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Abstract:

The main objective of this study is to explain and present a model for the development of fan culture in sports clubs using the grounded
theory approach. The research design is applied in nature and was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method. The statistical population
of this study consisted of all managers of sports clubs in Shiraz, Iran. The participants were 20 key informants and experts, including
university professors and executive sports managers, who were selected through purposive and snowball sampling methods. The research
findings revealed that, in the open coding phase, a total of 200 initial open codes related to the development of fan culture were identified.
Data analysis indicated the emergence of 49 concepts and 6 categories representing the challenges facing the development of fan culture in
sports clubs. Grounded theory was employed to analyze the data, providing a systematic process for the development of informational
categories (open coding), category development (axial coding), and the construction of a narrative to connect the categories (selective coding),
concluding with a set of theoretical and interpretive propositions. Overall, based on the research findings, it can be stated that the model
obtained in the present study represents a comprehensive and robust framework of strategies for the phenomenon of fan culture development.
Progress in the area of assessing the potential for fan culture development requires an understanding of a conceptual model encompassing all
influential and relevant factors in the discourse of cultural development. Therefore, the results of this study can enhance the awareness of
researchers at macro, meso, and micro levels regarding the development of fan culture.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent decades, sport has transformed from a recreational activity into a global sociocultural phenomenon intricately
linked with identity construction, political symbolism, consumer behavior, and media representation. Among the multiple
dimensions of contemporary sport, fan culture stands out as a dynamic arena of social engagement, affective commitment, and
identity performance. Fan culture is no longer merely about spectatorship—it constitutes a form of mediated participation,
where fans co-construct meaning, form communities, and influence the sport ecosystem (Fiske, 2002; Jenkins, 2007).

Modern sport fans are deeply embedded in cultural and emotional attachments to their teams, often participating in rituals,
symbolic practices, and media production that go far beyond watching games (\Vierskin, 2008). According to the social identity
theory of fandom, fans derive a sense of self from their affiliation with a sports team, leading to in-group loyalty and emotional
investment (Lintumaki & Koll, 2024). This affiliation is not a passive phenomenon but one shaped by sociocultural values,

political structures, and mediated narratives (Spracklen, 2022).
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Despite the centrality of fans in shaping the sports experience, research on fan culture, particularly in non-Western contexts
such as Iran, remains limited. While existing literature has explored dimensions such as consumer loyalty (Berry, 1995), sport
marketing (Kahle & Riley, 2004), and corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Chen et al., 2015), few studies have attempted to
synthesize a comprehensive model for the development of fan culture. Furthermore, the localized and context-specific
dynamics of fandom—shaped by cultural, religious, and political factors—require methodological attention (Delia et al., 2022;
Mamo & Agyemang, 2023).

This study addresses this critical gap by proposing a grounded model for the development of fan culture in Iranian sports
clubs, using the grounded theory approach. The research aims to explore strategic dimensions—social, legal, political,
educational, and media-driven—that influence the development of a sustainable and inclusive fan culture. Drawing from recent
scholarship on fan identity (Allison & Knoester, 2021), community dynamics (Mastromartino & Zhang, 2020), and sport
governance (Rensmann, 2014), the study advances a multi-layered understanding of how fan culture evolves, stabilizes, and
contributes to the broader sport system.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a qualitative, applied research design, utilizing the grounded theory method for data collection and
analysis. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 purposively selected key informants, including university
academics, sport managers, and executive administrators involved in sports governance in Shiraz, Iran. The selection process
followed a combination of purposive and snowball sampling. Interviews were transcribed and analyzed using a three-step
coding process—open coding, axial coding, and selective coding—to construct conceptual categories and theoretical linkages.
Ethical considerations such as informed consent and data confidentiality were rigorously observed.

Findings

Data analysis in the open coding stage yielded 200 primary codes. These were later condensed into 49 concepts and
organized into 9 overarching categories: social rights, justice orientation, rule of law, social unity, trust, security, sport and
politics, media, and education. These categories collectively constitute the strategic domains influencing fan culture
development.

1. Social Rights: This dimension includes recognition of fan rights, structured fan clubs, and spatial allocation in
stadiums. It emphasizes ethical engagement, inclusivity, and provision of safe platforms for fan expression.

2. Justice Orientation: Participants emphasized the need for equitable resource distribution, anti-discrimination
policies, and institutional support for gender and ethnic inclusion.

