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Foreword

This report is based on the project “Fodbold som sundheds- og velfærdsinnovator”, funded by Regional-
fonden, Region Syddanmark. The project aimed to explore how football innovation in Denmark is done. 
It identified stakeholders in Danish football innovation and developed a proposal for a collaboration and 
activity model for a football innovation centre in Denmark through a co-creational process.

The project aimed to “contribute to the national football centre's function as a growth engine for busi-
nesses focusing on prevention and cure through physical activity and social activity centred on football.”

We have managed to design a partner and activity innovation model for collaboration between stakehol-
ders in the Football Innovation Centre through our work. In the model, concrete activities and roles for 
the football innovation centre are suggested.

It is the desired aim that our work will inspire academics, practitioners, stakeholders, and industry lea-
ders in the football area to continue to drive innovation in practice.

As a result of technological innovation, sport has changed dramatically during the last three decades, 
especially the digital developments contributing to performance enhancement. The internet and the 
development of mobile divides have contributed to social engagement in health sports and to fan activi-
ties (Ratten, 2019). This report therefore draws on findings in the report “Sportstech innovation in foot-
ball from a Danish perspective”, describing the industry of sportstech innovation in football (Hansen, 
et.al, 2021). The work of this report defines the industry's terminology, the current status of sportstech 
research within the field of training and performance. Finally, in the report Sportstech innovation in 
football from a Danish perspective Hansen et.al, (2021) proposes the multiform matrix for categorising 
sportstech startups.

As the world’s most popular sport, football has produced its own innovation ecosystem that is, to a huge 
extent, driven especially by digital innovation and material design (Ratten, 2020). Therefore, in this re-
port, we draw on the fundamental knowledge gained in the “Football and Sportstech” report.

Football, like other sports and movement-based health activities, has become more than just voluntarily 
organised activities. It has become a big business to ensure performance enhancement and maintain 
general health and well-being. Having these trends as a set-off point, the development of the football 
innovation model draws on the Nordic tradition of connecting volunteer work in a socially responsible 
perspective and engaging in and supporting sustainable performance enhancement.

We also acknowledge and support the growing sports industry in the football sector and see the football 
innovation centre as a drive for both societal health and well-being and revenue-driven performance 
enhancement.

Finally, we see the development of the football innovation model as groundwork for and supporting the 
establishment of the football centre.
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Football is one of the greatest sports in the world, 
and it provides us with outstanding performances 
and spectator engagement, but also contributes to 
societal and social value creation. Football is used 
as a means for promoting health, as a preventive 
activity and as a treatment for patient groups 
(”Fodbold som sundheds- og velfærdsinnovator”). 

As a collaboration between the Danish FA (Dansk 
Boldspil-Union), Danish League (Divisionsfor-
eningen), University of Southern Denmark (SDU), 
and Odense Municipality the aim is to establish a 
football centre in Odense. Bringing together ac-
tors like the above-mentioned academia, industry, 
government, and civil society is important in order 
to strengthen regional innovation (Roman et al. 
2020), and a collaboration model can be a way to 
communicate, interact, and attract relevant sta-
keholders. The aim of this project is to propose a 
collaboration model for the innovation centre that 
embraces the Nordic social innovation values and 
potentially improves the effectiveness of the col-
laboration between multiple stakeholders. A col-
laboration model is a visual, conceptual, activity 
and communication tool designed to work with a 
large number of stakeholders, subject experts and 
organisations (igi-global.com global dictionary, 
July 2, 2021).

Using the quadruple helix collaboration model of 
innovation as a theoretical starting point, the aim 
was to create a collaboration model recognising 
the Nordic value of social innovation and create 
an open system with the civil and business society 
as active stakeholders. Through a co-creational 
design research approach, workshops served the 
purpose of engaging the stakeholders’ groups of 
Football Startup in Denmark, Football related 

NGOs, DBU, Divisionsforeningen, Football resear-
chers at SDU, foundation staff and representatives 
from Odense Municipality in forming, legitimising 
and validating the collaboration model.  

The final collaboration and activity model as illu-
strated to the left is a quadruple helix model repre-
senting the four main stakeholders: Academia as 
Research and Development (blue), the industry 
as Football and Sports industry (red), the Civil So-
ciety as Football Organisation (green) and the Po-
licymakers as the public sector and private funds 
(yellow). The six design stages and process activiti-
es are shown on top of the stakeholders, illustrating 
the iterative design process to Engage, to identify 
Needs, to Match make stakeholders, to Develop 
and test artefacts of products and services, to Im-
plement invented and developed artefacts and to 
evaluate Impact as illustrated in the figure below. 
These elements of innovation are comparable to a 
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service, technology, and product design approach 
for stakeholders relevant to the innovation centre.

Based on the insights from the workshops, we de-
signed the figure on the next page illustrating the 
complexity of a football innovation centre with 
a broad perspective and vision to be founded on 
the Nordic societal values. At the centre are the 
design entrepreneurial activities, showing how the 
innovation centre with activities can strengthen 
collaboration and drive innovation. The figure re-
cognises the diverse end-users' shared interest in 
football that varies from elite players playing for 
performance, to football as a means for health etc., 
to grassroots football playing for fun. 

In the figure onm next page, the stakeholder 
groups are represented: The football clubs repre-
sented in the figure are illustrated with the 7 versus 
7 pitch on the left side and the 11 versus 11 on the 
right side, symbolising the continuum between 
grassroots and elite football. The football club 
asks for sharing knowledge and likes to be part of 
collecting data for research in areas such as health 
or performance enhancement. The stakeholder 
group of development & research producing new 
knowledge as part of the football innovation cen-
tre is placed on the middle left. The circle illustra-
tes the various research fields of a contemporary 
university. The circle points at a growing cross-di-
sciplinary interest among researchers who are tra-
ined in and practice cross-sectoral collaboration. 
NGOs that use football as a means for health and 
well-being for vulnerable groups have been placed 
in the bottom left corner. Because this stakeholder 
group is not permanently financed, they need to 
repeatedly apply for funding, which requires a lot 
of resources and knowledge and validation from 

the research area. Below the elite clubs to the 
right, startups as a technology-driven innovati-
on stakeholder have been placed in the middle. 
Startups rely primarily on venture capital. For 
startups, speed, timing and access to techno-
logy are critical. Startups will also have to be 
ready to and focus on changing and adapting 
to new knowledge and challenges and be able 
to execute and work fast. Access to players, 
teams and clubs, and relevant technology for 
testing or validation is preferable as part of 
agile processes.

Foundations look very carefully into and focus 
on the impact and the value elements in the 
applications reviewed. This trend is a shift 
from foundations expecting feel-good projects 
towards impact-based projects. The focus is 
on the common good and the value for peop-
le. Foundations have an increased focus on 
cross-disciplinary, cross-sectoral, and sustai-
nable approaches that support long-lasting and 
impact-based civil society activities. 

We also observed a trend, interest in, and 
focus on future football innovation and re-
search being founded on cross-disciplinary 
and cross-sectorial approaches. That aligns 
nicely with foundations’ increased focus on 
this sustainability approach to support long-la-
sting civil society activities. Startups also had 
this "cross-focus" in their argumentation for 
developing product/services, researchers 
were keen to discuss it, and NGOs demanded 
it to realise the full potential of their mission. 
The foundations and research grants pro-
viders also asked for the cross-approaches 
we observed to be used, or new creative re-
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search methods to be invented and new creative 
constellations of research and innovation consor-
tiums that could create unusual new and unexplo-
red knowledge and solutions. 

Based on the insights from the workshop and the 
analysis, we have identified collaboration potential 
for the innovation centre. Besides well-established 
collaborations between stakeholders, the inno-
vation centre should support and further develop 
identified collaboration gaps. 

1. We see a potential collaboration between grass-
roots clubs working together with researchers 
and municipalities to open a flank for projects 
and funding new initiatives and knowledge ge-
neration by collaborating more closely, focusing 
on socially vulnerable youth and citizens. Efforts 
of such a civil society perspective can provide 
the opportunity for funding support, we believe.  

2. We also see a great opportunity for elite clubs 
and startups to have a clearer focus on CSR 
and a focus on social engagement in the local 
communities the clubs are part of. These new 
options of consortiums may open for new 

creative idea generation and new financial 
resources.

3. We also see an opportunity for startups to seek 
funding potentially based on having a more pro-
found focus on socially responsible projects col-
laborating with NGOs and as a way of offering 
football to the general public with a different 
focus than performance enhancement.

4. To strengthen the entrepreneurial thinking and 
ecosystem of football startups in Denmark, 
we also identified the opportunity of creating 
a more profound focus on making events and 
matchmaking between startups and venture ca-
pital resources. That would support the existing 
startups, which in general boost innovation in 
football and football technology development 
for the competitiveness of Danish football. 

Generally, we see that the foundations in Denmark 
are impact-focused, so are NGOs, researchers, and 
startups. We therefore believe in establishing and 
doing matchmaking based on this shared interest 
in impact-making. Further, this aligns perfectly 
with the researchers and students’ interest in 
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doing applied research – making, so to speak, a 
difference.

In most workshops, the stakeholders mention 
students as a collaboration opportunity resource 
for startups, NGOs and football clubs at different 
levels of football expertise. Finally, researchers 
also see the students' engagement as a great op-
portunity for qualifying education and creating 
real-life value in football. Among football clubs, 
organisations, and startups, we saw many ideas 
evolving, including students in pilot projects and 
sometimes implementing new ideas in football 
practice. This can be seen by the fact that students 
are a ‘free’ resource, as such startups like the stu-
dents to be open and reach out to all the startups. 
Startups, clubs, and football organisations prefer 
to have free access to databases holding lists of 
students with descriptions of profiles and inte-
rests. The university could support a wide variety 
of student interests and competencies offered for 
collaborative partners. Activities could include 
creating a series of workshops where football part-
ners and commercial companies can meet intere-
sted students and spark collaboration with an elite 
club/association life/organisation. Cross-sectorial 
events and workshops, e.g. between football clubs, 
startups and researchers/students, can open the 
potential to ideate on and pilot new collaboration 
and project proposals.

We observed that the different stakeholders had 
different cultures of expectations and behaviour, 
which they expressed in the workshops. We belie-
ve that one of the roles of the innovation centre is 
to facilitate processes that make good expectation 
matching optional, so that the different mindsets 
of the different stakeholders will develop the best 

possible, productive, and creative collaboration spaces, 
and as part of this, we have defined an expectation spa-
ce. We believe that developing and establishing a pro-
ductive expectation space will also fertilise the expected 
co-creational processes that are seen as a keystone in 
contemporary civil society development, and with these 
involving processes, put in play tools for participants to 
create their own future of valuable football activities.

As part of the report, we discuss whether the quadrup-
le helix collaboration and activity model is missing a 
helix of mass media. Mass media and social media 
play an ever-increasing role in promoting business and 
university-based research, strengthening the image of 
research activities. To an extreme extent, mass media 
is an integrated part of the sports industry. Compared 
with the rest of the world, Danish startups focus less on 
management and organisation, fan engagement, and 
mass media. By including the mass media as a helix, the 
Penta model will visualise and symbolise the potential 
for focusing more on sports management and fan enga-
gement. This potential can be relevant for startups in the 
business sector and researchers in the tradition of sports 
management concerning startup and football elite clubs.

Also, a Hexa model of innovation was discussed, inclu-
ding the local communities as a part of the collaboration 
model, recognising the Nordic values, and visualising 
the importance of the community in social innovation 
dealing with challenges like physical health and well-
being. We wish to propose the sustainability founded 
Hexa helix football innovation model, managing sus-
tainable performance, health and well-being, business, 
and community development for the football centre. 
The sustainability agenda we believe in line with the 
17 UN sustainability goals in future sports will have a 
more profound influence on every aspect of football 
and grassroots activity, as a performance activity and 
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as a spectator and consumer activity. We therefore 
believe that the football innovation centre should 
be a frontrunner in promoting sustainability in the 
football industry.

Based on the insights from workshops 1-4, we 
created a table listing activities relevant to the 
innovation centre suggested by the stakeholder 
groups. We characterised these activities into in-
dex, database, access and structure, and mapped 
them into the different design and innovation ac-
tivities. At the validation workshop, we presented 
the activity table, and valuable feedback from the 
participants qualified the table. The updated acti-
vity table is presented below. A key insight was that 
these activities are just structures and forms, and 
individuals must fulfil different roles for driving 

innovation and the innovation centre. Furthermo-
re, the innovation centre and the activities must 
be part of the main stakeholders' strategic plan for 
not ending in structural restrictions when doing 
concrete activities within the innovation centre.

