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Fani sportu korzystajgcy z medidéw spotecznosciowych: badanie
dotyczace fanéw gwiazd sportu

Streszczenie

Media spotecznosciowe staty sie bardzo wazng platforma dla fanéw sportu, sportowcoéw, klu-
bow i druzyn. Niniejsze badanie stanowi kompleksowy przeglad rozwoju badan nad mediami spo-
tecznosciowymi, jaki nastgpit w ostatniej dekadzie, ze szczegdlnym uwzglednieniem sposobu,
w jaki fani sportu wykorzystuja te technologie do realizowania swoich zainteresowan. Celem ba-
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dania jest przyjrzenie sie, w jaki sposdb fani sportu korzystajg z mediéw spotecznosciowych, aby
nawigzac kontakt ze swoimi ulubionymi sportowcami i druzynami, identyfikacja odpowiednich
teorii i koncepcji wyjasniajgcych znaczenie mediow spotecznosciowych dla fandw sportu oraz ana-
liza zachowan i interakcji fandw sportu w mediach spotecznosciowych. Na podstawie przeglgdu
29 wybranych artykutéw badanie wykazato, ze media spotecznosciowe stuza fanom jako srodek
wyrazania ich uwielbienia dla danej gwiazdy, a ich tozsamos¢ i interakcje w mediach spoteczno-
Sciowych sg okreslone przez teorie uzytkowania i gratyfikacji, ktora jest powszechnie stosowana
w badaniach skupiajacych sie na fanach i mediach spotecznosciowych. Z badania wynika takze, ze
wsréd fandw pojawit sie feminizm sportowy.

Chociaz przypadki rasistowskich komentarzy i zachowan wsrdd zagorzatych kibicow pozostajg
niewatpliwym minusem ich aktywnosci, niezwykle istotne jest zbadanie znaczenia umiejetnosci
cyfrowych wsrad fanéw sportu.

Stowa kluczowe: fandom, fani celebrytow, fani sportu, media spotecznosciowe.

Abstract

Social media has become an essential platform for sports fans, athletes, clubs, and teams. This
study provides a comprehensive review of the last decade’s research developments in social me-
dia, with a particular focus on how sports fans utilize this technology to engage with their inter-
ests. The study’s objectives are to explore how sports fans use social media to connect with their
favorite athletes and teams, identify relevant theories and concepts that explain the significance
of social media for sports fans, and analyze sports fans’ behavior and interactions on social media.
Based on a review of 29 selected articles, the study finds that social media serves as a means for
fans to express their fandom and that their identities and interactions on social media are framed
by use and gratification theory, which is commonly employed in fan and social media research.
Additionally, the study reveals that sports feminism has emerged among fans. While instances of
racist comments and behavior among diehard fans remain a downside, it is crucial to investigate
the importance of digital literacy among sports fans.

Keywords: fandom, celebrity fans, sports fans, social media.

Introduction

Social media has become a prevalent medium for fans to connect with their
idols, offering advantages that cultivate commitment and loyalty (M. Kim & Kim,
2020). Fans’ commitment and loyalty have become a new aspect in celebrity
culture promoted by social media (a new celebrity culture) (Redhead, 2019).
This phenomenon was previously promoted by the mass media and newspapers
(Owens, 2016). John Street defines a celebrity as a person who speaks out about
politics and claims the right to represent people (Street, 2004). In the new era
of social media, loyal fans create hashtags (#) and trending. The positive impact
on fans’ lives is mediated by attitudes and motivation to use social media (Yuan
et al., 2016), specifically as a personal factor in terms of individual fantasies
(Liebers & Straub, 2020). Attitudes, motivations, and fan fantasies are then filled
with self-disclosure of idol figures on their social media accounts. Self-disclosure
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related to work, personal life with friends and family, and fans’ retweeting be-
havior on social media has influenced parasocial interactions with their idol fig-
ures (Kim & Song, 2016).

Social media is important for sports fans and idols (Yoo, 2021). The presence
of social media (i.e. Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter) makes their relationship
even closer. Idols use it as a channel to communicate with their fans (Filo et al.,
2015). Posts, tweets, or comments published as a branding tool display a posi-
tive image, so building closeness with old fans and attracting new fans are sig-
nificant. Besides, a good account management will benefit them by incorporat-
ing advertisements and business (Korzynski & Paniagua, 2016). For example, the
social media accounts of Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo bring fans closer to
their idols. There are several reasons and motivations for sports fans to follow
their idols on social media. They get fun and friendship, thus they can participate
in conveying voices, and share information with other fans (Vimieiro, 2018).

