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DISCOVERING SOURCES AND APPROACHES
IN FINANCING HACKATHONS
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Abstract This study explores the diverse sources and approaches to financing hackathons, aiming to com-
pare financing models for hackathons, emphasizing the influence of event type on various strate-
gies. Employing an ethnographic approach, the research identifies three primary financing strat-
egies-challenge-oriented, community-oriented, and profit-oriented and six key sources, including
sponsorships, community contributions, self-funding, grants, investments, and registration fees.
The findings reveal that aligning financing with hackathon objectives is essential for the overall
performance of the event. Challenge-oriented hackathons require dedicated budgets, communi-
ty-oriented ones rely on local support, and profit-oriented events must balance financial goals
with inclusivity. Sponsorships and partnerships emerge as the most versatile funding method.
The study underscores the importance of combining multiple financing sources to ensure resili-
ence and stability. It contributes to the academic understanding of hackathon financing and
offers practical insights for organizers, sponsors, participants, and policymakers, aiming to en-
hance the effectiveness and impact of hackathons in fostering innovation and collaboration.
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INTRODUCTION

Hackathons have emerged from their origins in the
information technology (IT) sector to become versatile
platforms for innovation across a wide range of indus-
tries (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014; Medina et al., 2020).
Originally conceived as intensive coding events where
software developers collaborated to create solutions
within a short timeframe, hackathons have evolved to
address challenges in diverse fields such as medicine,
education, banking, defense, and civic engagement
(Heller et al., 2023; Trainer et al.,, 2016). This broad
applicability has transformed hackathons into a popular
tool for fostering creativity, collaboration, and rapid
problem-solving.

The versatility of hackathons has led to their adop-
tion by a wide array of organizations, each with unique
objectives. For instance, some hackathons result from
the desire to solve specific challenges faced by corpora-
tions or public institutions. These events often focus on
creating practical solutions that can be immediately
implemented to improve processes or address critical
issues. On the other hand, community-oriented hacka-
thons aim to foster innovation within a particular
group, encouraging local talent to develop new ideas
and technologies that can benefit the community (Rys,
2021).

As hackathons become more prevalent, under-
standing the diverse sources and approaches to their
financing becomes crucial. The question of how these
events obtain funds is essential as it influences the
scope and scale of hackathons. Different organizations,
each with distinct goals and resource availability, adopt
varied approaches to finance hackathons, reflecting
their specific motivations. For instance, while some
events are funded through corporate sponsorships or
governmental grants, others rely on community contri-
butions or participant fees.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF FINANCING
IN HACKATHONS

The financial aspect of hackathons plays a critical
role in shaping the nature and outcomes of these
events. Adequate funding is essential for ensuring the
success of a hackathon as it directly affects various ele-
ments, including logistics, participant experience, and
overall satisfaction of participants. This, in turn, may
influence-both positively and negatively-the quality of
the projects developed (Rys, 2022).

First of all, financing determines the availability of
necessary resources and infrastructure for a hackathon.
This includes securing a suitable venue, providing high-
speed internet, procuring hardware and software tools,
and ensuring the availability of essential amenities such
as food and beverages. Well-funded hackathons can

Financial Internet Quarterly 2024, vol. 20 / no. 4

afford different facilities, which may affect the partici-
pants’ productivity and comfort, thereby fostering
a more (or less) conducive environment for innovation
(Perng et al., 2018).

Second, the level of funding influences the ability
to attract diverse and more skilled participants. Offer-
ing attractive incentives such as cash prizes, rewards,
internships, scholarships, and opportunities for further
development may draw skilled developers, designers,
and innovators to the event. Additionally, providing
travel grants and accommodation can make the hacka-
thon accessible to a wider audience, including people
from different geographical regions or underrepresent-
ed groups (Paganini & Gama, 2020).