As the last method of the validation workshop, we 
aim to put in play 11 key messages or guidelines 
for the innovation centre that stakeholders from 
different areas agreed on. Based on a dot voting 
and a discussion afterwards among the works-
hop participants, 11 messages or guidelines were 
found. This process formed the principles and vir-
tues visualised in the table below. The messages or 
guidelines are coloured in relation to what sphere 
they represent in relation to the innovation and 
activity model.
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By Rasmus Vestergaard 
Andersen & Lars Elbæk

Introduction to football 
innovation
Football is the greatest sport in the world, and a 
gathering point for people worldwide, as we see 
the World Cup or the just completed European 
Cup engaging whole nations in the performance, 
health, and well-being of players. Football has 
its own language and people of all sizes, levels, 
and cultural backgrounds can play, experience, 
and watch football together. Football is also a bil-
lion-dollar industry with an economic interest in 
innovating in relation to technology. 

Football excites us, but also contributes to soci-
ety. Football is used as a means for promoting 
health, as a preventive activity and as a treatment 
for patient groups (”Fodbold som sundheds- og 
velfærdsinnovator”, 2018). 

In health and grassroots sports, sustainability is 
perceived as products and services that have a 
long-lasting behavioural change effect or contin-
ually produce a healthy lifestyle, valuing well-be-
ing as the new values of the OECD 2030 strategy 
(OECD 2018). Football, especially grassroots foot-
ball as a means, has proven itself as a sustainable 
activity and, during the last decades, has been 
found to have medical effects in several patient 
groups, as well providing fun and healthy activities 
for people across the whole life span (Krustrup, 
2019).

Sustainable innovation and economic perfor-
mance have also gained increased interest during 
the last decades (Ramírez-López, 2021). Sustain-
able innovation is defined as: “the integration 
of conservation and development to ensure that 
modifications to the planet do indeed secure the 
survival and well-being of all people” (Dresner, 
2008, p.30). The beneficial, sustainable innovation 
outcomes advance the public good by reducing 
negative environmental influence.

Entrepreneurship and innovation in the sports 
industry are core elements in maintaining com-
petitiveness. The sports industries produce goods 
essential to performance and activities, and 
through this, sport becomes a means for business 
for surplus-seeking via the production of sporting 
services or goods. This industry has recently in-
creased interest in ethical issues such as corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) and environmental 
management (Tortora, 2018). The sustainability 
agenda is also described as the last and fifth ele-
ment to include additive manufacturing in sports, 
looking at cost efficiency, performance, health and 
safety, new design experience, and sustainability 
(Schmidt, 2020). From the dominant organisations 
and practices, CSR has given grassroots sports 
organisations guidelines for designing innovative 
solutions for societal needs (Tortora, 2018).

As a collaboration between Danish FA (Dansk 
Boldspil-Union), Danish League (Divisions-
foreningen), the University of Southern Denmark 
(SDU), and Odense Municipality the aim is to 
establish a football centre in Odense. One of the 
aims of the football centre is to create a platform 
where researchers, football practitioners, startups, 

Proposal for a football in-
novation collaboration 
and activity model



NGOs and other stakeholders can meet to inno-
vate, share, and develop future football services 
and products. This project must be seen in rela-
tion to the centre’s role as an engine of growth for 
stakeholders, with a focus on prevention and treat-
ment centred round football (”Fodbold som sund-

heds- og velfærdsinnovator”). The platform must 
embody Nordic values, and become beneficial for 
both grassroots and elite level, which will distin-
guish the centre from other football innovation 
centres in the global ecosystem of football innova-
tion. This aligns with the recent acknowledgement 
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of including societal based innovation in policy 
initiatives and the emergence of such in practice 
(Miller, K., Mcadam, R. & Mcadam, M., 2017).

Bringing together actors like academia, indus-
try, government, and civil society is important in 
order to strengthen regional innovation (Roman 
et al. 2020), and a collaboration model can be a 
way to communicate and interact with and attract 
relevant stakeholders. The aim of this project is 
to propose a collaboration model for the inno-
vation centre that embraces the Nordic values 
of social innovation and potentially improves 
the effectiveness of the collaboration between 
stakeholders. A collaboration model is a visual, 
conceptual, activity and communication tool de-
signed to work with a large number of stakehold-
ers, subject experts and organisations (igi-global.
com global dictionary, 2 July 2021). A collaboration 
model exists in many forms, with different pur-
poses and outputs. In this project we start with the 
helix model of innovation because it visualises the 
interaction and collaboration possibilities between 
relevant sectors.     

Intuitively, collaboration between competing ri-
vals could be understood as difficult and as a barri-
er to innovation, however researchers in business 

and management have explored how simultane-
ous cooperation and competition (coopetition) is 
an effective strategy to drive innovation (Ramírez-
López, 2021). Coopetition: cooperation among 
competitors to enhance applied research and drive 
innovation in elite sport. We believe these coope-
tition principles must be applied in collaboration 
between sport scientists, NGOs, startups, etc. 
Here the inclusion of a neutral third party could 
benefit all stakeholders (Novotny, 2020), and the 
innovation platform could be the platform of such 
beneficial collaboration.

A collaboration and activity model for  
innovation

The suggested collaboration and activity model 
is informed by the triple helix innovation model. 
The Triple Helix model of innovation (TH) is 
an innovation system that recognises the triadic 
relationships between the spheres of university, 
industry, and government (Ranga and Etzkowitz, 
2013). The TH is based on strategic interaction bet-
ween the different institutions and has shown suc-
cess in driving innovation and creating industries 
(Ranga and Etzkowitz, 2013). In the TH, academia, 
government, and industry constitute the three 
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helices, which collaborate with each other in order 
to create or discover new knowledge, technology, 
products and services.

We suggest that the balanced configuration of the 
TH (Figure 1) is relevant in a knowledge society, 
where the university acts as a partner with indu-
stry and government and can take the lead on col-
laboration initiatives. The intersections between 
the spheres in the balanced configuration form a 
creative environment where new activities such 
as interactions, venues, events, and organisational 
formats can emerge.

The Triple Helix is characterised by three elements 
(Ranga and Etzkowitz, 2013): 1) Components and 
boundaries of the system, 2) relationships among 
components, and 3) functions of the systems. 

1. The components are represented by the insti-
tutional spheres of university, industry, and 
government, each with its own institutional 
and individual actors. Among these actors, a 
distinction is made between: (a) individual, e.g. 
innovations organiser, entrepreneurial scien-
tist, and institutional innovators; (b) R&D and 
non-R&D innovators; and (c) ‘single-sphere’ and 
‘multi-sphere’ (hybrid) institutions. 

2. The relationships among the components e.g. 
technology transfer, conflict moderator 
because of the triadic, collaborative leaders-
hip (innovative organisers), substitution – an 
institutional sphere taking over a weak sphere, 
networking – informal and formal. 

3. The overall function of Triple Helix systems – 
knowledge and innovation generation, diffusion, 
and use – is realised through a set of activities 
in the knowledge, innovation, and consensus 
spaces. These functions drive innovation. 

Moving from a Triple Helix model to the Quadruple 
Helix of innovation

The Triple Helix model has been criticised for 
failing to increase innovation, GDP and job crea-
tion due to the lack of the societal based innova-
tion-user involvement (Miller, K., Mcadam, R. & 
Mcadam, M., 2017). Furthermore, studies show 
that in the mid-2000s pressure increased on 
universities to apply for and secure funding from 
non-government sources, which requires a closer 
collaboration with stakeholders aligned with the 
TH model (Miller, K., Mcadam, R. & Mcadam, M., 
2017).

In 2009, Carayannis and Campbell presented the 
Quadruple Helix (QH) model (transformed from 
the triple helix model as illustrated in figure 2), 
where a fourth sphere represents civil society, and 
societal based innovation users are integrated as 
an active part of the innovation process (Carayan-
nis & Campbell, 2009). The inclusion of the fourth 
helix reflects that the triple helix is not adequate 
to ensure sustainable growth. An advantage of the 
QH model is that the QH recognises that users are 
active in the social innovation process, instead of 
being passive. This integration of the societal helix 
and the more active user involvement forms an 
open innovation model where multiple stakehol-
ders can exchange and share scientific and prac-
tical knowledge in relation to the more closed TH 
(Miller, K., Mcadam, R. & Mcadam, M., 2017).

The QH aligns also with the vision of establishing 
a Nordic value-based football innovation centre. 
The vision includes both the performance en-
hancement part of sports innovation and the social 
innovative perspective on health and well-being. 
The fourth societal based helix recognises civil so-
ciety and grassroots football in Denmark, as well 
as NGOs working with social innovation.

University

GovermentIndustry

Funding and
strategic demands

New product
ideas, Innovation

Jobs, taxes,
infrastructure

Figure 1: The triple Helix model of innovation
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The Quadruple Helix model of the Football 
Innovation Centre (QH)

Informed by the theory of the quadruple helix 
model, we suggest the above model in Figure 3, 
described in the following text. The model forms 
a hypothesis of a relevant model presented, devel-
oped, and further argued in the design workshops 
documenting the potential application of the col-
laboration and activity of the football innovation 
centre.

The QH is an innovation environment that visuali-
ses interactive collaboration and activity possibili-
ties between stakeholders, such as startups, sports 
industry, NGOs, established firms, universities, 
students at university, municipalities, civil society, 
elite football clubs, grassroots football and public 
authorities in the production of innovation. These 
innovations can be artefacts that are considered 
valuable and useful for the innovation cooperation 
partners; they can be technological, physical pro-
duct, social and cultural service, as such altogether 
commercial and non-commercial innovations.

The definition of the 4 sectors of the quadruple 
helix model of innovation

1. The Academia sphere is institutions or en-
vironments concerned with research and study 
programmes (educational activities). These 

must follow certain research standards, are 
dependent on fundraising for research projects 
and often rigid structures within the institution. 
Small projects may nevertheless be possible 
to accomplish based on students’ activities in 
research-like training time or extracurricular 
research opportunities. One example could be 
the University of Southern Denmark (SDU) 

Figure 2: Transforming the triple helix into a quadruple helix model of innovation.
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Figure 3: The foundation and shared space of collaboration 
between stakeholders in the suggested quadruple helix model of 
the football innovation centre.



17

focusing on various tasks like the education and 
employability of students, research work and 
development of regional and national society, 
entrepreneurial collaborations, and funding 
applications for research projects. SDU con-
tains different faculties, research units, student 
groups, individual researchers, and employees. 
These areas are comparable to international 
universities that SDU collaborates with within 
the academic sphere.  

2. The Industry Sphere is economic activities rela-
ted to the production and selling of goods, ideas, 
services, and concepts etc. Here actors like elite 
sports clubs, established companies and startups 
are placed. A startup like Vokalo is placed here 
because Vokalo sells audio communication 
systems to athletes or clubs to improve athlete 
performance. 

3. The sphere of the policymakers is defined as 
a system that controls others, e.g. by policy 
making or regulating. Policymakers can be at 
a national level like the ministry of culture, or 
at a regional level like the Region of Southern 
Denmark or the municipality of Odense. Public 
and private funds are placed here, but it could be 
argued that they also have a commercial interest 
and should thereby be placed in the industry 
sphere. Nevertheless, depending on their statu-
re, most foundations take a philanthropic appro-
ach. That does not, however, exclude that the 
well-being of citizens and of society in general 
can be accomplished through economic growth. 
We see fundamentally three different kinds of 
foundations:
• The arm's length principle to the applicant by 

which different calls are offered. 
• Applicant as a partner: This in-between 

category of foundations is oriented against 
campaigns and calls, where they invite the 
applicant in and share how they want to col-
laborate with you and what you are currently 
focusing on.

• The change-oriented foundations, where the 
foundation takes the lead, where you as an 
applicant are invited to participate and you 
can experience that the foundation decides 
everything.

In the world of foundations (e.g. visit https://
fondenesvidenscenter.dk) the trend is that in 
philanthropy they see the applicant as a part-
ner. Less arm's length to the applicants, rather 
as soon as you are involved in calls and cam-
paigns you should collaborate with the foun-
dation. Besides the collaboration element, 
foundations have evolved to focus on impact.