Loneliness is a factor causing fans to continue to follow their idols on social
media (Kim et al., 2019). In addition to personality factors, it is more concerned
with the type and clarity of content shared by celebrities (Annamalai et al.,
2021). The clarity of content shared by idols contributes to fan engagement, i.e.
likes, comments, shares, and positive responses. Fascination with fans appears
to be strongest in early adolescence (Brooks, 2021). This period is justified be-
cause teenagers are looking for idols other than their parents in the process of
forming their own identity.

Social media mediation as parasocial interaction and celebrity worship influ-
ence fans’ attitudes toward brands, advertisements, and shopping intentions
(Aw & Chuah, 2021; Rachmiatie et al., 2022; Singh & Banerjee, 2019). The idols
on social media are considered proven to influence fans in their decision to re-
purchase products, support brands and products they recommend (Kim et al.,
2015; Yuan et al., 2021; Zheng et al., 2020), including sports ones (Sokolova &
Perez, 2021). Social media mediation with idols also continues when a given idol
dies. When they pass away, it is not only grief and sorrow that fans will experi-
ence but also the importance of maintaining health to avoid what happened to
their idol (Cohen & Hoffner, 2016).

Fan loyalty to idols is interesting to study, especially as far as sports fans are
concerned and how social media mediates them. The growth of social media has
facilitated for sports fans accessing information about their idols, which is
viewed positively in increasing interpersonal relationships with idols as well as
supporting sports teams (MacPherson & Kerr, 2019; Stavros et al., 2014). For
this reason, social media is a means of interaction between fans, idols, and
sports teams in terms of reciprocity.

Nowadays, fans have new channels of social media to interact with their
idols through short message service (SMS), chat, direct messaging (DM), inbox,
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live streaming, etc. Social media channels have transformed media technology
and triggered a shift in digital practices (Sturm, 2020). Previously, media (i.e.
television) were seen as semi-participatory as far as fans and idols were con-
cerned. They were regarded as “passive” subjects in this one-way communica-
tion. YouTube is the evidence of migration to this new media, coupled with the
characteristics of the current younger generation of digital natives (Kuyucu,
2019; Tkalac Verci¢ & Verci¢, 2013). Furthermore, it can be discerned in fans’
various activities, their identity, and fandoms located in the media channels that
they can reach.

Fans and fandoms are those who always follow their idols that could be both
sportspeople and activists (Gray et al., 2017). The concept of fans which was
previously viewed by the media as passive has now shifted to being active and
engaged in critical fan practices. The shift in fandom practices gave rise to two
spaces, namely “offline” and “online”(Woods & Ludvigsen, 2021). This is be-
cause social media provides space for fandoms to channel their interactions and
identities. Previously, fandoms met and gathered in groups limited in number,
but now the internet network expands fandom groups so that several sports
teams have foreign fans. It is not only a limited group that they have, but also
a larger range of fans.

The idol identity can be explained by social identity theory (Humphries &
Kucek, 2019). Those who claim to be fans highlight their identity more than oth-
ers (fanatics). The fandom that develops through network interaction and social
integration can have its origins in the role of fans’ environment (i.e. parents)
(Tinson et al., 2017). Parenting patterns can also be closely related with fandom
identity similarities. For example, parents who attend their favorite team’s soc-
cer match involve their children in watching and enjoying the game. On the
other hand, fandom practices are gender biased (Mclnroy & Craig, 2018; Poczta
& Malchrowicz-Mosko, 2019). This can make it difficult for some to participate
and explore their idol’s identity.

Social media is a very useful channel for fans to interact and show their fan-
dom identity. On the other hand, it has disadvantages for fans. Previous re-
search has explained that social media can cause conflict (Matang et al., 2022),
both personal and interpersonal. Fans can get addicted, which leads to a conflict
with their parents. Another study also emphasizes that conflicts may occur due
to negative comment disputes among fans on social media, even racist attacks
from fellow football fans (Cleland, 2013; Ilhan et al., 2018).