3. Rule of Law: This category includes promoting legal adherence, reducing criminal behavior during events, ensuring
secure venues, and upholding civic values.

4. Social Unity: Emphasis was placed on national cohesion, ethnic identity inclusion, and fostering collective pride
through sport.

5. Trust: The development of mutual trust between fans and institutions (e.g., law enforcement, media, club
administrators) was viewed as essential for sustained engagement.

6. Security: The findings revealed that strategic planning for crowd control, training of security agents, and coordination
among organizers are key for creating a safe fan experience.

7. Sport and Politics: The politicization of sport was acknowledged as inevitable. Strategies include fostering political
awareness among fans and promoting civic engagement via sport.

8. Media: Media coverage quality, use of social networks, and public relations were identified as critical factors.
Participants highlighted the need for value-driven and impartial media narratives.

9. Education: Finally, the study underscored the importance of fan education through training programs, literacy
campaigns, and ethical behavior promotion.
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The model that emerged from the data integrates these categories into a cohesive theoretical framework that illustrates how
structural, institutional, and cultural factors interplay in shaping fan culture.

Discussion and Conclusion

The research findings confirm that fan culture is a multilayered and socially constructed phenomenon. It thrives not merely
on the basis of sporting success but through strategic interventions across legal, cultural, and communicative domains. The
emergence of social rights as a critical dimension echoes findings from Mamo et al. (2023), who demonstrated that fan
perceptions of CSR are culturally mediated. Similarly, the acknowledgment of ethical obligations by clubs reflects the emphasis
on moral branding found in Chen et al. (2015).

The identification of justice orientation aligns with Niazitabar et al. (2020), who emphasized the necessity of social justice
in the execution of sport CSR programs. Gender equity, as highlighted by Hoseini et al. (2022), further demonstrates how
justice in sports extends beyond the pitch into institutional culture and policy.

The emphasis on rule of law and legal transparency complements the insights by Jenkins (2007), who argued that fandom
must be governed not only by passion but also by shared norms and responsibilities. When institutions fail to establish legal
clarity, fan behavior may oscillate toward chaos or deviance—a pattern observed in both Western and non-Western contexts.

The role of social unity and national identity formation is strongly resonant with the findings of Raeissadat et al. (2021) and
Naghipour Givi and Asadi (2015), who argued that sport serves as a key vector for constructing collective identity. Through
victories and shared experiences, fans develop emotional ties not just to clubs but to the nation-state itself.

Trust emerged as a foundational pillar for long-term fan engagement. As shown by Allison and Knoester (2021), trust and
identity in sport are deeply gendered and social constructs, and institutional efforts to foster inclusion can solidify fan loyalty.
Similarly, McCullough et al. (2008) have emphasized that gratitude and prosocial behavior emerge in environments that
facilitate trust and reciprocity.

The security dimension underlines the infrastructural and managerial complexities involved in organizing large-scale sport
events. Mohammadnejad et al. (2022) noted that sustainable security is not merely about policing but also about psychological
readiness, institutional trust, and fan education. Thus, managing security is simultaneously a technical and cultural task.

The intersection of sport and politics was nuanced in this study. While some respondents viewed political encroachment as
problematic, others saw it as an opportunity for civic learning and national cohesion. This reflects Rensmann’s (2014) argument
that sport is a contested site of global politics and domestic legitimacy.

The media category highlights the power of narrative in shaping fan behavior and attitudes. Irajpour et al. (2016) found that
Iranian media underrepresents community-based and amateur sports, thus narrowing the visibility of inclusive fan practices.
Enhancing the quality and reach of sport media can help cultivate informed, critical, and loyal fan communities.

Finally, education serves as the long-term driver of sustainable cultural transformation. Recours et al. (2004) and Tamir
(2022) emphasize that fan development follows a lifecycle requiring systematic nurturing. Literacy in sports ethics, media
consumption, and civic responsibility can transform fandom from a reactive behavior to a reflective, participatory practice.

In conclusion, the study contributes a grounded and contextually relevant model for the development of fan culture in Iranian
sports clubs. It highlights the interplay of structural reforms, educational outreach, legal frameworks, and symbolic engagement
in shaping fan experiences. By advancing a comprehensive framework, the study offers valuable insights for policy makers,
sport administrators, and researchers interested in leveraging fandom as a tool for social cohesion, economic growth, and

cultural vitality.
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