4. The sphere of civil society includes the public 
domain and consists of volunteer organisations 
like football clubs, local communities and the 
public. The Danish Football Association (DBU) 
can be placed here because they represent and 
support football grassroots clubs and football in 
civil society. DBU is an example of how stake-
holders can be placed in different spheres. As 
such, DBU A/S runs all the commercial activiti-
es of DBU. We will argue that DBU contains an 
elite part, driven by performing both sports-wise 
and economically like a company, represented 
by the “Divisionsforeningen”. Therefore, this 
way of organising and running football may 
be placed in the sphere of industry. DBU also 
represents a grassroots level of football and may 
to some extent represent NGO elements of the 
football activity palette.

https://fondenesvidenscenter.dk
https://fondenesvidenscenter.dk
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The space of interaction in the quadruple 
helix model

Spaces 5 to 12 in Figure 3 are all bilateral types of 
collaborations/interactions between the four main 
spheres. These ‘overlapping’ spaces are the over-
arching collaborative functions that drive innova-
tion, which is realised through activities. The point 
is to get an overview of how different collaboration 
types can flourish between stakeholders from dif-
ferent spheres within the QH.
5. Space 5 consists of the collaboration between 

Academia and the Market/Industry. The colla-
boration demands that academia aims at being 
open to business and less focused on the purita-
nism of research. On the other side, businesses 
must acknowledge the unbiased logic and free 
nature of knowledge.

6. Space 6 consists of the collaboration between 
Market/Industry and Government/Policy, 
thereby also the law for the Danish charity and 
business foundations. The legislation and the 
law-making of Denmark focus on providing the 
startups with an enriching environment and 
supporting startups with different grant-oppor-
tunities and supportive facilities. On the other 
hand, the administrative and tax structure has 
and probably will always be seen as a pronoun-
ced constraint on starting up a business. The 
biggest constraint from the startups’ perspective 
is probably the non-competitive and confusing 
requirements set for state and local government 
support mechanisms, or the non-exclusiveness 
of the support provided. 

7. Space 7 consists of the collaboration between 
policymakers and civil society. Here politicians 
and funding can, in collaboration with civil 
society, make social innovation. Here aspects 

of institutional changes of ways to organise 
football can affect the way football is organised. 
Stakeholders such as DBU and DIF (innovation) 
can drive this type of innovation in collaboration 
with sports clubs.

8. Space 8 is between academia and civil society. 
This collaboration space can embrace research 
projects aimed at grass football or examine how 
interventions are helping socially vulnerable 
people. These collaborations will typically con-
sist of a third funding party, and often serve as 
important arguments when NGOs are lobbying 
policymakers. In this field of innovation, it’s 
often also seen as a comprehensive collaborati-
on based on student work. There are internships 
in football clubs, some students do bachelors 
and master thesis on and in collaboration with 
football clubs.

9. The overlapping spaces 9 and 11 of the industry 
sectors and civil society consist of a partici-
pant-producer relationship, where the industry 
sees the citizen as a user of a product. Also, 
startups can as part of a public relations strategy, 
be forming products to e.g. NGOs working with 
football in relation to socially vulnerable people 
like the NGO “Ombold”. 

10. Spaces 10 and 12 consist of the collaboration 
between academia and policymakers. This 
collaboration consists of policy and vision for 
future education, and also the government and 
the region's role in founding Academic research 
projects relevant for a broader scope. The proje-
ct of forming a model for a Football Innovation 
Centre is a collaboration between the Region 
of Southern Denmark and the University of 
Southern Denmark.

11. The different intersections of 9+10+11+12+13 are 
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the complex collaboration between three or four 
collaborative partners. These spaces, projects 
and activities of collaboration may be confli-
ct-filled and creative in a new way to ideate and 
innovate products and services as well as doing 
research projects. These spaces are also consi-
dered to have a greater potential for sustainabi-
lity due to the co-design and co-implementation 
approach, with a more democratic model of 
strategy development and decision-making 
exposed to feedback. As such, resulting in so-

cially accountable end-user ownership as sket-
ched in the QH theoretical lineout (Carayannis 
& Campbell, 2009).

Examples of projects and collaboration

In this section, key stakeholders’ groups and some 
of the projects related to their work will be presen-
ted.
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SDU researchers

The research Unit of Sport and Health Science 
(SHS) has several research projects with football. 
SHS is part of the ProKIT network, which makes 
studies that aim to map performance, restitution, 
and cost optimisation. Another project is ‘11 for 
Health’ where SDU, in collaboration with DBU, 
is implementing a health education programme 
at the football field for children in primary school. 
The health education is done on the football field 
in close relation with Danish primary schools and 
grassroots clubs. ‘Fodbold for Hjertet’ is a project 
started by SDU, DBU and Hjerteforeningen to im-
plement recreational football for people with heart 
and cardiovascular diseases for improving health. 
The Centre for Sports, Health and Civil Society 
at the Department of Sports Science and Clinical 
Biomechanics manages the examination of the 
implementation and its effects.

In the research units of LET’s (Learning & Talent 
in Sport) different projects are related to football. 
Research varies from evaluation, for example, 
of DBU’s project "TOPcentre", to mental health 
among football players, and to the projects of 
"Every Boy’s Dream", where the focus is to in-
vestigate young Danish football talent, when they 
move abroad very young. These football projects 
are focusing on football talent development.

The research unit of FoF (musculoskeletal functi-
on and physiotherapy) is focusing on preventing 
injuries in both elite and general sport. Together 
with SHS, they have investigated the effect of 
football size on injury incidence in female foot-
ball. The "5T research project" (Pilot - together 
with LET’s) is focusing on the elite-sports classes 
of primary school in Odense, to map the athlete’s 

well-being, injuries, and amount of training.

The research unit of Clinical Biomechanics has 
researched how a health team in a Danish profes-
sional football club communicates and collabora-
tes across disciplines. Common to most research 
projects across research units or for drafting new 
research projects is the involvement of students 
writing their bachelor assignment or master thesis. 
As such, students have comprehensive collaborati-
on with and are interns in football clubs.

DBU

The Danish Football federation has several pro-
jects such as “Fodboldens værdi for Danmark 
– FODBOLD - EN INVESTERING I SUNDHED, 
JOB OG FÆLLESSKAB”, “Inklusion af børn og 
unge med etnisk minoritetsbaggrund og/eller lav 
socioøkonomisk baggrund”, “Diversiteten i dansk 
fodbold – en undersøgelse med fokus på alder, 
køn, indkomst, uddannelseslængde, etnicitet og 
seksualitet”. An investigation has been completed, 
“Undersøgelse af projekt TOP-center – En evalu-
eringsrapport med udgangspunkt i en spørgeske-
maundersøgelse og to udvalgte TOP-center cases”, 
and the project “Plads til alle”. These projects are a 
selection of societal focused investigations and are 
often evaluation of interventions or an investigati-
on of the current state of the topic in focus for the 
specific activity in Danish football. DBU has also 
disseminated a number of performance enhan-
cing reports on “Straffespark fra skyttens perspek-
tiv”, “Evaluering af Polar Team Pro”, and “Futsal 
litteraturstudie – en gennemgang af 15 udvalgte 
videnskabelige artikler”. A number of these proje-
cts were done in collaboration with independent or 
business foundations that supporting the general 
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good of people. Other projects have been carried 
out in a collaboration between a researcher at the 
universities and the football association. As such, 
there are examples of collaboration between two 
or three partners, and if three partners, it is often 
with the research institution doing the follow-up 
research part of the project.

NGO’s

The NGO football environment in Denmark so-
mewhat exists alongside the organised football of 
DBU, Danish League (Divisionsforeningen) and 
to some extent managed by DGI as well. Among 
other NGO activities and projects is OMBOLD, a 
non-profit organisation that has being developing 
football for community groups that do not natural-
ly seek out ordinary sports associations since 2003. 
OMBOLD has shown that it is possible to attract 
the socially disadvantaged and motivate commit-
ment to and participation in physical activity – car-
ried by the desire for a positive social community. 
OMBOLD has competed in more than 100 events, 
cups, and championships, and has participated 

with the Homeless National Team at the Homeless 
World Cup 11 times since 2003. More than 10,000 
homeless and other socially disadvantaged people 
have been involved in OMBOLD – both on and off 
the field.

The Parkinson's Association has also included 
football on the programme, to limit the effects of 
Parkinson's and strengthen the joy of life with the 
disease. 

Girl Power is using sport and especially football 
and education as tools to empower, connect and 
unify women and girls from all cultures and social 
backgrounds. The mission for Girl Power (GP) is to 
provide meaningful ways for women and girls to 
connect and thrive across the 2 continents of Euro-
pe and the Middle East, using sport and education 
to change the status quo. GP uses football as a tool 
in creating social inclusion and belonging, espe-
cially for minorities, refugees, and migrants.

The purpose of DIF Get2Sport is to ensure a 
well-functioning sports association life by relie-
ving the voluntary forces in sports associations in 
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the vulnerable housing areas, so that the volun-
teers can concentrate on training and club ope-
rations instead of practical and social problems. 
DIF Get2Sport and DBU have for many years run 
football schools every summer, and they follow the 
same concept as regular DBU football schools but 
differ in that they primarily recruit children who 
for various reasons do not have the opportunity to 
attend a regular DBU football school.

BROEN is an association that helps vulnerable 
children to an active leisure life and aims to sup-
port socially disadvantaged children and young 
people with membership fees and equipment for 
sports or other leisure activities. The goal is to get 
the children out among other children, where they 
can be part of a positive community and have adult 
role models, and thus have some success experien-
ces and a strengthened belief in themselves. Foot-
ball is an important activity that BROEN supports.

Promoting and supporting inclusion in sports and 
football has been the mission of Danish Work 
Sports for two decades. The evaluation of Pa-
rasport and Sports for the Mind shows that “The 
Sports Coordinator is crucial if we are to be succes-
sful with this. They are the link between associa-
tions, residences, and administrations. The places 
where they really succeeded are the places where 
the coordinators can jump between different ad-
ministrative authorities and have been given the 

mandate to do so.”

Most NGO football activities are connected to a 
considerable amount of volunteering work and, 
in some cases, in collaboration with independent 
foundations or business foundations suppor-
ting the general good of people. There are rare 
examples of NGO initiated project collaboration 
with research institutions and grant-giving organi-
sations. However, some charity organisations offer 
funds for evaluating the use of grants or establis-
hing knowledge on the outcome of the effort put 
into the football activities of the NGO’s. On the 
other side, e.g. Girl Power, OmBold, BROEN, and 
several other NGO-like organisations collaborate 
with charity giving businesses and foundations. 
So, all together, most NGO volunteering organisa-
tions are also relying on external resources to run 
their activities.

Startups

In the report “Sportstech innovation in football 
from a Danish perspective” Hansen et.al (2021) 
define a startup as a recent set-up of a company 
that is “building new and innovative products or 
solutions from the ground-up”. The authors iden-
tified football tech startups in various stages from 
“early prototyping to product maturity, from very 
early stage to well-established and scaling interna-
tionally”. 
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Based on the General Sports Tech Matrix below, 
developed by Hansen et.al (2021), they combine 
in a 2-dimensional matrix the user perspective 
categorisation with the technology used in the pro-
ducts and services of sportstech startups. Hansen 
et.al (2021) identified 28 Denmark-based football 
tech startups. The Danish mainly tech-driven foot-
ball startups were identified as sketched out in the 
Sports Tech Matrix Table 1.

Identification of the Denmark-based football tech 
startups showed that 75% operate in the Activity 
& Performance category, while 10% operate in 
Management & Organisation and 15% in Fans & 
Content. That is compared to the international di-
stribution in which 46.5% of football tech startups 
operate in the Fans & Content category, 30.9% in 
the field of Activity & Performance, and 22.5% in 
the Management & Organisation category, cove-
red by Facilities & Events and Media & Sponsors-
hip in table 1.

The Danish football startup ecosystem is, based on 
Couchouron and Hansen’s (2021) analyses, heavily 
focused on Performance, Training, and Health 
elements in developing services and products and 

establishing a business in this field of the sports 
industry sector. That may, to some extent, align 
with the research tradition of Danish sports scien-
ce in which physical activity and health research 
within the population, and research in enhancing 
the performance of its elite athletes is strong. Den-
mark has a less focused research tradition in sports 
management. The research tradition in social and 
management sports science in Denmark mainly 
focuses on the voluntary civil society elements of 
sports organisations.

