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Research Background: Over the past decades, a variety of unstructured, semi-structured, and structured digital data 
has been (and is being) generated on a range of platforms (e.g. social media, machine-to-machine communications, 
IoT) by various entities (e.g., consumers, businesses, governments) in different content format (e.g. videos, images, 
audio) (Gandomi & Haider, 2015; Sivarajah, Kamal, Irani, & Weerakkody, 2017). During this period, large-scale data 
have become pervasive and are used in different formats, for different purposes, and in different sectors (of social, 
economic, and cultural activities) such as healthcare, arts, education, human resource management, natural 
catastrophe (Sivarajah, et. al., 2017), gambling, the insurance industry, the military, intelligence services, retailing, and 
marketing (Hutchins, 2016). Despite its wider acceptance and reach today, there is no consensus on the definition of 
what has now become known as “big data” (Gandomi & Haider, 2015; Sivarajah, et. al., 2017). In fact, the term has 
existed since the mid-1990s, but became widespread as recently as in 2011 (Gandomi & Haider, 2015). As some 
researchers noted (e.g., Gandomi & Haider, 2015; Kwon, Lee, & Shin, 2014, and Spaaij & Thiel, 2017), the three 
dimensions of big data capture the essence of the term and are commonly shared by different definitions, namely 
high volumes of data, velocity of processing the data, and variety of data sources. Hence, this description serves as a 
working interpretation of the term in this study. 
 
Over the past few years, big data has attracted considerable interest from both academics and practitioners (Spaaij & 
Thiel, 2017), and big data analytics has increasingly become a trending practice for many organizations, due to the 
multitude of opportunities that it offers (Gandomi & Haider, 2015). These opportunities include: rich business 
intelligence, better informed decision making, value creation, satisfying customers and other stakeholders, enhancing 
business performance, gaining competitive advantages over business rivals, and enhancing resource allocation 
(Sivarajah, et. al., 2017). However, as much opportunities as it offers, big data/analytics poses a significant range of 
challenges (Bone et. al., 2016; Spaaij & Thiel, 2017). These challenges include: data integration complexities, lack of 
skilled personel, data security and privacy issues, inadequate data warehouse architecture, and large data 
synchronization (Sivarajah, et. al., 2017). Spaaij and Thiel (2017) further argue that “big data are neither neutral and 
objective, nor necessarily valid and reliable ways (p.1) understanding a phenomenon of interest. And, Sivarajah et al. 
(2017) add, “with the reality of big data comes the challenge of analyzing it in a way that brings Big Value … And, 
there is an ever-growing discourse about big data offering both Big Opportunities and Big Challenges (Sivarajah, 
2017, p. 264).  
 
Hence, given the reported value of big data and data analytics in the sport industry (e.g., Fried & Mumcu, 2016; 
Harrison & Bukstein, 2016; Miller, 2015), this study endeavors to gain an understanding of the opportunities and 
challenges of big data (and data analytics) in the sport industry, from the perspective of practitioners in North 
American professional sport (as a context). Moreover, as Gandomi and Haider (2015) pointed out, “the fast 
evolution of big data technologies and the ready acceptance of the concept by public and private sectors left little 
time for the discourse to develop and mature in the academic domain.” (p.137). Hence, this work attempts to 
articulate and synthesize the state of big data in professional sport. To accomplish these objectives, the study is 
guided by the following three research questions: RQ1. What are the opportunities available with big data to 
organizations in sport industry? RQ2. What are the challenges, if any, of big data confronted by organizations in the 
sport industry? and RQ3. What are the different types of big data analysis methods that are being employed to 
overcome big data challenges? 
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Research Contribution: In addressing the three research questions, the study helps scholars and practitioners better 
understand and develop a common understanding of this landscape. The work also attempts to identify research 
avenues and build conceptual foundations for scholars interested in the topic area. The effort, by extension, can help 
scholars understand and, thereby, examine different dimensions of big data in order to produce knowledge with 
applied industry value, as well as fill in the literature gap.  
 
Research Method: This study is a work in progress. As the purpose of the study is to obtain a first-hand and an in-
depth understanding of the three research questions, semi-structured interview will be conducted over telephone. 
Initially, ten practitioners will be interviewed (and already secured), and additional interviewees will be added till 
saturation stage is achieved. The practitioners will be managers and employees (who have knowledge of big data and 
data analytics) in the four North American major league teams—the NFL, NBA, MLB, and NHL. In locating 
informants (per Neuman & Robson, 2012), the identification of a participant who has knowledge of a particular 
phenomenon being investigated and willingness to discuss the phenomenon in detail will be required. Accordingly, 
practitioners who are responsible for and/or who handle data analytics in the four major league teams are (and will 
be) approached. The recruitment involved (and will involve) an initial contact through e-mail, followed up by a 
phone call request to participate in the study.  
 
The interviews will be recorded on digital devices, and notes will be taken during the interviews for further 
clarification. Data will be transcribed verbatim from the audiotapes into text. The text will then be processed into a 
manageable form (i.e., data reduced through editing and deleting redundancies), the data will be condensed topically 
(i.e., data displayed and quotes extracted), a verification process will be undertaken, and conclusions will then be 
drawn (per Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003; Miles et al., 2013).  
 
Research Findings. The study is in-progress, and detailed findings will be ready for and presented at SMA 
conference. 
 