Moreover, adequate funding allows for the provi-
sion of mentorship, workshops, and additional support
that can significantly enhance the quality of the pro-
jects developed during the hackathon. Access to expert
advice and specialized training can help participants
refine their ideas and develop more suitable and im-
pactful solutions (Nolte et al., 2020). Also, well-funded
hackathons are able to offer post-event support, such
as incubation programs or seed funding, to help prom-
ising projects transition from concept to reality (Dehli,
2016; Medina et al., 2020; Nolte et al., 2020).

Additionally, financial resources are crucial for
effective marketing and promotion of the hackathon.
A well-publicized event can attract media attention,
increase participant numbers, and draw the interest of
potential sponsors and partners. This, in turn, can am-
plify the hackathon’s impact by ensuring that the solu-
tions developed reach a broader audience and poten-
tially attract further investment or support (Nolte et al.,
2020).

Furthermore, sustainable funding models are es-
sential for the long-term success and continuity of
hackathons. Reliable financial backing enables organiz-
ers to plan and execute recurring events, thereby build-
ing a community to help tackle future challenges and
foster ongoing innovation (Trainer et al., 2016). Sus-
tainable financing also ensures that hackathons can
adapt to changing circumstances and continue to pro-
vide value over time.

Last but not least, while financing is critical, it also
presents several challenges. Organizers must balance
the need for adequate funding with the desire to keep
the event accessible and inclusive (Falk et al., 2022). In
addition, they must navigate the complexities of secur-
ing and managing funds from various sources, including
corporate sponsors, community contributions, and
grants. Effective financial management is key to ensur-
ing efficient and transparent utilization of resources,
thus maintaining the trust and support of stakeholders.

Understanding the significance of financing in
hackathons provides a foundation for exploring the
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diverse sources and approaches to securing funds for
these events. The results will help understand and ex-
plore specific funding models and approaches, shed-
ding light on how different organizations navigate the
financial landscape to support successful hackathons.

RESEARCH GAP

Despite the increasing popularity and diverse appli-
cations of hackathons, and the proven importance of
understanding the financial sphere, there is a noticea-
ble gap in the literature regarding the financial mecha-
nisms that support these events. While many authors
have written about the social and technical aspects of
hackathons (Brooke, 2018; Irani, 2015; Trainer et al.,
2016), the financial strategies and their impact on the
success and sustainability of hackathons remain under-
explored. Most of the existing studies focus on the im-
mediate outcomes of hackathons, such as innovation
output and participant engagement, but do not delve
deeply into how different funding approaches influence
the direction and outcomes of hackathons (Falk et al.,
2022).

This article aims to address this gap by systemati-
cally categorizing and analyzing the various sources and
approaches to hackathon financing. It identifies and
compares different models of financing hackathons,
with particular emphasis on how the type of event in-
fluences financing strategies. By describing and examin-
ing these topics, this research provides valuable in-
sights into the financial dynamics that underpin these
events. Additionally, it explores the implications of
these financial strategies on the overall structure of
particular hackathons, expanding the academic re-
search and offering practical guidance for organizers
and stakeholders. By filling this gap, the article not only
contributes to the academic understanding of hacka-
thon financing but also provides actionable knowledge
for practitioners looking to optimize their funding strat-
egies to achieve better results and greater impact from
their hackathon initiatives.

METHODOLOGY

This research employs an ethnographic approach
to explore the various sources and approaches to fi-
nancing hackathons. Ethnography, traditionally used in
anthropology and sociology, involves the systematic
study of people and cultures from the subject’s point of
view. In this context, the ethnographic method is
adapted to study the practices, interactions, and finan-
cial strategies of hackathon organizers and participants.

The ethnographic approach was chosen for its abil-
ity to provide a comprehensive view and a deep, nu-
anced understanding of the cultural and organizational
dynamics at play in hackathon financing. This method
involved immersive participation and observation at
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various hackathons, complemented by interviews with

organizers, sponsors, participants, and other stakehold-

ers. The following steps outline the ethnographic pro-
cess used in this research:

- Hackathon Stakeholders Observation: The researcher
took part in over 20 different hackathons in all forms-
hybrid, online, and stationary, dedicated for various
groups, organized over few years and in various geo-
graphical locations-actively participating in events to
observe firsthand the interactions and financial trans-
actions occurring. This involvement provided an insid-
er’s perspective on hackathon financing and the roles
different stakeholders play in this process as organiz-
ers, participants, partners, sponsors, various interme-
diaries, or service providers.