Looking into the workshop participants in our 
investigations, the image heavily focuses on the 
performance, Training & Health elements. Second 
Sun is from the Facility & Event category, and Just 
Football is a kind of VR game of performance en-
hancement. Although we analysed the product to 
be in the Coaching & Tutorials category. The rest 
of the startups participating established a business 
in Wearables & Equipment, Data & Tracking, and 
Performance Tracking & Coaching. See internati-
onal recognised football startups at: https://sifted.
eu/articles/euro-2021-tech-football

       Table 1. Denmark-based football tech startups – identified based on the General Sports Tech  
                         Matrix developed by Hansen et.al, (2021).

https://sifted.eu/articles/euro-2021-tech-football
https://sifted.eu/articles/euro-2021-tech-football
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The developmental project of the football innova-
tions centre is based on a design research approach 
(Koskinen et al., 2011), where knowledge is gene-
rated in the construction and testing of a product, 
or in this case the artefact of the collaboration and 
activity model for the football innovation centre. 
Applying the design research methodology, the 
model is modulated, rearranged and changed ba-
sed on the insights generated a workshops with the 
different stakeholders. Using these co-creational 
workshops approach, the stakeholders are em-
powered as a part of designing the collaboration 
and activity model and are ensured ownership and 
seen as active partners of the work establishing 
the football innovation centre. This participatory 
approach is a strong tradition in Scandinavian 
design, where design work is accomplished in col-
laboration with users and other stakeholders (San-
ders & Stappers 2008). In the applied constructive 
design research approach, we have as part of the 
iterating process used findings disseminated in the 
report “Sportstech innovation in football – from 
a Danish perspective”. With this, the knowledge 
from the research in the newest technology inven-
tions in football and mapping out the landscape of 
the Danish football startup environment has infor-
med the design research approach of forming the 
innovation model.

Workshops

Six design workshops are the foundation of the 
insights and the design of the collaboration model. 
The data generated together with each stakehol-
der group at each workshop also informed the next 
workshop. The aims of the first four workshops 
were 1) to understand and grasp the pains and 
gains of the stakeholders’ activities in innovating 

new product and services or forming collaborative 
research projects, 2) to identify and explore the 
ideal stakeholder profile as well as the ideas and 
suggestions for activities and collaborations with 
other and new partners and 3) to discuss how to 
collaborate in relation to different collaboration 
parameters. Furthermore, the aim was to find 
and engage relevant stakeholders, to present the 
aim and vision of the innovation centre and to 
present, qualify and validate the collaboration 
model. Fulfilling the design aim of inventing and 
validating the collaboration and activity model of 
the football innovation centre, different design 
methods structured the workshops. Table 2 gives a 
detailed overview of the methods used, their aims 
and how they were used.

The aim of this workshop 6 was to validate the col-
laboration and activity model, collect new insights 
into the analysed data and come up with further 
elements contributing to the collaboration and ac-
tivity model of the football innovation centre.

A design research 
approach
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Table 2: Design method used in the workshop, the key question asked, the aim of the method, how the method was executed, and in 
what workshop it was used.
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Table 3: Structured overview of the six workshops, the participants, the content, and the design goal of the workshops.
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In the next sections we present the results of the 
six workshops: 1) The final football innovation col-
laboration and activity model will be described in 
order to relate insights from design activities to the 
proposed innovation model, 2) The insights from 
the four (five) stakeholder groups are also analysed 
into sub-elements of data generated during the 
workshops, 3) Main insights from all stakeholder 
groups defined and visualised as a model of colla-
boration potential and challenges.

These results will afterwards lead to a discussion 
of collaboration potential and challenges, and af-
terwards to suggestions for concrete activities and 
finally we propose 11 statements for an innovation 
centre key messages and guidelines that may in 
future lead the activities, such as events, collabo-
ration, and work culture of the football innovation 
centre.

The result section is based on insights from the six 
workshops and the quotes in the section are from 
the stakeholders at the six workshops. The model 
and the insights are further validated by the parti-
cipants in workshop six.

The Football Innovation collaboration and 
activity model

To create an easy-to-understand model with a 
general view of the stakeholders and the collabo-
ration possibilities and activities, the Football In-
novation Collaboration and activity model (figure 
4) is based on the quadruple helix model (see figu-
re 3) and insights established in the 6 workshops. 
Thus, the model includes proposed innovation 
activities for a football innovation centre. Diffe-
rent design process approaches may be used in a 

Quadruple Helix Model. Based on Ignite Sweden's 
design process (https://www.ignitesweden.org) 
and the iterative insight generation and validation 
from the stakeholders, we are proposing an appro-
ach visualised in the collaboration model.

The four spheres of the QH are represented: Aca-
demia as Research and Development (blue), the 
industry as the Football and Sports industry (red), 
Civil Society as Football Organisations (green) 
and Policymakers as the public sector and private 
funds (yellow). These four spheres also represent 
the four main stakeholders of the Football Centre. 
These stakeholders of the football centre align 
with and represent SDU (blue), Divisionsforenin-
gen (red), DBU (green) and Odense Municipality 
(yellow). 
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https://www.ignitesweden.org
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Driving the football innovation centre is the pro-
cesses of the collaboration and activity model. The 
six design stages and process activities are visuali-
sed on top of the stakeholders in the collaboration 
part of the model as a circle for illustrating the ite-
rative design process to Engage, to identify Needs, 
to Match-make stakeholders, to Develop and test 
artefacts of products and services, to Implement 
invented and developed artefacts and to evaluate 
Impact. These elements of innovation are compa-
rable to a service, technology, and product design 
approach for stakeholders relevant to the innovati-
on centre. The six stages are defined as:

Engage is a design stage focused on engaging sta-
keholders in relation to the innovation centre. Here 
empathy is a key perspective for understanding 
and engaging stakeholders. Activities in this stage 
could be easily accessible databases, network me-
etings, trend seminars, or a hackathon. 

Identifying Needs is a design stage characteri-
sed by focusing on identifying the needs of the 
stakeholders for further services in how to assist. 
This stage is a central part of the design approach 
because the services later in the process will be 
done in relation to the identified needs. 

In the design stage of Matchmaking, the core 
purpose is to match relevant and cross-disciplina-
ry and/or cross-sectorial stakeholders. This can be 
done with activity focusing solely on the network, 

like network meetings, or other activities as works-
hops where different stakeholders meet to discuss 
and share relevant issues and topics. Stakeholders 
as the local municipality and people with knowled-
ge into funds are focal.  

Develop is a design stage where stakeholders aim 
to invent and develop the product or services to 
be implemented. In this stage, testing is a crucial 
part of refining artefacts and concepts. The aim is 
to make this stage co-creational and practice as a 
collaborative development between different sta-
keholders and user groups. Activities can be intel-
lectual activities like workshops and hackathons, 
and access to facilities for playing and developing 
technology is crucial. 

In the stage of Implement, stakeholders will aim 
for implementation of invented and developed 
concepts of technology, interventions etc., in dif-
ferent settings or with different user groups. Here, 
accessibility to the user groups is important for 
creating the optimal settings for implementation.

The Impact is the last stage and is focused on 
evaluating the design or/and implementation. The 
word Impact is used to recognise that the innovati-
on centre seeks to help create a valuable impact for 
people. Here scientific standards and methods are 
important for creating a strong and proven evalua-
tion rumour.
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Insights from football clubs and  
organisations

Based on the insights from the workshops we 
designed this figure (Figure 5) illustrating the 
football clubs and organisations as a stakeholder 
and the main insights generated. This model was 
presented at the validation workshop for further 
discussion and validation of the model and ways 
of collaborating. The continuum of grassroots 
football and elite football we illustrated with the 
7 versus 7 field on the one side and the 11 versus 
11 on the other side, symbolising the continuum 
between grassroots and elite football. 

The continuum of Danish football clubs

We identified a passion for football, whether it 
is for playing football in Vrå in north Jutland or 
Middelfart on Funen or playing in a professional 
club like AAB in Aalborg or OB in Odense. We 
do, however, see a continuum of values between 

mainly playing football for fun and on the other 
side mainly playing for and ensuring performance 
and winning titles as the dominant impact factor. 
In the local clubs the main stakeholders are for the 
youth players and often the parents. For football 
projects where football is medicine, such as breast 
cancer football, football for the heart as well as 11 
for Health, we believe the general practitioners 
and the local physiotherapists are significant stake-
holders. For the elite clubs, the main stakeholders 
are the fans and the sponsors, and we see a trend 
in the direction of clubs being owned by one main 
sponsor. The main outcome for these stakeholders 

is somewhere between the health gains and win-
ning medals, between personal pleasure, earning 
recognition or the money and the revenue gains.

The continuum of values and outcomes highlights 
a very diverse stakeholder share in organised foot-
ball in Denmark, although a number of similarities 
exist, such as the clubs having a board of volunte-
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Figure 5: Illustration of the continuum from the grassroots football in small multidisciplinary sports clubs to the huge professionally 
run super league football clubs with their own talent schools.
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ers and/or professionals. The clubs rely on mem-
berships of players and a group of coaches. It has 
also been obvious that technology is not only for 
elite clubs. A number of the football tech startups 
identified in the football-tech report also have a 
grassroots approach in the product and/or service 
design and in their business model. In grassroots 
clubs, friends are a potential of new members and 
sharing the joy of football, and in elite clubs, talent 
development is a focus of revenue gain, and by 
these differences it is obvious that grassroots clubs 
are inclusive in their approach, while the elite clubs 
have to some extent a more exclusive approach to 
player development.

Grassroots clubs and elite clubs both have a stra-
tegy of engaging volunteers. In the first case, for 
coaching or board work, and in the elite clubs, for 
supporting events and matches and engaging fans 
as supporters for the creation of engaging football 
experiences at the stadiums. Because of the spon-
sors, the elite clubs focus on public relations and 
often have media policies, whereas the grassroots 
clubs often rely on local press or basic social me-
dia.

Organisations as development and knowledge 
providers

The organisations (DBU, Divisionsforeningen, re-
search units and local municipalities) supporting 
the clubs identify the needs of the clubs and see 
the clubs as collaborative partners in identifying, 
developing and validating new concepts of foot-
ball activities or performance improvement. The 
organisations have identified that they need a clea-
rer focus on the implementation of new concepts.

“We have recognised that the implementati-
on is an important and overlooked element 

in the project work – so you avoid "secret" 
projects.” 

The organisation has also identified that projects 
tend to “die” when finished. The football organi-
sation therefore asks for support to identify how 
the operation is maintained after the project ends. 
They like to get support to include this element in 
the concept description and the financing model. 
Further, the football organisation sees the most 
pronounced opportunities in having an executive 
approach – invent and test without too much talk.
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“Get a hook in everyday life and pull devel-
opment through. Be visionary, but not too 

much talk and bureaucracy.”

Sharing knowledge and data is essential for esta-
blishing an innovation centre, the organisation 
believes. The organisations also seem to be more 
open minded for collaborating with different star-
tups and emphasise that there needs to be a gain 
for both partners. Especially the cross disciplinary 
approach the organisations think is important.

“Coaches for a super league team are intere-
sted in elements that can improve the team's 
performance. It includes technical, tactical, 

psychological and physical improvement, 

albeit with a short-term focus: Data analysis 
and an explorative approach of doing the 

research.”

Innovation in organisations requires collaboration

DBU and the organisation of the Danish League 
wants people to be as concrete as possible in desig-
ning new concepts for engaging children or youth 
in local football clubs or engaging fans in the elite 
clubs, entertaining and community building acti-
vities. The organisation emphasises the value of 
fast testing in close collaboration with end-users, 
for the involvement, ownership, and with this the 
sustainability, of developed concepts or products.
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The Startups

Based on the key insights generated from the 
workshops with the startups, we found the sports 
car illustrating the sports industries as stakehol-
ders (Figure 6). The model was presented at the 
validation workshop for further discussion and re-
finement, and the model evolved into illustrating 
the collaborative network with opportunities and 
challenges.

Most startups are driven by a profound desire to 
make a difference for players, trainers, and/or the 
clubs, and their intrinsic motivation is based on 
fundamental values and a love of football. They 
know that the risk of failure is high on the other 
side, and they also know the revenue success rate 
of initiating a business is limited. We also experi-
enced that the driver of establishing a startup may 
be sports research knowledge and not only techno-
logy that sparks the innovation process. With this, 
we see that knowledge is, to a far extent, the value 
of the business and the driver of innovation.

