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Abstract

Service innovation is a critical dimension in creating value for sports clubs. This
study aimed to explore the role of coaches in facilitating service innovation within
sports clubs. Adopting a qualitative research approach, the study was applied in
nature and exploratory in purpose. Data were collected through in-depth semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The research
population included all coaches of individual and team sports in Kermanshah
province. 17 participants were selected as representatives of coaches of sports
clubs in Kermanshah province. Interviews were conducted using purposive and
snowball sampling methods and continued until theoretical saturation was reached.
The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through a six-phase
thematic coding framework. To ensure the reliability of the coding process, inter-
coder agreement was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient, which yielded a
value of 0.84. To validate the findings, a peer debriefing strategy was employed,
whereby a member of the research team reviewed the coding process and
interpretation of interviews to ensure accuracy. The thematic analysis identified 14
sub-themes, which were categorized into three overarching themes: facilitating co-
innovation, balancing creativity and constraints, and enhancing club value through
creativity. The findings revealed that coaches act as key enablers of innovation by
generating and applying ideas to navigate organizational constraints. Additionally,
coaches contribute to value creation by advising management on strategies to
diversify services and improve performance, ultimately enhancing both the
operational efficiency and intrinsic value of the club.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

Sport functions as a value network that encompasses a range of relationships and interactions among various actors.
Given the multiplicity of stakeholders in the sports industry, sports clubs are well-positioned to create value through
the development of strategic partnerships with these stakeholders. Athletes, teams, sponsors, media, fans, and other
consumers all contribute resources and interactions that support value creation. Moreover, the dynamic interplay
among these stakeholders fosters novel problem-solving and the generation of innovative solutions, which has led
some scholars to argue that the survival and success of sports organizations are increasingly dependent on knowledge
production and innovation. Innovation, as a key concept in economic and marketing theory, is particularly critical for
service-oriented organizations such as sports clubs. Stakeholders from diverse backgrounds and experiences interact
to make sense of their roles, share insights, and co-develop new ideas. When systematically captured and organized,
these ideas can lead to collaborative creativity and innovation. For instance, active customer engagement with sports
clubs allows clients to feed their feedback into the service development process, offering valuable insight into
consumer expectations, preferences, and perceptions of organizational performance. The present study focuses on
sports clubs engaged in professional and championship-level services. While coaches play a central role in athlete
development, their potential contribution to service innovation remains under-theorized. This study, therefore, seeks
to address the following research question:

What role do coaches play in the co-creation of value through joint innovation in sports services within sports clubs?

METHODOLOGY

The present study employed a qualitative approach, characterized as applied and exploratory in nature, and based on
qualitative data. A content analysis method was used to collect and analyze the data. To ensure the reliability of the
coding process, inter-coder agreement was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient, which yielded a value of 0.84.
To enhance the validity of the findings, peer debriefing was conducted, wherein a member of the research team
reviewed and verified the accuracy of the interpretations derived from the interview data. The study population
comprised coaches involved in individual and team sports at the professional or championship level in Kermanshah
Province. Given the specialized nature of the research topic, data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth
interviews with selected coaches. A snowball sampling method was employed, and interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through a three-stage
content analysis process, resulting in initial codes, subcategories, and main categories.

RESULTS

The qualitative analysis of interview data with coaches yielded 14 subcategories, which were organized into three
overarching themes: facilitating collaborative innovation, balancing constraints and creative ideas, and enhancing club
value through creativity.

Table 1. The roles of coaches in service innovation in sports clubs
Subcategories Main components

Collaborate with athletes
Partner with club staff
Positive engagement with the community
Sharing knowledge Facilitator of collaborative innovation
Facilitating feedback back into the club's activity
cycle

Resource Optimization
Time Management
Adaptal:_)lllty to _Athletes Needs Balcony between constraints and ideas
Overcoming Resistance to Change
Adaptability to Challenges

Performance Improvement
Member Retention
Community Development Enhancing club value through
Service Diversification creativity
Brand Enhancement

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Managers of sports organizations pursuing open innovation must closely consider employee talent to foster the
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development of new sports products. This study demonstrated that employees, as the operational core of clubs, play a
vital role in fostering creativity. Specifically, the research focused on the role of coaches in promoting co-innovation
within professional and elite sports clubs, identifying three key categories: facilitators of co-innovation, mediators
between creativity and constraints, and enhancers of club value through creative practices. While prior research has
largely overlooked the role of coaches in innovation processes, this study highlights their capacity to enable co-
innovation. Establishing connections between the club and its stakeholders emerged as a central function of coaches
in this context. One main theme pertains to the intermediary role of coaches in bridging the club with key stakeholders
such as athletes, staff, and the broader community. Another key finding underscores the coaches’ role in balancing
constraints with creative ideas. This includes adaptability to challenges, overcoming resistance to change,
responsiveness to athlete needs, effective time management, and resource optimization. Notably, when clubs
proactively address such challenges, their resilience is reinforced. Facing issues such as reduced government funding,
demographic shifts, and increased competition, clubs are encouraged to enhance adaptability by recruiting temporary
volunteers—a measure that may also invigorate the club’s innovative capacity.
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Table 4. Main themes, definitions and sample interview transcripts
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