports in the minds of key stakeholders. The use of institutional 

language coupled with strategic management goes beyond the concept of refinement 

work as proposed by Woolf et al. (2016). Actors integrating novel practices can align 

them within existing cogitative schema (e.g., perceptions of sport) by using deliberate 

language to promote a shared reality (Crossan et al., 1999), yet findings indicate this 
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linguistic positioning must be paired with strategic management decisions in highly 

regulated and institutionalized environments. The interplay of language and management 

provides a stronger foundation for stakeholders to address the uncertainty and ambiguity 

associated with integrating novel practices, which is a key assertion of Ziestma and 

Lawrence (2010). 

Moreover, the importance of linguistic and managerial alignment with traditional 

sport highlights an intriguing consideration regarding Heere’s (2018) concept of 

sportification. Heere (2018) defined sportification as aligning the consumption, 

organization, and regulation of non-sport activities with traditional sport. While this 

process was largely effective for directors, the overall effectiveness was contingent upon 

quelling perceived incongruences between esports and traditional sport. In other words, 

directors needed to create alignment between esports and traditional sport before they 

could implement sportification strategies to educate stakeholders, champion potential 

benefits, or align with institutional values, which was more difficult for athletic directors. 

Although sport was undoubtedly a viable legitimizing agent, directors first needed to 

garner acceptance among stakeholders that the novel activity (i.e., esports) was 

sufficiently “sport-like”. Indeed, several directors noted challenges associated with 

positioning esports as sport, and directors who had not integrated esports programs 

mentioned this as a major reason why.  

In addition, although leveraging the organization and regulation of sport is a 

central tenet of sportification, directors in athletic departments faced several additional 

challenges in this respect. Although many functional aspects of athletic departments were 

beneficial to emerging esports programs, there were also limitations caused by their 
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embedded position within the institution (i.e., the university) and the unique regulatory 

and cognitive norms confining their actions (e.g., gender equity issues). This highlights 

how actors within athletic departments are especially vulnerable to the paradox of 

embedded agency, which posits that while actors are embedded within the confines of 

institutions, they do have the ability to shape them (Lawrence et al., 2011; Lounsbury & 

Crumley, 2007). Actors engaging in institutional creation work within athletics can 

effectively leverage sportification strategies to integrate novel activities but must position 

their introduction in relation to existing cognitive schemas. This implication is salient as 

there are a number of activities and practices within the domain of sport that are 

challenging what is considered sport and how sport organizations are managed 

(Cunningham et al, 2018; Funk et al., 2018), which will likely require actors within sport 

institutions to strategically toe this line in order to garner stakeholder support. 

Managerial Implications 

The findings also inform the practical decision-making process of athletics 

departments considering esports programs. Athletic departments will need to be aware of 

publisher control. Publishers can change the competitive nature of a video game, making 

recruiting decisions challenging. Esports players recruited for specific positions may lose 

relevance based on changes made by the publisher. In addition, athletic departments need 

a clear understanding of Title IX implications from both a compliance and policy 

perspective. Some universities are already developing co-ed or all-female teams in 

anticipation of external regulation, and while this may not be necessary for all 

universities, directors need a clear plan for managing and monitoring gender equity issues 

in esports. Furthermore, athletics departments engaging non-traditional esports athletes 
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must hold them to “student-athlete” standards to gain acceptance. Concepts such as 

declarations of intent, path to graduation, retention, and recruitment rates are all 

important forms of institutional language that are relevant to stakeholders of athletics, 

and key to creating cognitive categories that align with athletics.  

However, as esports continue to increase in both popularity and profitability, 

athletic departments must be strategic in their involvement and positioning of esports 

within the existing institutional arrangement of collegiate athletics (e.g., the NCAA). 

Although previous conceptual studies suggest the success of collegiate esports hinges on 

synergies with traditional collegiate sport management (e.g., Funk et al., 2018), there is 

currently very little empirical evidence to guide these decisions. The current study 

provides support that housing esports within athletics allows directors to utilize the 

existing functionality of an athletic department rather than simply replicating them in 

other departments. From this perspective, while athletics may not be the natural home for 

esports, they are currently the best strategic fit. Nevertheless, while athletic departments 

provide a viable temporary home, the challenges outlined in this study are likely to 

become even more restrictive as the activity grows.  