Using various descriptions of fans, fandoms, and social media mediation, this
study attempted to investigate how sports fans use social media to connect with
their idols and their favorite sports teams, which theories and concepts can ex-
plain the importance of social media for sports fans, and the interaction and
behavior of sports fans on social media.
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Methods

This study used a literature review (Bowden-Green et al., 2021; Sharma &
Gupta, 2021). Articles are searched from the big five databases (Elsevier, Springer-
Verlag, Taylor and Francis, John Wiley and Sons, and Sage Publications). Articles in
English and Publication date from 2011-2021. The following search keyword topics
were used: “fan” AND “social media” OR “fans” AND “social media” OR “fandom”
AND “social media” OR “Sport fan” AND “social media” OR “Sports fans” AND “social
media” OR “Sport fandom” AND “social media” OR “celebrity” AND “social media”.
The search results as shown in Fig. 1. N = 29 was the final search result with the
exception of articles not included in the topic of Sports Fans and social media and
excluded articles published before 2011. Table 1 is the result of the identification of
fans and social media by bringing up various themes and theories that are used in
fan research and social media. The coding of the study sub-themes shows the links
and relationships that had similar findings and study variables for sports fans and
social media. The results and findings are discussed further.
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Table 1

Identified themes for Fans and Social Media

N Sub-theme

Sturm (2020)

Code Theory

Annamalai, et al. (2021)
Zadeh (2021)

Fan engageme

Digital sports fandom

nt Fan attachment

Checchinato, et al. (2015)

fans
Mudrick, et al. (2016)

Football clubs and

Interaction and engagement
through social media content

Social media on f;
reactions

Fan, et al. (2020)
Cranmer, et al. (2019)

an

) . o Social identity theory
Fans with team identification

Fan identification

Vale & Fernandes (2018) ment

Driving fan engage-

Uses and Gratifica-

Kim, et al. (2021) Twitter followers

Sports fans’ engagement with clubs tions

Levental, et al. (2016)
Cleland (2014)

Fans interacting

MacPherson & Kerr

on social media

Racist fans

(2021)

Avalos, & Dori-Hacohen
(2018)

Fans’ responses

Fenton, et al. (2021)

Negative consequences of interac-

. ; . Braithwaite’s Theo
tions on social media v

Criticism and consensus

Toffoletti, et al. (2021)
Kunert (2021)
Pavlidis, et al. (2020)

Female sports fans

Theories of social capi-

tal
Female fandom

Female fans’ experience

Sports fans’ behav-
ior while using so-
cial media

Gong & Wang (2021)

Williams, et al. (2014)

Toder-Alon, et al. (2019)

Women displaying their fandom on Uses and gratifications
social media

Sports fans
Kim, Cho, & Kim (2021)

Old fans

Using #hashtags Theory of interper-

sonal behavior

Clavio & Walsh (2014)
Spinda & Puckette (2018) Fan following
Wakefield & Bennett , .
(2018) Sports fans’ experi-

ence
Stavros, et al. (2014)

Uses and gratifications
Sports fans’ use of social media

Billings, et al. (2017)  SPorts fans’ motiva-

Fans’ motivations to engage and in-

teract
tions
Jackson &Thaker (2021) Sport f'ans reac
tions Fan loyalty
Waulf, et al. (2017)

Social media pro-

Parganas, et al. (2015) fessionals

Source: own research.

Sports brands




Sports fans using social media... 105

Results and Discussion

The Relationship between Sports Fans and Fandom, and the Presence
of Social Media

There are three powers of social media (Korzynski & Paniagua, 2016). Firstly,
it is the power of information. Personally, idols can convey information quickly
through posts and live on their accounts. After the game, idols convey emotions,
feelings of happiness or sadness, while the confirmation of club transfer and
some important information is delivered to fans. Fans capture the moment by
sharing information with other fans (Kim et al., 2019). Secondly, it is the power
of interaction. The power of interaction can be seen in the number of likes and
comments posted by idols. Idols can also perform live online interaction with
fans. Thirdly, it is the power of inspiration. The success stories of the sports fig-
ures such as Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo are posted on social media,
providing an inspiration for their fans to follow the success of their idols.

The relationship between sports fans and idols is getting stronger with the
presence of social media. Pica-Smith provides an example of the COVID-19 times
(Pica-Smith et al., 2019). On social media, idols fostered support for fans and
adherence to public health, welfare, and community life. They shared how they
had overcome the pandemic and hoped for a better future. The success of
a sports celebrity is building relationships with their fans. Finally, it can lead to
mobilizing fans into forms of activism and philanthropy (Hayat et al., 2020), mak-
ing sports fans and idols realize their power to drive change as citizens.