- Interviews: The study included semi-structured and
unstructured interviews with a diverse range of stake-
holders, including corporate sponsors, community
organizers, governmental representatives, and partici-
pants. These interviews aimed to uncover detailed
information about their motivations, challenges, and
strategies related to hackathon financing.

Document Analysis: The researcher collected supple-

mentary data through the analysis of relevant docu-

ments, such as funding proposals, sponsorship agree-
ments, promotional materials, and available financial
reports. This helped triangulate the findings from ob-
servations and interviews.

Field Notes: Detailed field notes accompanied the
entire research process to capture observations, re-
flections, and insights. These notes served as a critical
data source for analyzing the financing approaches
and their implications.

- Netnography: The study included online research to
examine the available online documents, such as re-
ports, analyses, and data from hackathons that took
place in the past.

REsSuULTS

The analysis of the gathered material reveals that
there are various sources and approaches to financing
hackathons. Organizations have different goals and
profiles, which leads to diverse financing strategies.
However, three primary approaches and six notable
sources stand out (summary provided in Figure 1):

- Challenge-Oriented (Organization-Oriented): These ha
-ckhatons’ typical organizers include specific entities
such as corporations, governmental bodies, public
institutions, or NGOs. Their main objective is to ad-
dress a particular challenge faced by the organization
or within their interest. While the goals may vary, the
organization allocates a budget to conduct the hacka-
thon without the primary intention of making a profit,
although generating profit may be a secondary out-
come (e.g. if other commercial partners decide to join
and sponsor such an event). About half of all ob-
served hackathons followed this approach.
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- Community-Oriented: These hackathons usually oper- - Profit-Oriented: This category includes hackathons or-

ate at zero or near-zero cost. They are financed by the
community, which includes individuals associated
with certain organizations who contribute to covering
the cost of the entire hackathon or its specific parts,
such in the case of Smogathon 2015. Although profit
is not the primary aim, the entity responsible typically

ganized for profit, often by professional organizations
or event agencies specializing in these events. These
can be standalone hackathons or recurring series,
such as HackYeah, celebrating its 10™ edition in 2024.
About a quarter of all observed hackathons followed
this approach.

reinvests any surplus into future events or its other
activities. About a quarter of all observed hackathons
followed this approach.

Figure 1: Hackathon Financing Approaches

Hackhaton
Financing
Approaches

Challenge-Oriented Community-Oriented Profit-Oriented

Source: Author’s own elaboration.

Afterwards, the researcher identified six financing
sources, repeatedly observed at various hackathons
(summary provided in Figure 2):

small events below 50 people, but they can achieve
a much larger scale, such as AGHacks for over 500
participants, organized in 2015. A special community

1. Sponsorships and Partnerships: This is the most pop- -driven method is crowdfunding, which allows for

ular and common method of financial support for

hackathons, used by all community and profit-

oriented hackathons and the vast majority (all but

one) of challenge oriented hackathons, which were

studied for this research. After all, many organiza-

tions seek specific benefits that will fulfill their goals,

such as gaining brand recognition, acquiring innova-

tion, building awareness, recruitment, or public rela-

tion activities. That is why organizers often decide to

sell sponsorship packages that include various bene-

fits, such as:

- Title of the Strategic Partner/Sponsor,

- Opening and welcoming remarks by the Partner’s
representative,

- Information about the Partner on the event’s social
media pages,

- Logo publication on the event website,

- Possibility of hosting workshops, lectures, or panel
discussions during the event,

- Providing mentors at the event.

Depending on the hackathon’s specifics, organiza-
tions choose different benefits to satisfy their needs
and maximize their return on investment, while or-
ganizers try to maintain a delicate balance between
participants’ and partner/sponsor’s satisfaction.