Universities seeking to introduce esports programs can have them initially operate 

as a club sport and overtime elevate them to a collegiate sport. Club sport teams often 

compete in regional and national leagues and are not subject to the same regulations as 

NCAA-sanctioned varsity teams. Moreover, while there are codes of conduct for students 

involved in club sports, there is far less pressure to meet the type of competitive, training, 

and academic demands outlined by the NCAA. Club sports also provide strategic 

alignment with traditional sport and university imagery that could help connect esports to 
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the mission of higher education and values associated with athletics. In addition, club 

activities provide the social connections and university support to make students feel 

integrated into the college experience (Haines, 2001). Directors indicated esports 

appealed to students who may not be involved with traditional athletics, and club sports 

may provide a more comfortable fit for prospective players. Yet, club sports currently 

operate under a host of different departments (e.g., athletics, student affairs, campus 

recreation) and would still need to rely on athletics for support and guidance (e.g., Title 

IX compliance). Thus, from a long-term, strategic perspective, club sports provide a 

viable initial home, with athletics a more suitable long-term fit. 

If collegiate esports continues along projected growth trajectories, university 

leaders will face increasing pressure to consider how esports can contribute to their 

institution. For institutions of higher learning that want to remain relevant and connect 

with their students, esports offers an opportunity to engage with a more diverse segment 

of the student body. Currently, collegiate esports programs are spread across different 

university departments (i.e., athletics and student affairs), with athletics often highlighted 

as the most appropriate long-term home. While findings suggest athletic departments 

provide a viable functional home for esports, they also identify a host of perceptual and 

policy challenges that would need to be addressed for successful long-term integration. 

Integrating esports within club sports might allow directors to capitalize on many of the 

same institutional creation strategies outlined in this study without confronting the unique 

perceptual or policy issues associated with athletic departments. Although certain 

challenges (e.g., publisher control) will remain troublesome, actors in club sports appear 
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ideally positioned to navigate the highly regulated and institutionalized environment of 

U.S. universities to effectively manage collegiate esports long-term. 

Limitations and Future Research 

There are several limitations of the study that must be acknowledged. First, the 

current research focuses on the actions of directors embedded within universities, yet 

scholars highlight how internal dynamics within institutions can play a salient role in 

decision-making (e.g., Cunningham & Ashley, 2001). Exploring perspectives from other 

actors within the academic institutions, such as university presidents, senior 

administrators, faculty athletics representatives, and other athletics stakeholders (e.g., 

students, alumni, boosters) would provide even more nuanced insight on institutional 

creation strategies and inter-departmental dynamics. Second, while institutional work is 

an emerging concept to study micro-level phenomena, the use of alternative theoretical 

perspectives (e.g., institutional logics, pluralism, institutional entrepreneurship, 

translation) would provide additional insight to enrich the findings. Third, the current 

analysis is based on insight generated from directors from athletic and student affairs, yet 

the integration of perspectives from external governing bodies would also be useful. 

Interestingly, the NCAA has yet to clarify its position on esports and is actively seeking 

guidance on how to approach esports (Schonbrun, 2017), so future policy-level 

perspectives might be especially valuable.  

Looking forward, there are a number of areas were the study of esports can 

inform the study of sport organizations and institutions. For instance, an emerging trend 

is the growth of esports programs in U.S. high schools. There is value in examining the 

institutional creation strategies within these high schools, as U.S. high schools are 
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governed by state associations and answer to different stakeholders. Moreover, the 

growth of esports programs is not limited to the U.S. For instance, the British Esports 

Association is a national organization which promotes esports programs at a variety of 

institutions across the UK, including colleges, universities, and primary and secondary 

schools (British Esports Association, 2019). The growth of esports at the high school 

level (or its equivalent) could help address some of the problems currently plaguing 

collegiate esports (e.g., player recruitment, gender equity concerns). In addition, as the 

affiliation between the sport and esport industries continues to grow at multiple levels 

(e.g., professional, collegiate), examining the rationale beyond this affiliation can inform 

the strategic decisions underlying this process. Moreover, as noted by Hallman and Giel 

(2018), the process by which individuals perceive and interpret esports organizations will 

influence how perceptions of related sport organizations. As our research findings 

suggest, sport “traditionalists” may have difficulty reconciling this relationship.  

Finally, the influence of esports on sport organizations should not be a one-sided affair. 