Timing, speed, and time

In the startup workshop, stakeholders highlight 
the importance of time and speed in the activities 
of a startup:

“For a startup, speed is essential”

That is because of the often-ever-changing chal-
lenges and workload for the startups, that shifts 
from day to day and from week to week. Being 
ready for and focusing on changing and adapting 
to new knowledge and challenges is the nature of 
a startup, and therefore the ability to execute and 
work fast is important for the startups. Their expe-

ctation of a good collaboration demands planning 
and timing, in order to keep up a good pace. A good 
collaboration is an agile process where matching 
with the right people is essential, not only on the 
knowledge and expertise part, but also on a more 
personal and interest level.

Access to test facilities for scientific validation 
and testing

“Our need is access to test facilities, where 
it is easy to rapidly test clubs, teams and 

players on the field. Time and space are key 
factors together with the logistics to support 

us in getting the player, time and space to 
work together.”

The startups propose a potential for the innovati-
on centre to give access to testing opportunities, 
that can be accessible to users as players, teams 
and clubs (PTC), but also relevant technology for 
testing or validation. Not only is the access impor-
tant, but also the logistics of booking, accessibility 
and agile processes are important.

Access to technology for testing and validati-
on must also be seen as an element concerning 
scientific collaboration. The startups mention that 
scientific validation and testing of technologies, 
designs or products is important for legitimising 
the products, and hence gaining the approval of 
the football clubs. To validate hypotheses and 
assumptions of a product scientifically, startups 
believe they can provide researchers with data to 
generate new knowledge and perspectives.

“Early-phased technology testing, develop-

Startups &
industry

Timing & speed
are essential

Access to
technology
and users 

Need
scienti	c
validation
and test 

Looking for
collaboration
to fundraise

Index of
reserachers and

students interrests

The ’fail fast’
approach

Index of trainers
and their needs

Making value for
players & clubs initiate

before revenue

Funding

Research

Validation

Player
Trainer

Club (PTC)

Venture
capital

Figure 6: Startup stakeholder insights – 
player, trainer and club access and research 
support are essential for the football entre-
preneurial industry. Financial resources 
are a key constraint for startups.
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ment of technology and scientific validation 
are interesting in a collaboration with the 

university.”

Access to test facilities and users is seen in diffe-
rent phases, varying from development, testing or 
validation in collaboration with, say, the scientific 
area. Startups thus like indexes of trainers and 
their needs and of researchers and students' in-
terests, so as to have easier access to testing and 
potential partners.  

Access to financial resources

The third key insight was the financial element of 
more or less all the phases of development. Star-
tups, especially technology startups, on the other 
hand, know that developmental and commercial 
financial resources are needed to start a business. 
For the developmental resources, seeking research 
and development funding alongside researchers 
is an opportunity startups like to seek support 
for both the matchmaking with researchers and 
exploring the non-profit fund distributions pipe-
line. Because of the non-profit claims by private 
business foundations and private-public founda-
tions and other private self-governing instituti-

ons, these resources cannot be spent on business 
development, but may be spent on research that is 
publicly available (https://fondenesvidenscenter.
dk/, 12.7.2021). Other similar organisations act 
as foundations with significant non-profit fund 
distributions for the common good, e.g. patient 
associations and philanthropic associations for 
general charitable purposes. Those organisations 
are regulated under similar conditions. The same 
applies to EU research and innovation funds from 
which the startups also ask for support to explore 
and understand the opportunities. Knowledge 
established with these funds must be publicly 
available, and the financial resources are thus 
not distorting competition. On the other side, the 
startups are aware of the venture capital pipelines 
for developing the business part of a startup and 
would like matching opportunities teaming up to 
venture capital. Some startups, and perhaps even 
the majority, see this pipeline as the main provider 
of financial resources.

Overall, we found that each startup is unique, has 
its own matrix of collaboration and financial re-
source opportunities, and needs to be supported 
as such with each unique setup.

https://fondenesvidenscenter.dk/
https://fondenesvidenscenter.dk/
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Football organisations also ask for support to iden-
tify sustainable, valid, and value giving product 
innovation. Especially in the data-driven digital 
innovation, it may be difficult to analyse and evalu-
ate and with this to recommend specific products 
for the clubs’ daily activities. As such, the organi-
sations propose:

“The innovation centre's role can also be 
to validate and sort technologies so that we 
know more about what we need to work on, 

and subsequently connect them with the 
right startups or users/clubs.”

The football organisations, the research institu-
tions and the municipalities find it inspiring and 
giving to get closer to the sports industry and con-
nect more closely with the football startups – and 
also to have stronger global outreach.

A huge potential is also seen from football, re-
search and public organisations collaborating with 
students to initiate pilots of project ideas. For that, 
matchmaking is needed, and could be organised 
by the innovation centre.

Insights from sport and health researchers 
at SDU 

Based on the workshop with the SDU researchers, 
Figure 7 presents the key insight from the stake-
holder group. The model was further developed 
at the sixth workshop for further discussion and 
validation of the model and ways of collaboration. 
The illustration aims to catch the outreach colla-
borative power of many existing research projects 
and the dependency on grants for establishing and 
running research projects, while also illustrating 

the desire to work across disciplines and reach out 
to other research units.

During the workshop with researchers, we found 
that just about all of them in their research project 
work together with external partners as described 
in 2.3, although some more than others. We also 
found that research projects between startups, 
research institutions and NGOs were rarely taking 
place, and to a very small extent with research 
funding from the non-profit common good foun-
dations. Examples of clubs seeking funding to-
gether with universities for CSR-like projects or for 
different kinds of follow-up research were not seen 
either. Technology has also been identified to be 
a football research driver among the researchers 
participating in the workshop.

We also see several research projects working clo-
sely together with the football organisations, espe-
cially SHS (Sports & Health Sciences) has research 
projects with many different partners across the 
club continuum and in collaboration with NGO 
and with public institutions such as schools. The 
opportunity is in future to have a more profound 
cross-disciplinary research profile in fields that call 
for heavier impact by applying a cross-organisatio-
nal and cross-disciplinary research approach. The 
researchers proposed:

“An interdisciplinary practice lab would 
be amazing! We should take a 360-degree 
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look at players, organisations etc., to help 
solve problems that affect the consistency of 

training, goal attainment and eventually 
performance.”

Common to those collaborative research projects 
is the applied approach, and with this the resear-
chers do have an impact aim, although they know 
many of the projects stop once completed. They 
therefore find a need for more focus on imple-
mentation and on creating sustainable and lasting 
impact based on the research project. Researchers 
really like to see their research results being used 
in the daily practice of the football clubs.

The researchers also propose that the innovation 
centre should hold partner matching events and 
ideation workshops with partners and research 
teams they do not normally collaborate with. Espe-
cially in fields where research projects rarely exist, 
illustrated in Figure 7 by the dotted triangle:

“It is probably important that there is so-
meone who puts us together and forces us to 
talk together and keep a little track of what 
is going on, and sometimes we do not know 

what each one of us is doing.”

Collecting data across scientific areas

In the workshop with researchers at SDU, they 
talked about how the innovation centre can contri-
bute by collecting research data:

"Creating a bigger database, where we feed 
data from research – not only injuries, but a 
wider database, that contains information 

across different research traditions and over 
a longer period."

The quote illustrates how the researchers are 
thinking of the innovation centre as a place for 
collecting knowledge and data across different 
traditions. This can be a way to define what the 
researcher knows and has data on, but also what 
kind of data is not available in the database. This 
can help the researchers in attaining research ex-
cellence. The quote below supports the value of 
data collection as an interesting challenge:

"Large scale data collection and bio feedback 
to participants is a very interesting  

challenge."

An important aspect of the innovation centre will 
be to make this database relevant for people other 
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than the researcher. The www.GameChanger.nu 
knowledge platform created by Danish League 
and DBU can be a way to share the most important 
findings of the research project to a broader user 
group.

Cross disciplinary and impact-based research

Another key insight from the researcher workshop 
was that they found it inspiring and interesting to 
do future research across different research tradi-
tions:

"Co-create research across units to utilise 
the different skills of the units. In projects it 

could be a mix of quantitative data in relati-
on to player performance together with ‘soft’ 

data of the player experiences."

The researcher who made this quote highlights the 
possibility of working more closely between re-
search units. By creating and developing research 
projects together, the units can explore each other's 
skills and expertise, creating a broader view on a 
given problem. A researcher describes how a pro-
ject can be based on a specific case from a football 
club, and by interdisciplinary collaboration from 
different research units (e.g. for creating a better 
performance environment), the project will utilise 
the strengths of different research units. This inter-
disciplinary collaboration between research units 
also creates the opportunity for the researcher to 
broaden their network. The workshop in itself se-
ems for the researchers to be an eye-opener to the 
opportunities hidden in their own organisation.

“I love collaborating with people who see 
things differently, and they know some other 

methods and people who think something 
other than oneself.”

In the model in Figure 7, we illustrate the cross-di-
sciplinary options by the circle in the centre, while 
the triangles illustrate the ongoing potential colla-
boration opportunities in research projects. 

Furthermore, researchers were perfectly aware 
of researcher-student collaboration, and for-
ming these teams they know is perceived as a 
tremendous resource for potential collaborating 
partners:

"It is enormously rewarding to see that 
some of our students from the Esbjerg study 

programme are out in the clubs, and this 
provides close collaboration with the clubs. 
They experience the challenge that the most 
important thing for the clubs is to win, and 
they want an answer to a question, and it is 

a challenge to find methods where we cannot 
control quite as much as when we control it 

in a laboratory."

Suggestions for future research focuses

An interesting aspect that was identified during 
the workshop was the need for research soluti-
ons that empower the end-user to analyse and 
interpret self-generated data, and through this 
approach to push research knowledge closer to the 
daily practice of football, at elite levels, but also at 
grassroots and NGO levels. That should be possi-
ble by creating tools through which the end-user 
can influence and create the future.
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The challenges most researchers face is often of practi-
cal character, such as coordination calendars and finding 
shared time for developing new concepts. It is therefore 
of great importance to match expectations in order to 
succeed with cross-sectional research projects. We also 
identified:

“Schools have limited budgets, which makes  
external funding necessary.”

We found that clubs like results to be kept secret, 
though aligning badly with the research funding system 
that aims for the common good. 

Researchers are very keen to develop and ask the inno-
vations centre to support developing Special Interest 
Groups (SIGs), in which new collaborative projects can 
evolve. We did saw a wealth of project ideas among the 
research such as:

“Develop focused online free-standing learning 
modules (ILOs) that can be offered to individuals 
working in the world of high-performance athletic 
practice, so that they can complete them at their 

own time and pace.”

We also saw limited suggestions for NGO and grassroots 
focused football research projects, and many projects 
focusing on elite performance.
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“The innovative thing will be that we as 
researchers do not have a power relationship, 

but that we are equal to the practice we are 
in, so that together we can design the future.”

This statement indicates an approach that aligns 
nicely with the research trends seen in Great Bri-
tain in which bachelor, master and PhD students 
are used for doing substantial parts of the research 
work in football clubs, thereby acquiring research 
competencies they can use in future jobs. Besides 
these opportunities, researchers and students 
need to make an effort to understand and align 
with the local football culture of the different clubs 
and the connecting organisations. A challenge in 
this work may be to strengthen the Nordic and de-
mocratic perspective in a football culture driven by 
money, selection, and performance, and with this 
to be aware of managing the power relationships. 
With these perspectives, we believe in a broader 
societal gain strengthening life skills and ethical 
perspectives, so that football would be a further 
gain for children and youth.

Insights from Civil Society

Civil Society is a broad term for a stakeholder 
group included in our investigations. At the works-
hop, mostly people that use football as a means for 
creating value for others were represented, like the 
NGO Ombold that creates football possibilities for 
homeless people. Based on the insights from the 
stakeholders, we created the model below, Figure 
8, illustrating the complex stakeholder landscape 
of (football) related organisations and the key acti-
vities they are involved in conducting with the aim 
of helping socially vulnerable or patient groups.

The general impression of doing the workshop 
with NGO participants was that this stakeholder 
group were tremendously engaged people who 
made a difference for vulnerable people with 
special needs. The NGO “entrepreneurs” will go 
through fire and water to ensure well-being or at 
least a moment of fun and enjoyment or empower 
the citizens taking part in the football activities 
they offer. The NGOs have a powerful drive to 
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overcome constraints and strive to make an im-
pact on well-being. We see and also believe that 
municipalities view and value these passionate 
firebrands, grateful for accomplishing the activi-
ties they organise. That is because municipalities 
in the Danish welfare society are responsible for 
the wealth of the citizens. The mission of offering 
activities creating a societal value for vulnerable 
people gives alongside the non-profit purposes, the 
NGO organisations tremendous legitimacy.