The contribution of social media to fostering relationships between sports
fans and idols (Filo et al., 2015) increases parasocial interactions with idols (Kim
& Song, 2016). Interactions that go well for both parties create a closer psycho-
logical relationship. Then, psychological friendship increases the loyalty of
sports fans. Fans’ loyalty is a motivation for idols to make the best contributions.
The presence of social media makes the relationship between sports fans and
idols even closer (Korzynski & Paniagua, 2016).

Sports Fans Using Social Media

The development of social media has given sports fans an opportunity to con-
nect with their favorite idols and teams (Vale & Fernandes, 2017). Various platforms
make it easier for sports fans to observe their idols’ daily activities and allow them
to express their identities as fans and fandoms (Mudrick et al., 2016). They follow
theiridols’ and sports teams’ social media accounts as a form of identity, expression,
and interaction (Kim et al., 2021). It is natural for the social media accounts of idol
figures and sports teams to have many followers. On these social media accounts,
fans and fandoms gather to interact and get information.
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Sports fans use social media to follow their idols’ and sports teams’ social
media accounts. It is a form of their fandom identity and the way to get the latest
information that can be seen in uploaded idols’ and sports teams’ accounts. In-
formation comes not only from idols’ and sports teams’ social media accounts
but can also be obtained in the form of hashtags (Kim et al., 2019). Information
in hashtags (#) is usually popular on social media. This kind of information is
a way of conveying the news to fellow fandomes. It develops the identity of fellow
fandoms and shares information so that others are not left out.

The results of the study reveal that the motive in following idols’ and teams’
social media accounts is convenience and comfort in providing information
(Spinda & Puckette, 2017). In addition, the motivation of sports fans to follow
their idols’ and teams’ social media accounts is entertainment, integration, and
social interaction, as well as identity as a fandom (Vale & Fernandes, 2017). The
need for information is a relatively new aspect when it comes to social media.
This is because social media conveys information directly and in real-time
quickly. As evidence, social media platforms (i.e. Facebook, Instagram, and
YouTube) provide live streaming services. Idols can immediately greet their fans,
build relationships, and display their surroundings and activities. On idols’ and
sports teams’ social media accounts two-way communication can also be built.

Traditionally, sports celebrities communicated with fans through television,
radio, and newspapers. In the modern context, it is a new celebrity culture flour-
ishing through social media (Coppa, 2013; Redhead, 2019). Idols promote opin-
ions, goals, and values to their fans and society. Likewise, communication and in-
teraction between idols and fans is a clear illustration of parasocial theory. This is
an important role of social media for fans. Fans can continue to be connected with
their idols, even though they are limited by region, geography, and country. In this
case, various theories and concepts can explain why sports fans use social media.

Theories on Sports Fans and Social Media Studies

Various theories are used to explain the phenomenon of fans using social
media. These theories are social identity theory, Braithwaite’s Theory, Theories
of social capital, Theory of interpersonal behavior, and Uses and Gratifications
Theory (U&G). The last theory seems to be the one that researchers often use
in their studies. U&G is a commonly used theory in exploring social media use
(Ferris et al., 2021; Ifinedo, 2016; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). The argument
for the importance of using U&G theory in social media research is that this the-
ory is relevant to both conventional and modern media. Ruggiero argued that
U&G theory always provides up-to-date theoretical approaches to media, such
as newspapers, radio, television, the internet, and today’s media (i.e. social me-
dia) (Ruggiero, 2000).
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The experts who often refer to U&G theory are Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch.
Their work Uses and Gratifications Research revealed several important assump-
tions of U&G. Firstly, there is a typology of audience satisfaction. Different me-
dia, content, material, or culture will produce a certain typology of audience sat-
isfaction. Media is a place to escape from routine, release emotions, and con-
nect with other people, ranging from family, friends, nations, and others. Sec-
ondly, satisfaction and needs should be mentioned. Gratification research is
close to the needs of the media in the sense that the media has been observed
to satisfy audiences. Thirdly, the media is a source of gratification. Audience sat-
isfaction can be obtained from three different sources, namely media content,
media exposure, and social contexts that describe different media exposure sit-
uations. For example, the need to relax or kill time can be satisfied by watching
television or reading. Further on, there is gratification and media attributes. Me-
dia with different or similar attributes are more likely to serve different or similar
needs. Media attributes are perceptual or intrinsic. The extent to which consum-
ers perceive media attributes and their intrinsic qualities is correlated with the
pursuit of certain satisfaction which the audience needs. Psychological, socio-
logical, and environmental factors determine media use. There can be also dif-
ferent sources of one’s needs’ satisfaction. Media content can serve various au-
dience needs and functions, such as social functions, empathy, and escapism.
Last but not least, one can mention gratification and effects. Certain media
broadcast fictitious content that is intended to entertain but is not socially real.
Of the various important assumptions that have been put forward, Katz and his
colleagues finally suggest that a media enthusiast studies human needs to find
out to what extent the media contributes to their creation and satisfaction (Katz
et al., 1973).