. Community-Driven Sources: Depending on the ha-
ckathon’s approach, communities, organizations,
institutions, or groups of enthusiasts can offer sup-
port-either in cash or in kind. Those are usually

direct yet voluntary financing of the event by partici-

pants and other contributors.

Community support includes the following general

categories:

- Cost Covering: paying specific costs such as venue,
catering, logistics, prizes, and hosting assistance,

- Benefit Addition: adding value to the hackathon
with extra prizes, special activities for participants,
merchandise (like blankets, pillows, or hoodies),
extra challenges, software tool access, speakers, or
more mentors.

. Self-Funding: This method is common for challenge-
related hackathons, typically financed by organiza-
tions like corporations or governmental institutions
with a dedicated budget for the event. Most of the
studied hackathons obtained their financial covering
through this method.

. Grants and Funds: Some hackathons are part of a la-
rger agenda or support global initiatives. Examples
include the EUDIS hackathon on “Digital in Defence”
organized by the European Defence Fund (EDF)
Work Program in 2024, or the #EUvsVirus hackathon
organized by the European Commission to tackle
COVID-19 pandemic challenges. Application for such
funds usually requires a formal procedure that may
be inflexible and time-consuming, but this can offer
stable and long-term development funds.

. Investments: Certain organizations and individuals
invest in hackathons to achieve long-term goals,
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such as building a network or gaining contacts in
a specific interest or geographical area. In these cas-
es, hackathons serve as an intermediary method to
reach broader objectives.

6. Registration Fees: While most hackathons are free,
others charge a small fee from participants, as seen
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in some Startup Weekends worldwide. This fee usu-
ally covers catering, snacks, and venue preparation.
However, it is important to note that registration
fees have the reputation of a major deterrent for
potential participants, as proved by research
(Simonofski et al., 2020).

Figure 2: Hackathon financing sources

Hackhaton
Financing Sources

Sponsorship Community- Self-Fundin Grants Investments Registration
& Partnership Driven & & Funds Fees
Corporate Cost Covering Govermental
Funds
Startup Benefit Addition Regional
Programs
Academic International
Organizations
Governmental
Nonprofit

Source: Author’s own elaboration.

D1SCUSSION AND FINDINGS

The findings highlight the importance of aligning
the financing approach with the hackathon’s objec-
tives. Challenge-oriented hackathons benefit from ded-
icated budgets that focus on solving specific problems,
ensuring that resources are available to achieve high-
quality and desirable outcomes. Community-oriented
hackathons thrive on local engagement and contribu-
tions, fostering a strong sense of community but poten-
tially facing technical and scalability issues. Profit-
oriented hackathons, while financially sustainable,
need to balance profitability with accessibility to avoid
excluding potential participants.

Sponsorships and partnerships emerge as the most
versatile and widely used method, capable of sup-
porting various hackathon types. Community-driven
sources and self-funding are vital for smaller, mission-
driven hackathons but may require additional support
to grow and expand. Grants and investments provide

substantial funding and post-event opportunities but
involve competitive application processes and often
require time-consuming and overly formal procedures.

The reliance on registration fees presents a trade-
off between financial viability and inclusivity, but it may
have a negative influence of participants’ motivation
and recruitment for hackathons. Organizers need to
carefully consider fee structures to maintain accessibil-
ity while covering the costs. The diverse sources identi-
fied underline the necessity for organizers to adopt
a hybrid approach, combining multiple funding sources
to ensure resilience and development, as relying on
a single source may expose events to financial risks and
limit their long-term viability.

Overall, the study underscores the critical role of
financing in shaping the structure, accessibility, and
outcomes of hackathons. Future research could explore
the long-term impacts of different funding models, sec-
tor-specific adaptations, and the role of emerging tech-
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nologies in hackathon financing. By understanding and
optimizing these financial strategies, organizers can
enhance the success and sustainability of hackathons,
fostering innovation and collaboration across various
domains.