A fund-based world

One key insight from the NGOs working with 
socially vulnerable groups was that they have pro-
blems in getting money for their work. Because 
this stakeholder group is not permanently finan-
ced, they need to get money for projects from 
sources such as private or public foundations. They 
describe how the repetitive writing of application 
for funding requires a lot of resources and this is 
not easy.

"The way the funds are structured makes it 
difficult for us – it is not easy to go from appli-

cation to application; it requires resources."

Working in this ‘from-application-to-applicati-
on system’ is somehow in contrast to the world 
of volunteering, which is a part of civil society. 
The NGOs aim to make life better for their target 
group. Writing and formulating applications is in-
tuitively not a part of that, but it is a prerequisite 
for getting money in a project-based society. Based 
on the insights, because of the structuring of the 
funds application system, the NGO’s are forced 
to go for the money and become to some degree 
foundation-centred instead of project and/or acti-
vity-centred:

“A good project has possibilities to develop 
the project as it makes sense in the process, 
but we are often forced to go for the money 

and are working foundation-centred instead 
of project-centred. This blocks innovation 

because the evaluation has a limited focus.”

The landscape of funding for NGO football is an 
unintended part of the organisational structure of 
Danish sport. As such, the Ministry of Culture's 
distribution of funds are tied up in the three major 
sports organisations:

“When DGI and/or DIF distribute funds, we 
cannot receive a share of these funds. So the 
allocation becomes coloured by a large-or-
ganisation filter - a monopoly-like factor/a 

politically controlled decision basis.  
As a grassroots organisation you have no 

direct channel of funding, as pointed out in 
the evaluation of street sports.”

The innovation centre could have a political missi-
on to help support these structural challenges.

 

NGO are challenges in collaboration with  
universities and lack research on social issues  
in football

Another key insight from the civil society stake-
holder group is related to the collaboration with 
the academia sphere, universities, and other 
‘knowledge’ institutions. With this focus, the NGO 
points out that they need more research in the 
area of football and socially vulnerable groups. 
Research and validation are important when the 
NGO meets the policymakers and in the process of 
applying for funds:



42

“We are missing research on the social and 
psychological aspects in relation to football, 
especially with a certain quality. This is very 

important when we meet the politicians.”

From the NGO perspective, working together with 
researchers is often based on funds. This can be 
a very demanding task, and this often stops the 
NGO. This makes it difficult to get knowledge on 
specific elements of civil society and the football 
activities they offer and get the everyday work of 
the NGOs scientifically validated. As mentioned 
in the quote, scientific validation and research 
is important for the NGO when they meet with 
politicians, and for creating better collaboration 
with the municipalities. The researcher becomes 
a gatekeeper for the NGOs in getting arguments, 
legitimacy, and validation when they meet the po-
licy makers. But often the collaboration between 
the NGOs and the researchers is problematic. A 
stakeholder explains how:

“They (researchers) almost close the compu-
ter if there is no more research money.”

 

When working together from a civil-state and 
grant-driven research world and a volunteering 
world, we recognised the difficulties of having 
different cultural values and contexts. To some 
extent, NGOs and researchers are competitors in 
applying for the same grants. The interesting and 
potentially proactive and productive question 
is how to get the two cultures and organisational 
worlds to work together: 

"How do you get two organisation wor-
lds – the volunteering world and the state 

grant-driven research world – to work 
together? What are the premises and how can 

this be done?"

Future visions

The NGOs seem very open to new opportunities 
for collaboration, although they operate in a con-
text of engaging as many volunteers as possible 
and in a charity-based world, which may be a chal-
lenge to understand for other collaborating part-
ners. As such, expectation matching may be filled 
with challenges:
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“I would be interested in talking to Simon 
regarding donating this kind of equipment 
to underrepresented groups and how many 

women and girls they have as users and how 
we can fundraise together to make his equip-

ment accessible to girls and women from 
low-income families.”

The NGO also operates in a concrete world, 
asking for help to qualify very specific elements in 
managing the activities they offer. Often the pro-
fessionals or the ones who do the work in a field 
of treatment are not trained in sports and may so-
metimes appear awkward doing something that is 
easy for someone with sports training. The health 
professionals must learn this by working together 
across disciplines and sectors and involve civil 
society and sports and health professionals in the 
field of rehabilitation.

“Practical development of football exercises 
for people with Parkinson's disease - technical 

- intensity etc.”

With the above quote and the discussions going 
on during the workshop, we recognised both the 
resource challenges of funding and the resources 
of qualifying the exercises offered in the NGO 
football activities. This we propose as a potential 
shared playing field for starting collaboration bet-
ween research institutions and NGOs.

Insights from the foundations

The aim of interviewing key persons with know-
ledge in the field of seeking grants and writing 
proposals for projects was to understand the pre-
conditions that foundations expect to be followed 

when applying for grants. The insights gained 
through the interview may therefore be of a dif-
ferent character than insights presented from the 
other stakeholder groups of the innovation centre. 
Figure 9, developed into the final version through 
the validation workshop, illustrates; foundations 
are mainly offering grants for research and for the 
common good. Foundations encourage applicants 
to seek dialogue and collaboration more extensi-
vely in idea development of the projects and in wri-
ting the applications – illustrated with the hands 
reaching out to each other. As such the applicant 
should see the foundation as a collaborative part-
ner. 

We believe that:

“The football innovation centre can apply 
for money to create the framework around 

innovation - including seed money to support 
the good ideas that should/can be further 
developed to be able to attract investment 

capital.”

Foundations are very keen to collaborate, and they 
like to be known for offering networks and know-
ledge, both for the application processes and also 
about projects and activities for civil society and 
for the general good of citizens. The foundation 
landscape is quite diverse, and there is more or 
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less a grant ready for any project with a legitimate 
common good purpose:

”If the aim of a research project has substan-
tial quality and the project is creating sustai-
nable changes, then money will be somewhere 

in the system”.

Some foundations only support follow-up research 
and others like to be part of the defining process. 

Impact that makes a difference for the end-user

“The foundations have become much more 
professional and are not concerned with "feel 
good" – they are concerned with and focus on 

impact.”

The legislation for general foundations, foundati-
on-like associations, and commercial foundations 
in Denmark prescribes, because of tax benefits, 
that grants offered should not distort competition. 
The charity or knowledge created based on the 
grants should be for the benefit of the public good. 
Having that in mind, publicly available research re-
sults are therefore considered as a common good. 
Besides that, the newest trend is that foundations 
have a very focused eye for the sustainability aspe-
ct of concepts, knowledge, products, and services 
established based on the grants offered. Foun-
dations look very carefully into and focus on the 
impact and the value elements in the applications 
reviewed. This trend is a shift from foundations 
expecting feel-good projects, towards impact-ba-
sed projects. The focus is on the common good and 
the value for people.

A clear message in the writing process of a pro-
posal is therefore: 

“Turn the project/project description into 
a recipient perspective – rather than seeing 
it from your own assumptions – what the 

recipient gets out of participating and what 
is expected of the other party.”

It is of great importance to have a clear value driven 
purpose in the project being applied for, and that 
the project makes a difference for people – the end-
user. Negotiating this between project partners 

may be of great importance and may in some cases 
be a long-lasting process requiring a lot of energy 
and many iterations. To ensure the common good, 
the foundations believe nowadays in cross-disci-
plinary and cross-sectoral collaboration, and with 
this have several collaborating partners.

The common good could also be the development 
of methods. If that is an aim, the foundation looks 
closely into how the methods ensure usability in 
future practice for end users.

Organising the process of writing a proposal

As mentioned above, the applicant's mindset is 
to be totally open-minded and explicit about the 
changes the project makes and describe what ac-
tivities cause the changes. Those descriptions lead 
to an estimate of the budget, and in relation to that, 
describe and estimate what your own contribution 
is and how you will proceed after the project period 
has ended. The last element is to be explicit about 
the sustainability of the project. The application 
will have to state clearly what extra benefit is offe-
red via the project activities – what is gained from 
the project.

Because football is not an explicit focus of any of 
the foundations, there needs to be a more general 
human theme that benefits the general public in 
an application. The Bevika foundation shows nice 
examples of this approach:

“They changed to focus on research that en-
sures inclusion and integration, and thus ac-
cessibility – including research at the School 

of Architecture, rather than giving money 
for ramps, etc. At the School of Architecture, 
there is a professorship in accessibility. Mo-
vement disabilities thus share interests with 
those who have broken legs, or people with a 
pram, which is a broader and more general 

human theme – they have thereby cracked the 
code for the broad perspective.”

Because more than half of all money given to the 
common good is grants offered to research, it is 
likely to be a productive strategy to seek collabo-
ration with research. Foundations expect that re-
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search institutions and collaborating partners have 
a clear definition of roles and collaborate closely. 
It is highly recommended to coordinate the com-
munication with foundations. The same project 
should not be entering the foundation from two 
different units or partners, and the projects should 
be prioritised. That is to prevent overload from 
unfocused and lower priority projects. As such, the 
innovation centre and SDU Research & Innovation 
Organisation (SDU-RIO) may be seen as collabo-
rators and competitors – although they will have to 
collaborate on the application writing processes. 
We also believe that one of the roles of the innova-
tion centre is to coordinate this prioritisation work.

“The foundations are interested in which 
projects are coming, but do not want to know 

which department they are coming from 
– you have to make sure to talk about who 

handles the contact and with what.”

Collaboration, coordination, and communication 
and, in the end, prioritisation of projects will be 
essential functions of the innovation centre. The 
task is to know who is doing what and when, so 
that projects do not stand in the way of each other. 
Be aware that we are in a societal stage:

“We live in a time where we create value with 
others – so seek the cross-disciplinary and the 

cross-sectorial options.”

When writing an application, it is of utmost im-
portance to clearly describe the different stake-
holders' prerequisites, wishes and what each one 
collaboratively can contribute. Find the common 
areas, and also where you cannot meet and where 
the roles become different should be clear. Finally:

“A good application is short and to the point. 
Of course, a good application also goes well 

with the instruments and the goal of the 
foundation.”

EUs “Horizon Europe” as a source of resources

For EU research projects, it is crucial to build an 
international consortium and SDU RIO can be 
very supportive in doing this. At least 3 partners 
are needed, but most projects that are offered 
grants have 9 or 10 partners and have a European 
impact. EU applications will also have to fit into 
some predefined calls, and like the Danish founda-
tions, the EU has a sharp eye on the impact and the 
sustainability focus of the research and innovation 
projects. In EU research and innovation grants 
they focus on activities, not the project in itself. As 
such, the basic argument needs to legitimise the 
activities that will take place. For more or less all 
EU applications, the profile description of partners 
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is crucial in legitimising each partner's strengths 
and the necessary competency contribution to the 
activities from each of the partners.

“Applications consist of three parts; an 
excellence part, which is research, an impact 
part and an implementation part, and the 
last is the project management itself - how 

do you intend to run the project. Impact and 
implementation we sometimes write.”

The EU offers several opportunities in the general 
health research field to apply for grants, and op-
timally this may take place in collaboration with 
NGOs. As such, the football angle will have to be 
twisted a bit to make the argument for using foot-
ball as a means. To ensure the societal outcome:  

“Impact for the EU is very much about 
including a stakeholder early in the process. 
Such action research or design research, in 

focusing on the applied elements of a project, 
is a really good approach. It matches EU 

thinking well.”

The EU has also the acquired PhD programme and 
doctorial networks, possibly built around football 
research. The final element of seeking financial re-
sources from the EU is the European Regional De-
velopment Fund, especially the interReg grants, 
which require collaboration across borders in two 
of the European countries. In these projects, it is 
necessary to include a variety of cross-disciplinary 
and cross-sectorial regional stakeholders.

For the innovation part there are new calls coming 
up in 2021. At the national level, the inno-buster 
is offered as a grant opportunity when it comes to 
collaboration between research and startup esta-
blishment – the ‘entrepreneurial track’, so to speak.

”There are also inno-buster funds in the EU. 
It's called EuroStarts – it's EU funds that go 
back to the member states and then they get 

allocated.