Future research should examine what sport organizations can learn from esports entities 

(e.g., connecting with new markets) and the implications for the growing sport 

‘colonization’ of the esports industry.   
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CHAPTER 5: 

CONCLUSION 

 The growing affiliation, or dovetailing, of the sports industry with the esports 

industry is a phenomenon that can provide insights on the strategic management of sport 

organizations. The phenomenon has brought formerly tangentially related organizations 

in competition and partnership with sport organizations. This provides an opportune 

context to examine distinctive aspects of the strategic management of sport organizations.  

In three related essays, each with distinct contributions, I employ various 

qualitative methodologies to inform the limited strategic management research and 

relevant practices salient to sport organizations—with respect to their institutional 

confines. As sport organizations mature and seek growth opportunities, they are 

interacting and competing with formally tangentially related industries. Yet as sport 

organizations seeks to capitalize on growth opportunities, they must be cognizant of the 

constraints that influence their actions.  

The first essay asked how sport organizations leverage their core competencies to 

generate a sustainable competitive advantage in the esports industry. The essay focuses 

on sport organizations who have diversified into the esports industry. As found in the 

qualitative data, the answer to this question lies at the intersection of the RBV, KBV, and 

RO. The findings support that sport organizations can overcome the drawbacks of 

organizational maturity (e.g., decreased growth opportunities) by diversifying and 

leveraging their existing resources, primarily their tacit knowledge (cf. explicit) 

embedded in the organization, to efficiently and effectively manage and operate 

properties in their asset portfolio. Essay one argues that the tacit knowledge of sport 
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organizations is a strategic resource salient to generating a sustainable competitive 

advantage when diversifying into the increasingly interrelated sport and entertainment 

industries. Yet tacit knowledge was only as valuable as the departments and structure 

supporting the use and application of this knowledge, extending on the assertion of the 

KBV that tacit knowledge itself is a source of competitive advantage.  

 The second essay asked how a sport organization has created and given 

meaning—sensemaking—to novel activities. Specifically, essay two was a case study of 

the Philadelphia 76ers, first-movers from the sport industry to acquire and integrate an 

esports team, Dignitas, that focused on the cognitive mechanisms employed by those 

within the organization (i.e., actors) to support the actions of the organization (i.e., 

institutional creation work). By focusing on the cognitive aspects relevant to institutional 

creation work, essay two shifts the focus of creation work from responsive actions to 

explaining the cognitive mechanisms associated with the facilitating the deliberate 

integration of novel activities. In doing so, the findings of essay two provide actors within 

sport organizations proactive strategies to facilitate the integration of novel activities to 

both internal and external constituents. Specifically, actors can engage in sensemaking to 

help create a shared understanding and use that shared understanding to influence the 

sensemaking of others. 

 The third essay examined the growth of collegiate esports programs at U.S. 

colleges and universities across two different departments (i.e., athletics and student 

life/affairs) from the perspectives of the directors of these departments. The third essay 

focused on the strategies used by directors to address the challenges and complex 

institutional environments that govern their actions, particularly within the heavily 
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scrutinized environment of U.S. collegiate athletic departments. The findings of essay 

three support that challenges related to the integration of collegiate esports emanated 

from uncertainty from university stakeholders and publisher control. Moreover, the 

findings support that directors from athletic departments faced additional challenges of 

perceived incongruence with traditional sport, external regulation concerns, and gender 

equity concerns, highlighting the additional challenges confronting the operation of U.S. 

collegiate athletic departments. Despite these additional challenges, all directors noted 

that the best managerial and operational fit for collegiate esports programs was in 

athletics and suggested that athletics was their most viable long-term home. 

 The findings of this dissertation provide theoretical and managerial implications 

relevant to sport management academics and practitioners. Theoretically, sport 

organizations must recognize that they operate within an increasingly scrutinized 

environment yet must also navigate these environments for their sustainability. Guided by 

organizational theory, the three essays of this dissertation consider the institutional 

pressures and strategic management of sport organizations in response to these pressures. 

As sport organizations mature (essay one), integrate novel activities (essay two), and 

navigate complex institutional arrangements (essay three), the findings provide strategic 

management implications for sport organizations to efficiently and effectively operate in 

heavily regulated environments. Moreover, this dissertation is intended to orient and 

integrate strategic management principles to guide the actions, behaviors, and study of 

sport organizations. This will add to the prevailing institutional perspective of sport 

organizations and institutions adopted by sport management scholars. The findings of this 

dissertation provide sport management scholars with a broader foundation to examine 



139 
 
 

strategies relevant to the financial performance and sustainability of sport organizations 

with respect to their normative, social obligations and inform best practice for 

practitioners.  