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

While this research addresses the presented gap in
understanding hackathon financing, several limitations
remain. First, the sample size and diversity may not
fully represent the global spectrum of hackathons, po-
tentially limiting generalizability. Second, the ethno-
graphic approach, despite its depth, introduces subjec-
tivity and may not capture all the nuances. Third, the
lack of longitudinal data restricts understanding of the
long-term impacts of different financing models.
Fourth, the research did not exhaustively examine the
emerging technologies and trends in financing, or vari-
ous contextual factors like the current economic envi-
ronment or cultural norms. Addressing these limita-
tions in future research can enhance the robustness
and applicability of insights into hackathon financing,
providing a more comprehensive understanding of
both hackathon financing and its implications.

One area for further research is the comparative
analysis of financing sources for technological and inno-
vative ventures across different sectors. While this
study focuses on the general landscape of hackathon
financing, exploring how specific industries-such as
healthcare, education, and fintech-adapt and imple-
ment financing strategies uniquely suited to their
needs could reveal sector-specific challenges and best
practices, providing targeted insights for organizers in
various fields.

Longitudinal studies could also produce valuable
insights into the long-term impacts of different financ-
ing models on hackathon outcomes. By tracking the
progress of projects and participants over time, re-
searchers can assess how initial funding influences pro-
ject sustainability, participant career growth, and the
broader innovation ecosystem. This long-term perspec-
tive could help identify which funding approaches are
the most effective in fostering lasting innovation and
entrepreneurial success.

Another promising area for research is the role of
emerging technologies in hackathon financing. Technol-
ogies such as blockchain, Al, and IoT could potentially
revolutionize hackathon funding, management, and
execution. For instance, blockchain-based crowdfund-
ing platforms may offer new ways to democratize fund-
ing, while Al tools could optimize resource allocation
and participant matchmaking. Investigating these possi-
bilities could uncover innovative financing solutions
that enhance the efficiency and impact of hackathons.

Financial Internet Quarterly 2024, vol. 20 / no. 4

Exploring alternative funding models such as public
-private partnerships, social impact bonds, and cooper-
ative funding initiatives may provide new avenues for
supporting hackathons. Research could examine the
feasibility and effectiveness of these models in differ-
ent contexts, identifying opportunities for innovation in
hackathon financing. This exploration could lead to the
development of hybrid funding approaches that com-
bine the strengths of various models to address diverse
funding needs.

Finally, researchers could investigate the policy and
regulatory implications on financing hackathons. Un-
derstanding how different regulatory environments
affect hackathon funding and operation would help
policymakers create supportive frameworks that facili-
tate innovation. Such research could also explore the
role of government grants and incentives in promoting
hackathons as tools for public good and economic de-
velopment.

By pursuing these areas of further research, aca-
demics and practitioners can deepen their understand-
ing of hackathon financing and its broader implications.
Such findings would bring valuable lessons, contrib-
uting to the ongoing evolution of hackathons as power-
ful platforms for innovation and collaboration.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Understanding the diverse sources and approaches
to financing hackathons has profound practical implica-
tions for organizers, sponsors, participants, and policy-
makers. For organizers, the insights gleaned from this
research can significantly refine their funding strate-
gies. By designing attractive sponsorship packages that
align with corporate interests, organizers can secure
substantial financial support while ensuring mutual
benefits. Diversifying the funding sources is essential to
create a robust and resilient financial model, thereby
mitigating the risks associated with relying on a single
source. This can include a mix of sponsorships, commu-
nity contributions, grants, and participant fees. Engag-
ing the local community through in-kind contributions
and volunteer support can not only reduce costs but
also foster a sense of local ownership and engagement.
Furthermore, adequate funding allows organizers to
enhance the participant experience by securing com-
fortable venues, providing quality amenities, and offer-
ing comprehensive resources such as high-speed inter-
net and advanced hardware and software tools. The
provision of mentorship, workshops, and post-event
support can further improve the quality of projects
developed during the hackathon.

