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Abstract

In the digital era, social media'plays a pivotal role in transforming sports fan
culture. The present study aimed to investigate the role of social media in
shaping fan culture in Iranian sports and to develop a paradigmatic model for
this phenomenon. This_qualitative research employed the grounded theory
approach (Strauss.and-Corbin)..Data‘were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 19 experts in media and sports (6 females and 13 males),
using purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was
achieved. ‘Data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software and
involved open coding (187 initial codes), axial coding (93 concepts), and
selective coding (23‘core categories). The central phenomenon identified
was “Digital Fan Culture Formation.” This phenomenon is influenced by
causal conditions (Strengthening Digital Fan Identity, motivational and
emotional content, the role of unofficial fans, humorous content, and
emerging interactive technologies), contextual conditions (globalization and
cultural diversity in fandom, digital culture-building and value creation, fan
information and education, features of popular platforms in Iran, differences
among fan groups, and digital fan economy), and intervening conditions
(negative impacts and challenges of social media, strategies for managing
content challenges, team marketing and branding, infrastructural and legal
limitations, as well as cultural and traditional constraints and values). The
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main strategies include shaping fan behaviors, enhancing fan motivation and
spirit, and fostering fan interactions and communications. Consequences are
divided into positive (increased fan loyalty and participation, social and
cultural cohesion, team economic development, improved fan behaviors) and
negative (increased inter-fan conflicts). The findings indicate that social
media elevates fan culture from physical limitations to a global, inclusive,
and dynamic space; however, challenges such as ethnic biases, filtering, and
negative content require strategic management. This model can serve as a
foundation for media policymaking and sports management in Iran,
emphasizing the strengthening of digital infrastructure. and educational
content.

Keywords: Digital dynamics, Fan Culture, Fan ldentity, Social
Media, Sports Fandom.

Introduction

The rapid development of digital communication technologies has
fundamentally transformed the relationship between sports
organizations and their fans. Social media has evolved beyond its
original function as a communication platform and has become an
interactive ecosystem through which fans actively create, share, and
disseminate sports-relatedcontent.. Unlike traditional media, social
media enables multidirectional.communication, real-time engagement,
and the formation of virtual.communities, allowing fans to participate
actively in_the construction of sports culture rather than merely
consuming media content.

In the sports industry, fans represent one of the most valuable
social and economic assets of clubs, federations, and professional
teams. Their engagement influences organizational reputation,
commercial success, brand equity, and long-term sustainability.
Consequently, .understanding the mechanisms through which social
media shapes fan culture has become an important concern for
researchers and practitioners alike. Within the Iranian sports context,
the widespread adoption of social media has significantly altered
traditional forms of fandom by facilitating broader participation,
strengthening digital identities, expanding fan interactions, and
creating new opportunities for communication between supporters,
athletes, and sports organizations.
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Despite these developments, most previous studies have focused on
Issues such as sport marketing, consumer behavior, fan loyalty, and
brand engagement, while relatively little attention has been devoted to
explaining the process through which social media contributes to the
formation of fan culture. Moreover, the unique cultural and structural
characteristics of Iranian sports require the development of a context-
specific conceptual framework. Accordingly, the present study sought
to answer the following research question: What is the paradigmatic
model explaining the role of social media in shaping fan culture in
Iranian sports?

Methods and Material

The present study adopted a qualitative research design based on
the grounded theory methodology proposed by Strauss and Corbin.
This approach was selected because of its suitability for developing a
theoretical explanation grounded in participants' experiences and
perceptions. The research population consisted of experts in sport
management, sports media, communication. studies, journalism, and
experienced sports fans with substantial knowledge of Iranian sports
media.

Participants were selected through purposive sampling followed by
snowball sampling-until theoretical saturation was achieved. In total,
19 experts (6 women and 13 men) participated in semi-structured
interviews. Interviews continued until no new concepts emerged from
the data.

The interview. transcripts were analyzed simultaneously with data
collection using the constant comparative method. Open coding
generated 187 initial codes, which were subsequently organized into
93 concepts during axial coding and finally integrated into 23 main
categories through selective coding. To enhance the trustworthiness of
the findings, member checking, peer review, and intercoder agreement
procedures were employed throughout the analytical process.

Results and Discussion

The findings identified Digital Fan Culture Formation as the central
phenomenon explaining the role of social media in Iranian sports
fandom.
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The causal conditions consisted of Strengthening digital fan
identity, producing motivational and emotional content, expanding the
role of unofficial fans, creating humorous content, and utilizing
emerging interactive technologies. These factors collectively
facilitated the emergence of new patterns of fan engagement within
digital environments.

The contextual conditions included globalization and cultural
diversity in fandom, digital culture-building and value creation, fan
education and information dissemination, characteristics of the most
widely used social media platforms in Iran, differences among fan
groups, and the development of the digital fan economy. Together,
these contextual factors provided the environment within which digital
fan culture evolved.

The intervening conditions included the negative impacts and
challenges associated with social media, strategies for managing
online content, team marketing and branding activities, infrastructural
and legal limitations, and prevailing cultural and traditional values.
These conditions either facilitated or constrained the effectiveness of
digital fan culture development.

The identified strategies focused on shaping fan behaviors,
enhancing fan motivation and spirit, and strengthening interactions
and communication among fans, athletes, clubs, and sports
organizations. These strategic actions contributed directly to the
evolution of participatory and digitally mediated fan communities.

The consequences of these strategies were categorized into positive
and negative outcomes. Positive outcomes included increased fan
loyalty and participation, stronger social and cultural cohesion,
improved fan behaviors, and enhanced economic opportunities for
sports organizations. Conversely, negative consequences included
increased conflicts among supporters, the reinforcement of ethnic
prejudices, the spread of inappropriate online content, and the
intensification of unhealthy rivalries.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that social media has transformed
fan culture from a geographically and physically constrained
phenomenon into a global, participatory, and dynamic digital
ecosystem. However, maximizing these benefits requires strategic
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governance, effective digital policies, content moderation, media

literacy initiatives, and investment in digital infrastructures.

Figure 1 Paradigmatic Model of the Role of Social Media in
Shaping Digital Fan Culture in Iranian Sports
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Conclusion

The present study provides a comprehensive paradigmatic model
explaining how social media shapes fan culture in Iranian sports. The
findings demonstrate that digital technologies have fundamentally
transformed traditional patterns of fandom by promoting participation,
interaction, and digital identity construction while simultaneously
introducing new managerial and cultural challenges.

The proposed model illustrates the relationships among causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies,
and their consequences, thereby providing both theoretical and
practical insights into the dynamics of digital fan culture.

From a practical perspective, sports organizations, policymakers,
and media managers can utilize this model to formulate more effective
communication strategies, strengthen digital infrastructures, improve
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fan education, and develop responsible online communities. Future
research may extend the proposed model by examining different
sports disciplines, comparing professional and amateur contexts, or
investigating cross-cultural differences in digital fan culture.

Keywords: Digital dynamics, Fan Culture, Fan Identity, Social
Media, Sports Fandom.
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