"The EU also has something called Euro-
stars, which is an intergovernmental collabo-

ration."

That goes along with the technology transfer calls. 
These may be of significant interest for startups in 
the sports and football industry. A new EU thing is 
that a company can get capital where it is financed 
through the European Investment Bank. The EU 
startup finance options are under the European 
Innovation Council, and this council also inclu-
des the implementation research elements. A 
further opportunity for small and medium-sized 
tech companies is the EIC Accelerator Open, that 
focuses in particular on innovations building on 
scientific discovery or technological breakthroug-
hs (‘deep tech’).

Business and charity proposals

If private companies or startups are to receive 
grants from foundations, they need to document 
that the money not only drops into and becomes 
part of the companies' capital base, but that it is 
used for something that benefits everyone and the 
common good or the general public. That to some 
extent also applies for the EU innovation and bu-
siness development grants. Therefore, companies 
and startups are often more focused on receiving 
financial resources from the venture capital pipe-
line in which patenting, and protection of know-
ledge and products is easier to manage. Although it 
is getting more common that business foundations 
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collaborate more closely with their business orga-
nisations and thus sometimes an application may 
open for different venture capital channels.

“you can easily imagine that you enter into 
a dialogue through the fund with their com-
mercial department, which has a more risky 

profile on their investment.”

The innovation centre could have a communicati-
on strategy that makes them attractive as partners. 
To do that it is essential to create a dynamic en-
vironment where different parties are invited. And 

maybe also make innovative approaches, both to 
what you do or to the challenge that needs to be 
solved – something that surprises.

“Making yourself attractive as a partner 
will be a key role for an innovation centre. 
Then create a dynamic environment where 

you invite different partners. I definitely also 
encourage you to make innovative methods, 
with new approaches to what you do or the 

challenge that needs to be solved – something 
that surprises, a bit like how you get a press 

release through in the media.”
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In this section, we summarise key insights from all 
stakeholders’ groups that will be presented con-
cerning collaboration and activities in the football 
innovation centre. These insights are divided into 
1) the potentials and opportunities in creating in-
novation, 2) challenges in fulfilling the potential of 
football innovation, and 3) a discussion of moving 
beyond the quadruple helix model and proposing 
the broadest possible innovation and collabora-
tion space for the football innovation centre. The 

potentials and challenges are based on Figure 10 
below, which illustrates the different stakeholder 
groups and their related potential and challenges 
collaborating in innovative activities in the football 
innovation centre.

The illustration in Figure 10 is based on the data 
from four workshops and the interviews with fun-
draising staff and experts and was later approved 
and further developed in the validation workshop. 
By afterward analysing data and the insights from 
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the workshops, Figure 10 is a proposal for a model 
for the football innovation centre. We recognised 
that a model for the football innovation centre 
could be simplified as illustrated in the football 
innovation collaboration and activity model of Fi-
gure 4 or illustrated complexly as shown in Figure 
10. Figure 4 is an appropriate working model of the 
stakeholders and the daily activities of the football 
innovation centre. On the other hand, we realised 
that the complexity of Figure 10 indicates that 
having the goal of a football innovation centre with 
a broad perspective, including the Nordic values of 
social innovation, is a very ambitious and complex 
goal, and a deeper model should reflect this.

The model made it clear that the end-users are a 
diverse group of citizens, players, trainers, clubs, 
and football, public service, and NGO organisati-
ons. They share a profound interest in football and 
people having enriching experiences playing and/
or watching football, varying from elite players 
playing for performance, to grassroots football 
playing for fun, or to football as a means for health. 
For the sake of innovation, access to knowledge 
and sharing knowledge is essential, as well as the 
creation and collection of football related data. 
Research and innovation wise, researchers and 
students are a resource in themselves. We also 
identified that all stakeholders were very keen on 
asking to make an impact. That aligns nicely with 
the foundations’ increased focus on this sustaina-
bility approach for supporting long lasting activi-
ties in civil society. We also recognised a trend, 
interest in, and focus on future football innovation 
and research being founded on cross-disciplinary 
and cross-sectorial approaches. Startups also had 
this focus in their argumentation, and researchers 
were keen to discuss it and the NGOs demanded 
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it for realising the full potential of their mission. 
The cross-disciplinary and cross-sectorial approa-
ches also recognised the foundations and research 
grants providers asked for, applying, or inventing 
new creative research methods and new creative 
constellations of research and innovation consor-
tiums that could create new unusual and unexplo-
red knowledge and solutions. 

As the activity part of the collaboration and acti-
vity model (Figure 4) is placed in the centre of the 
above synthesised model, the football innovation 
centre will have to engage and identify needs. That 
is also to keep track of newest trends in the football 
industry of tech startups, elite clubs, grassroots 
clubs, and NGOs. The innovation centre should 
offer matchmaking events and activities. The cen-
tre should make development and test facilities 
available for startups, football organisations, and 
researchers, and offer support and knowledge on 
implementing and enhancing the impact of new 
knowledge, services, technologies, and products. 
This could be based on technology transfer mo-
dels. For further insight into concrete activities, 
see section 6, ‘Collaboration in practice’.

Potentials and opportunities

Collaboration potential between stakeholders

The football innovation centre should support and 
further develop existing collaborations. Besides 
well-established collaborations, we have identi-
fied gaps in which further collaboration may take 
place and we believe the football innovation centre 
should have the obligation to mediate activities fil-
ling out these gaps. That is between startups and 

NGOs, and between municipalities, researchers, 
and funds. We also see a grand opportunity for 
elite clubs and startups having a clearer focus on 
CSR and with a focus on social engagement in the 
local communities the clubs are part of. These new 
options of consortiums may open for new creative 
idea generation and new financial resources. We 
also think that grassroots clubs together with re-
searchers and municipalities can open a flank for 
projects and funding of new initiatives and know-
ledge generation by collaborating more closely 
focusing on socially vulnerable groups of youth 
and citizens. Efforts of such a civil society perspe-
ctive can provide the opportunity for fund support 
we believe. These SCR opportunities align with 
the struggle for NGOs to be granted, and there is 
a strengthened opportunity to get granted seeking 
more cross-sectoral collaborations. As the founda-
tions in Denmark are impact focused so are NGOs, 
researchers and startups. We therefore believe in 
establishing and doing matchmaking based on this 
shared interest in impact-making. Further, this 
aligns perfectly with the researchers and students’ 
interest in doing applied research – making so to 
speak a difference.

We also recognise an opportunity for startups to 
seek funding potentially based on having a more 
profound focus on socially responsible projects 
collaborating with NGOs, and as a way of offering 
football to the general public with a different focus 
than performance enhancement.

To strengthen the entrepreneurial thinking and 
ecosystem of football startups in Denmark, we also 
identified the opportunity of creating a more pro-
found focus on making events and matchmaking 
between startups and venture capital resources. 
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That would support the existing startups, and in 
general boost innovation in football for the compe-
titiveness of Danish football. Startups like seeking 
collaboration with researchers in order to qualify 
and create more in-depth knowledge founded 
applications seeking for developmental money. 
Researchers going with this approach will have to 
acknowledge that they will be part of growing a 
company, and this may be contrary to the idea of 
free and independent knowledge creation. These 
activities may also create role models for student’s 
entrepreneurial activities, and as such strengthen 
the employability of Danish sports science stu-
dents. These activities are founded on a profound 
desire from startups to have a closer collaboration 
with researchers.

Students as a potential for collaboration

In most workshops, the stakeholders mention stu-
dents as a collaboration opportunity resource for 
startups, NGOs and Football clubs, at different le-

vels of football expertise. Last but not least, resear-
chers also see the students’ engagement as a grand 
opportunity of qualifying education along with 
creating real life value in football. All stakeholders 
express their good experience and appreciation 
of having student collaboration. Among football 
clubs, organisations and startups, lots of ideas for 
how to include students into pilot projects and so-
metimes implement these new ideas into football 
practice were pointed out. This can be seen in rela-
tion to the fact that students are a ‘free’ resource. 
As such, startups like the students to be open and 
reach out to them all. A collaboration between 
startups and students may create positions and/or 
the student will for the sake of employability learn 
how to work in real companies and experience the 
values of the business world. NGOs are asking for 
reports and exam assignments that could focus on 
the importance of football for socially vulnerable 
groups’ participation. The researcher and students 
were also encouraged to come up with socio-eco-
nomic models to have good data to agitate into 
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applications. As such it is preferable that students 
from a range of different faculties could be enga-
ged into the football innovation centre. In colla-
boration projects, students have the opportunity 
to pass on, use, and activate the latest knowledge 
about football and the importance of fellowship 
and social relations.

Startups, clubs, and football organisations prefer 
to have free access to databases holding lists of 
students with descriptions of profiles and inte-
rests. The university could support a wide variety 
of student interests and competencies offered for 
collaborative partners. Research wise it is a good 
idea to have students engaged. They could do mi-
nor research projects, but also help on projects at 
a larger scale. From an employability perspective 
(from an educational angle), it is good for students 
to work closely with football organisations. Activi-
ties could include creating a series of workshops 
where football partners and commercial compa-
nies can meet students interested in and spark 
collaboration with an elite club/association life/or-
ganisation. Cross-sectorial events and workshops, 
e.g. between football clubs, startups and resear-
chers/students, can open the potential to ideate on 
and pilot new collaboration and project proposals.

Challenges in collaborating

Different cultural approaches and expectations 
from the stakeholder groups

Analysing the data from the workshops alongside 
discussing our experience with facilitating for the 
different stakeholder groups, we recognised that 
the different stakeholders all had quite different 
cultures of expectations and approaches to acting. 

Startups had a very energetic and executive appro-
ach, researchers were very reflective and critical of 
whatever method was in use, and the NGOs were 
very keen to do practice that would make an im-
mediate impact on the people in focus in their ac-
tivities. The foundations and experienced experts 
working closely with foundations clearly stated 
that the foundations knew quite clearly what they 
expected from applicants, and it seemed clear that 
the foundations came with terms on what they 
wanted from collaboration with applicants. 

An example could be the expectation startups have 
of students if they should collaborate. Startups 
like student types that are “do-ers”, who can take 
action and be independent and have the ability to 
make low-risk, easy decisions. Both research and 
students should know and be aware that startups 
progress using the “fail fast” approach, which me-
ans they could change their mind and objective 
of a project a few times over a typical semester. 
These approaches to collaboration are challenging 
for students who are first and foremost trained in 
theoretical contemplation and reflection, which 
normally includes slow processes. Likewise, pe-
dagogical planning and educational practices are 
something that requires long-term planning.

We believe that one of the roles of the innovation 
centre is to facilitate processes that make good 
and profound expectation matching optional, so 
that the different mindsets of the different stake-
holders will develop the best possible, productive, 
and creative collaboration spaces, and as part of 
this have defined an expectation space. Devel-
oping and establishing a productive expectation 
space we believe also will fertilise the expected 
co-creational processes that are seen as a keystone 
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in contemporary civil society development, and 
with these involving processes put in play, tools for 
participants to create their own future of valuable 
football activities. The co-creational approach 
aligns nicely with the research's ambition to do im-
pact-based research. Researchers believe that with 
this approach trainers, leaders and players will be 
able to influence the future of their activities more 
profoundly.

We also recognised that it is a challenge to en-
sure equal collaborations. Researchers have, for 
example, dedicated research time that on the other 
side is difficult to ensure for NGO or startups that 
always have the daily activities to keep running. 
The knowledge levels of each stakeholder/partner 
may act as constraints on establishing equal colla-
borations. Researchers should acknowledge and 
value the practice and context knowledge of the 
out in the field partners, and see this as a prerequi-
site for creating and ensuring impact. On the other 
side, NGOs and startups should not only see the 
researchers as an instrument for validation of their 
services or products, but also acknowledge the me-
rit of researchers' creation of new knowledge and 
education of upcoming valuable citizens.

Beyond a quadruple Helix model

Drawing on the SportsTech Framework by B. 
Penkert & R. Malhotra (2021), dividing sports in-
novation into “For Athletes”, “For Fans” and “For 
Executives” as the user perspective and Sasha 
Schmidt (2020), combining the user perspective 
with the technology elements, it turns out that the 
quadruple helix may have some shortcomings. We 
want to suggest a Penta helix that embraces mass 

media as a juxtaposed helix besides the govern-
ment and founding element, the business and 
startups, the universities embracing research and 
students’ research-based education, the football 
clubs and organisations, and the societal NGO-ba-
sed innovation. Mass media and social media play 
an ever-increasing role in promoting business 
and university-based research, strengthening the 
image of research activities. To an extreme extent, 
mass media is an integrated part of the sports indu-
stry. Therefore, we believe that a Penta helix could 
also be a valid model for the collaboration and ac-
tivity model for the football innovation centre. 