Sponsors play a crucial role in the financial ecosys-
tem of hackathons and can derive significant value
from their involvement. By targeting hackathons that
align with their strategic goals, such as talent acquisi-
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tion, brand promotion, or specific innovation challeng-
es, sponsors may achieve a higher return on invest-
ment. Active participation in hackathons through men-
torship, workshops, and direct engagement with partic-
ipants can strengthen brand presence and build posi-
tive relationships with potential future employees or
collaborators. Finally, establishing long-term partner-
ships with hackathon organizers can provide continu-
ous benefits, ensuring a steady pipeline of innovative
solutions and maintaining a consistent presence in the
innovation community.

For participants, understanding the financial dy-
namics of hackathons can also be highly beneficial.
Awareness of how hackathons obtain funds will help
participants choose events that offer the best re-
sources and support, which in turn can enhance their
productivity and project outcomes. Networking with
the sponsors and mentors present during the hacka-
thon provides valuable insights and connections that
may lead to future career or business opportunities.
Additionally, understanding the importance of financ-
ing in general can motivate participants to consider the
long-term strategy of their projects, seeking hacka-
thons that offer follow-up support such as incubation
programs or seed funding to help their innovations
progress beyond the event.

Policymakers can utilize the research findings to
create an environment that supports innovation and
collaboration through hackathons. Developing sup-
portive policies, such as grants, tax incentives, or public
-private partnership initiatives, could stimulate innova-
tion and economic growth. Establishing clear regulatory
frameworks will streamline the organization of hacka-
thons, removing unnecessary barriers and promoting
more frequent and diverse events. Policymakers can
also support community-driven hackathons by provid-
ing resources such as venues, promotional support, and
logistical assistance, thereby enhancing community
engagement and driving local innovation.

By applying these practical implications, all stake-
holders can contribute to the success and development
of hackathons. This holistic approach ensures that
hackathons continue to serve as vibrant platforms for
innovation, collaboration, and societal impact, fostering
an environment where creative solutions to complex
problems can thrive and generate lasting benefits.

CONCLUSION

This research provides a comprehensive examina-
tion of the various sources and approaches to financing

Financial Internet Quarterly 2024, vol. 20 / no. 4

hackathons, highlighting the critical role that financial
strategies play in the development of these events. By
employing an ethnographic approach, the study identi-
fied three primary financing approaches-challenge-
oriented, community-oriented, and profit-oriented and
six distinct sources, including sponsorships and partner-
ships, community-driven sources, self-funding, grants
and funds, investments, and registration fees.

The findings demonstrate the importance of syn-
chronizing the financing practices with hackathon
goals. Challenge-oriented hackathons, which were the
most popular within the observed set of hackathons,
need dedicated budgets, community-oriented events
rely on local contributions, fostering community but
facing scalability issues, while profit-oriented hacka-
thons must balance financial stability with accessibility
and participant needs. When it comes to sources, 90%
of organizers use various sources simultaneously, but
sponsorships and partnerships are the most popular
method of choice thanks to their flexibility. Community
-driven sources and self-funding prove vital for smaller
hackathons but need extra support to grow. Grants and
investments provide significant funding yet involve
competitive and often challenging processes. Finally,
registration fees support finances but can reduce inclu-
sivity and create a significant barrier to joining the en-
deavor.

Addressing the limitations identified in this re-
search-such as the sample size, diversity, and lack of
longitudinal data-in future studies could explore the
long-term impacts of different funding models, sector-
specific adaptations, and the role of emerging technol-
ogies in hackathon financing. Moreover, understanding
various perspectives on financing and exploring alter-
native funding models will provide valuable insights for
designing more effective and equitable hackathons.

By optimizing financial strategies, organizers can
enhance the development of hackathons, fostering
innovation and collaboration across various domains.
This research contributes to the academic understand-
ing of hackathon financing and offers actionable
knowledge for practitioners, ensuring that hackathons
continue to serve as vibrant platforms for addressing
complex challenges and driving social and technological
advancements.
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