Managerially, the dissertation provides sport organizations affiliating with the 

esports industry with strategies and recommendations to support their actions. Based on 

the findings of the dissertation, sport organizations entering the esports industry can 

leverage many of their existing resources and consider entering into strategic partnerships 

when diversifying into the esports industry. Moreover, to reduce the uncertainty 

surrounding esports, sport organizations can use sensemaking strategies to reduce the 

uncertainty surrounding esports and influencing the sensemaking of others, and even 

break and challenging existing misconceptions surrounding them. Finally, at the 

collegiate level, universities considering integrating esports programs should recognize 

regulation and scrutiny subjected to athletic departments and account for the complex 

institutional arrangements that influence their operations. 

Collectively, the findings of the three essays provide strategies for sport 

organizations to seize the growth opportunities associates with novel activities and 

practices. To grow, sport organizations can leverage their embedded resources and 

structure, with their experiential based knowledge of building and maintaining 

sponsorships and team and player management sources of competitive advantage relative 

to non-sport organizations. Moreover, sport organizations are structured to use their 

resources across firms, as they exhibit a high degree of internal and external boundary 

spanning to efficiently manage resources across firms. As sport organizations integrate 

these activities, they can overcome institutional constraints by taking deliberate actions to 
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create a shared understanding—sensemaking—to communicate the value of novel 

activities to both internal and external constituents. For actors within highly regulated 

environments, such as collegiate athletic departments, they can also strategically align 

novel activities and practices with the concept of sport. Specifically, they can use the 

concept of sport as a legitimizing agent to reduce the uncertainty and resistance inherent 

in novelty and garner stakeholder support.  

Overall, the findings of the dissertation provide guidance to the growing 

phenomenon of organizational change and disruption. Organizations face increasing 

scrutiny emanating from increased awareness of their actions and how their actions 

influence the environments from which they draw from. The convergence of the 

contested sport and esports industries—two heavily scrutinized industries—provides an 

ideal context to understand how organizations can seek growth opportunities, respond to 

change, and mitigate the challenges inherent in change despite barriers to change. In an 

era of mounting public awareness and social media outrage, organizations, now more 

than ever, need to recognize and respond to the demands from the public domain yet also 

continue to seek growth opportunities. 
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APPENDIX A:  

IRB EXEMPTION FOR ESSAYS ONE AND TWO 
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APPENDIX B:  

IRB EXEMPTION FOR ESSAY THREE 
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APPENDIX C:  

ESSAY ONE INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

Introduction: 
The purpose of this study is to understand why your organization has entered the esports 
marketspace. Many sport organizations are entering the esports industry and I would like 
to understand more on this phenomenon. I will be recording our conversation. If there is 
anything you do not feel comfortable answering, you can skip the question. 
 
1. Can you tell me about your current position and job responsibilities? 
2. How long have you been in your current position? 
3. Is your organization seeking growth opportunities beyond your core market? 

a. Why or why not? 

 

Resource Based View (RBV) 

4. Is your organization using existing resources to help operate your esports team? 
a. [If yes] What resources is your organization using to help your growth into the 

esport industry? 
i. Can you please elaborate on if this [helps / hinders] your organization? 

b. [If no] Can you please elaborate on why not? 

 

Knowledge Based View (RBV) 

5. What similarities, if any, are there between the management of sport and esports? 
a. Can you please elaborate on your response? 

6. What differences, if any, are there between the management of sport and esports? 
a. Can you please elaborate on your response? 

7. What similarities, if any, are there between the marketing of sport and esports? 
a. Can you please elaborate on your response? 

8. What differences, if any, are there between the marketing of sport and esports? 
a. Can you please elaborate on your response? 

9. Are existing firm departments being used to help manage the esports property? 
a. i.e., Human resources, marketing, player development, legal, and 

accounting/finance? 
i. Can you please elaborate on how [department name] has helped? 

10. Is knowledge of the sport industry a consideration for hiring esports related 
personnel? 

a. Why or why not?  
b. Is this knowledge reflected in your hiring process? 

11. What [knowledge / expertise], if any, within your organization are you leveraging to 
help the esport team succeed? 

a. Can you please elaborate on your response? 
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Resource Orchestration (RO) 

12. Do the existing departments of your organization lend themselves to esports 
management? 

a. [If yes] Can you please elaborate on your response? 
b. [If no] Can you please elaborate on why not? 