Based on Table 1, we see how the Danish football 
startup ecosystem heavily focuses on the Perfor-
mance, Training, and Health elements in devel-
oping services and products and establishing a 
business in the sports industry sector. Compared 
with the rest of the world, Danish startups are 
focusing less on the field of management and 
organisation and fan engagement. By including 
the mass media as a helix, the Penta model will 
visualise and symbolise the potential for focusing 
more on sports management and fan engagement. 
This potential can be relevant for startups in the 
business sector and researchers in the tradition of 
sports management concerning startup and foot-
ball elite clubs.

The activity and collaboration model presented in 
this report reflects an image of the stakeholders 
participating in the workshop. In the workshop with 
the research, mainly researchers in the domains 
of performance football, health and civil society 
were participating. If the Innovation Centre boosts 
and supports the potential of startup and research 
in sports management and fan engagement, the 
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football innovation centre must facilitate good 
collaboration between research on the field, such 
as UCN (University College Nordjylland) Sport 
Management in Aalborg and potential startups in 
the field. 

We believe that the cross-sectoral collaborations 
of the innovation centre should be further exten-
ded through research and academic-industry part-
nerships. We believe that we will keep research 
and technology development at the forefront of 
technology use in football clubs. The football tech 
review identified that the development of new te-
chnologies is in focus, and to a lesser extent, there 
is a focus on the adoption, implementation, and 
impact of football tech use (Hansen et.al, 2021). 
Via the review of Hansen et.al (2021), a stronger 
academia-industry collaboration is recommended 
for developing a common language and knowled-
ge-sharing platforms to enhance implementation, 
adoption, and impact-focused activities and proje-
cts.

A Hexa model focusing on the communities

Including the mass media is very much focusing 
on the elite and performance-based sports and 
football. Recognising the Nordic values and ge-
neral sport and grassroots football as well as the 
NGO elements of football, we wish, informed by 
Rachim et al. (2020), to propose a Hexa helix colla-
boration model as an alternative to the quadruple 
helix model used in our investigations or the Penta 
helix model just proposed. Although the Hexa 

helix model is described for preventing and the 
Management of Floodplain of Lake Tempe, we 
believe that the health and well-being perspectives 
highlighted with the Nordic values are strongly 
supported by a strong collaboration with and in 
affected local communities. 

The local and affected community is the sixth sta-
keholder in the Hexa helix model, focusing on en-
gaging and including the affected communities in 
the developmental work. This sixth element ensu-
res local ownership. This visualises the importance 
of the communities in social innovation dealing 
with challenges like physical health or well-being. 
Although we do not think the health crisis is a disa-
ster. On the other hand, we think that strategies in 
management and innovation impacting the health 
and well-being of citizens may well be informed by 
the strategies used in handling disasters or societal 
affairs of decreasing health.

We wish to propose the sustainability founded 
Hexa helix football innovation model managing 
sustainable performance, health and well-being, 
business, and community development for the 
football centre. The sustainability agenda, we be-
lieve, along with the 17 UN sustainability goals in 
future sports will have a more profound influence 
on every aspect of football and grassroots activity, 
as a performance activity and as a spectator and 
consumer activity. We therefore believe that the 
football innovation centre should be a frontrunner 
in promoting sustainability in the football industry.
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The stages/phases of the football innovation colla-
boration and activity model (figure 4) are services 
from the innovation centre to relevant stakehol-
ders, meaning that one stakeholder doesn’t need 
to be a part of a whole process, but can participate 
in relevant services, activities or developmental 
processes. In this case, the innovation centres ser-
vice is a design approach that contains different 
methods, accesses, structures, activities, and tools 
that in some way improve, help or assist the stake-
holders. If successful, the service is user-friendly, 
easily accessible and relevant to the customers 
(stakeholders) while also providing sustainable 
and valuable football innovation.  

How might we collaborate?

Based on the insights from workshops 1-4, we crea-
ted a table listing activities relevant to the innovati-
on centre suggested by the stakeholder groups. We 
characterised these activities into index, database, 
access and structure, and mapped them into the 
different design stages. At the validation workshop 
(workshop 6), we presented the activity table, and 
valuable feedback from the participants qualified 
the table. The updated activity table is presented in 
Table 4. It is important that the innovation centre 
and the activities are a part of the main stakehol-
ders’ strategic plan to avoid ending in structural 
restrictions when doing concrete activities within 
the innovation centre.

Example of activities

In this section, three different activities are descri-
bed further in-depth. 

Network meetings for collaboration on projects

A network meeting is a gathering of people with 
different interests in football and innovation. The 
overarching aim of the network meeting is to con-
nect people for fruitful and synergic collaboration. 
This can be organised both as the participants have 
the same or different interests and represent diffe-
rent sectors. This can be a way for the participants 
to discuss relevant football issues, present some 
cases from their work or share knowledge. As a 
representative from a startup puts it:

"Network on the various topics or special in-
terest groups including meetups will be highly 

relevant to us (e.g. athlete health, tech.)"

A key insight is that the activity itself is nothing, 
meaning that network opportunities, funding, and 
human resources are essential. A representative 
from Danish League suggests an appointed person 
can have an administrative role, e.g. in collecting 
data for the database. The point is that resources 
(people and time) must follow the activities.

A database with football related research and 
practical knowledge

As suggested by the SDU researcher, a database 
collecting football-related research could be a job 
for the innovation centre. The database would give 
different people and stakeholders an easy and ac-
cessible overview of the newest football research 
and knowledge. This aligns with the stakeholder 
group of the civil society demanding research 
knowledge related to social innovation. This data-
base will be relevant not only to researchers, star-
tups, elite performance football and NGOs but also 
amateur grassroots clubs, coaches and players.

Collaboration in practice
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Table 4: Concrete activities suggested by the stakeholder groups concerning the six stages and activities of the design approach. 
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The challenge of making a database is how it be-
comes relevant for the stakeholders. The workshop 
participants proposed different suggestions – an 
administration role could collect and structure the 
relevant research. The Danish League and DBU 
already made https://gamechanger.nu for sharing 
knowledge on football research from theory to 
practice. This could be relevant to collaborate in 
developing further. Because of the existing organi-
sational structures, it is also an assignment for the 
innovation centre to align, coordinate and make 
expectations matching the established activities 
in the Danish football ecosystem. All-in-all good 
governance and transparency are essential, having 
such a wide group of stakeholders with many diffe-
rent interests involved. We believe this will be one 
of the key guidelines of the activities in the football 
innovation centre.

Creating special interest groups

Another activity could be to create different inte-
rest groups based on stakeholder interests. This 
could, be done by creating four different groups 
based on the stakeholders sketched in the model in 

Figure 10. For example, an interest group for foot-
ball-related startups, a cross-disciplinary discussi-
on forum of researchers interested in football and 
research, a group of NGO stakeholders working 
with social innovation and football and an interest 
group with stakeholders focusing on performance 
enhancement in football, or an interest group sha-
ring knowledge about foundation engagement and 
application writing. 

The purpose of creating the interest groups is to 
form different networks for sharing specific know-
ledge and finding ways of collaborating and devel-
oping projects, new novel solutions, or energising 
football innovation processes etc. These groups 
can be represented in activities within the innova-
tion centre.

Individuals drive innovation in an innovation 
centre

Informed by the insights at the workshops, the 
triple helix theory (Ranga and Etzkowitz, 2013) 
and the quadruple helix model of innovation, we 
acknowledge the importance of individuals and 

https://gamechanger.nu
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their role in initiating, creating, and driving inno-
vation. In high-tech entrepreneurship communiti-
es of complementary entrepreneurial individuals 
are evident. A new high-tech firm typically takes 
off with the support of individuals with technical 
and business expertise, backed by an experienced 
entrepreneur, constituting together the ‘collecti-
ve’. Informed by Ranga and Etzkowtiz (2013) and 
the above reflections, we suggest three distinctive 
roles or concepts – the innovation organiser, the 
entrepreneurial scientist, and the administrator:

1. In person, the innovation organiser is often in 
a key institutional position given the authority 
to bring the relevant leaders from the different 
institutional spheres of the QH together. The 
innovation organiser coordinates processes, 
drives innovation between spheres, and creates 
a collaboration room for stakeholders to develop 
new ideas, create innovation and social develop-
ment. 

2. The entrepreneurial scientist role combines 
the academic role with impact elements such 
as performance, value for the civil (football) 
society, or startup of a business. The entrepre-
neurial scientist attempts to develop knowledge 
and use this in practical and commercial areas 
for creating value for people or financial returns. 
As such, the underlying foundation of innovati-
on and development is the polyvalent nature of 
knowledge, which is at the same time theoretical 
and practical, publishable, and patentable.

3. The third role we propose is an administrator 
role of updating and collecting data, e.g. for the 
databases, and keeping track of current move-
ments and the dynamics in the football innova-
tion ecosystem, trends in grassroots and elite 
football and in football research.
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Key messages and  
guidelines

This section aims to put in play 11 key messages or 
guidelines for the innovation centre that stakehol-
ders from different areas agreed on. This will clarify 
what the innovation centre should be encouraged 
not to be and do – and what it should do and can 
be. Before the validation workshop, we created 19 
principles or intentions based on insights genera-
ted in the workshops. Each participant voted for 
the five principles or intentions they found most 
important at the validation workshop. With 15 par-
ticipants in the voting, a principle or intention can 
get a maximum of 15 votes, and theoretically, if all 

votes were distributed equally, a statement will get 
4 votes. Furthermore, they could add additional 
statements if the 19 workshop created principles 
didn’t cover everything the participants perceived 
as the most important guidelines for the football 
innovation centre. After the vote, we facilitated 
among the workshop participants a discussion on 
which of the new ideas and suggestions would be 
most valuable for the football innovation centre. 
This process resulted in the principles and virtues 
stated below.

Figure 11: Shows the 6 statements with the most votes, varying from 9 to 5 votes.
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Furthermore 5 additional statements were propo-
sed doing the discussions:

• The primary purpose of the innovation centre 
is to support and develop Danish football in all 
aspects of the football ecosystem (health, well-
being, performance, talent development etc.)

• The innovation centre will facilitate positive so-
cietal change by stimulating growth financially 
and regarding welfare.

• The innovation centre will be unique since it 
integrates grassroots and elite football levels.

• The innovation centre will be at the internatio-
nal forefront in elite football development and 
excel in translating development onto the pitch.

• The innovation centre will promote a "hands-
on" approach to R&D, bringing experience 
and knowledge from the practitioners into the 
process of R&D

Next, we categorised the 11 statements based on 
the quadruple helix in our football innovation and 
activity model. It is important to note that this 
doesn’t mean that the statement only belongs to 
that sphere. All statements can, in some form or 
another, be recognised by all stakeholder groups. 

Statement 1 is a primary purpose that can be ca-
tegorised as an overarching statement because it 

includes all stakeholders. Statement 2 recognises 
the insights from the workshops that collaborati-
on between multiple stakeholders from different 
spheres already exists, and the innovation centre 
must support and further develop this collaborati-
on.

Statement 3 is categorised in the sphere of the ‘Pub-
lic Sector and private funds, as these funds support 
co-creational and sustainable projects with peop-
le from different areas. This is a key insight from 
workshop 5, and in the voting, the stakeholders re-
cognised the importance of collaboration in crea-
ting and executing projects. Statement number 4 is 
categorised in the ‘Football and industry’ sphere, 
and this statement focuses on the elite performan-
ce and the enhancement of the performance on 
the pitch. Statements 8 and 9 are also placed in this 
sphere but focus on creating access and conditions 
for startups. Statements 5, 6, and 7 are placed in the 
‘Research and Development’ sphere. It is impor-
tant to note that statements 5 and 6 must be seen 
with other stakeholders from different spheres. 
Statements 10 and 11 are categorised in the sphere 
of ‘football organisations’, and these statements 
include the social innovation part of inclusion in 
football and the integration of grassroots football. 

Table 5: Shows the 11 statements coloured in relation to the four spheres of the innovation model. The colours represent the sphere from 
the innovation and activity model e.g. the blue colour represents the ‘research and development’ sphere.
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