13. Have you or others from your organization acquired any new skills from the 
acquisition of your esports property? 

a. [If yes] Can you please elaborate on your response? 
b. [If no] Can you please elaborate on why not? 

14. Are there any challenges associated with your organization’s affiliation with esports? 
a. Can you please elaborate on your response? 

 

Closing 

15. Are they any additional topics related to our prior conversation that you wish to 
discuss?  
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APPENDIX D: 

 ESSAY TWO INTERVIEW GUIDE  

Introduction: 
The purpose of this study is to understand how the 76ers have positioned their 
relationship with Dignitas. I want to understand what actions you and others in your 
organization took to communicate this relationship. I will be recording our conversation. 
If you are not comfortable answering any question, you can skip the question. 
1. Can you tell me about your current position and job responsibilities? 
2. How long have you been in your current position? 
3. Can you tell me about your familiarity with esports? 
 

Sensemaking 

4. Why did your organization invest in the esports industry? 
5. Was there any internal resistance to this investment? 

a. [If yes] How was this resistance addressed? 
6. Do you consider your organization as an early mover into the esports industry? 

a. [If yes] What are the advantages as an early mover? 
b. [If yes] What are the disadvantages as an early mover? 

7. What are your organization’s long-term goals with Dignitas? 
8. Were these goals communicated throughout the organization? 

a. [If no] Can you please elaborate on why not? 
9. What are the perceptions of Dignitas within your organization? 
10. Is Dignitas being marketed to 76ers fans? 

a. [If yes] How are they being marketed? 
b. [If yes] How do you perceive fans’ reactions to this marketing? 
c. [If no] What is the reason why? 

11. Have you discussed your ownership of Dignitas with existing sponsors? 
a. [If yes] Can you please tell me about these discussions? 
b.  [If yes] How have you communicated your relationship with Dignitas to 

sponsors? 
c. [If no] Can you please elaborate on why not? 

12. What are the perceptions of Dignitas’ sponsors about their affiliation with the 76ers 
as an organization? 

13. Are you aware of the stigmas and stereotypes surrounding esports? 
a. [If yes] Have you taken any actions to address these stigmas and stereotypes? 

14. Are you aware that many perceive esports to be a sedentary activity? 
a. [If yes] Have you taken any actions to address this perception? 

15. The culture surrounding esports has often been described as toxic. Have you taken 
any actions to address this? 

a. [If yes] Can you please elaborate on what actions you took? 
b. [If no] Can you please elaborate on why not? 

16. Are there any additional topics related to our conversation that you wish to discuss? 
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APPENDIX E:  

ESSAY THREE INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

Introduction: 
The purpose of this study is to understand the challenges associated with integrating an 
esports program. I want to understand any challenges, uncertainty, and resistance you 
may have encountered, as well as how you responded to these problems. I will be 
recording our conversation. If there is anything you do not feel comfortable answering, 
you can skip the question. 
1. What is your job title? 
2. Can you tell me about some of your job responsibilities? 
3. How long have you been in your current position? 
 

Esports Integration 

4. Whose decision was it to integrate an esport program? 
a. Can you elaborate why this [person / group] decided to do so? 

5. Were there any initial challenges to implementing the esports program? 
a. [If yes] How did you respond to the challenge(s)? 
b. [If yes] Who / what was the source of the challenge(s)? 

6. Was there any initial resistance to the esports program? 
a. [If yes] How did you respond to this resistance? 
b. [If yes] Who / what was the source of this resistance? 

7. Why did your university develop an esports program? 
8. Why did your department integrate the esports program? 
9. Did you have any initial familiarity with esports before integrated the program? 
10. Has your knowledge of the esports changed since the esport program formation? 
11. Did you have any concerns about governance of your esports program? 

a. [If yes] Can you please elaborate on your concerns? 
12. When you have questions related to the development of your esport program, who / 

where do you turn to for guidance? 
13. Do you interact with individuals in similar positions as yourself? 

a. [If yes] Can you please tell me about these interactions? 
14. Was there pressure from [faculty / students / society] to develop an esports program? 

a. [If yes] Can you elaborate on the source of these pressures and how you 
responded? 

15. Do you have any concerns about the future of collegiate esports? 
a. [If yes] Can you please elaborate on your response? 
b. [In no] Can you please elaborate on why not? 

 

Closing 

16. Are there any additional topics related to our prior conversation that you with to 
discuss? 