U&G describes the processes and reasons for choosing certain media to
meet users’ needs (Ifinedo, 2016). In this case, social media is considered capa-
ble of meeting the personal and social needs of its users. They need to connect
with old friends, make new friends, they need (to be) a source of information
and entertainment, and connect with their favorite idols and teams (Clavio &
Walsh, 2013; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Vale & Fernandes, 2017). The need
for social media is also seen as the users’ satisfaction that will ultimately have
an impact on the intention of sports fans to continue using social media (Bae,
2018). The use of social media is then seen as an identity in interacting with
sports fans.

Apart from U&G theory, fans’ identity can also be seen in hashtags. The the-
ory of interpersonal behavior confirms that sports fans share information
through social media (H. S. Kim et al., 2019). Triandis states that fan behavior is
influenced by intentions, which in turn are influenced by perceived conse-
qguences, social factors, and influence (Triandis, 1977). Sports fans tend to use
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social media to develop emotional connections. Hashtags demonstrate their
motivation and intention to take on fan identity. The motivation to share infor-
mation creates feelings of pleasure and joy. This motivation fosters sports fan
engagement and engagement through social media content.

Identity, Interaction and Behavior of Sports Fans on Social Media

The interaction and engagement of sports fans through social media content
contribute to developing the relationship between fans and their favorite teams
(Annamalai et al., 2021; Zadeh, 2021). Social media’s importance is also demon-
strated by its ability to mobilize sports fans for civic movements, as well as in
purchase intentions towards brand attributes that are broadcast on idols’ and
teams’ official social media accounts (Checchinato et al., 2015; Levental et al.,
2016; Parganas et al., 2015). Good relations between both parties, i.e. fans and
idols, then become an advantage for third parties as attribute providers in mar-
keting products on social media. For this reason, many business people conduct
a partnership with idols and sports teams in marketing their products.

The content broadcast by idols and teams strengthens fan loyalty (Wulf et
al., 2017). This is evident on sports fans’ and teams’ social media accounts be-
fore and after matches (Gong & Wang, 2021; Williams et al., 2014). The behavior
pattern of fans reflects the value of friendship and expectations in their relation-
ship. Sports fans who have positive experiences with their team will share them
on their social media accounts (Wakefield & Bennett, 2018). When the fandom
gets good results from their favorite team’s match, they will broadcast it as
a form of identification with the team’s fandom. Reactions and responses can
vary, i.e. could show support or disapproval (Cranmer et al., 2019). Sports fans
will negotiate fandoms of successful idols and teams, otherwise, rarely reveal
fandoms of idols and teams if they are not successful.

Sports fans who display their fandoms on social media are not always male.
Several research results reveal that female sports fans use social media to
demonstrate their fandoms (Pavlidis et al., 2020). Female sports fans use social
media as a platform to facilitate the development of their fandom community,
which is dominated by male sports fandom discourse. Feminism studies on
sports fans finally opened up insights into the importance of reflecting the iden-
tity of female fandoms on social media (Fenton et al., 2021). Women’s sports
fandoms use social media to represent themselves in their fandoms. The pres-
ence of female fans may offer an alternative approach (Pope, 2018). It chal-
lenges the culture that sees sports fans as violent and only male. The identity of
these female fans can be seen through the posts and interactions of fellow fans.

The interactions between sports fans and idols are not always positive.
When idols perform actions that violate norms and morals, there will be a with-
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drawal of support from their fans (Archer, 2021; MacPherson & Kerr, 2019).
There have even been instances of idol-shaming criticism and expressions of dis-
appointment shown by sports fans on social media (Fischer & Mohrman, 2020;
Jackson & Thaker, 2021). On the other hand, interactions among fandoms are
not always good either. The research results reveal that interaction of sports
fans on social media can lead to racist attacks (Cleland, 2013) such as rejecting
multiculturalism. Thus, racist cases are also present on social media (Fischer &
Mohrman, 2020) making sports fans face the dark side of their engagement on
the Internet. For this reason, it seems important to increase knowledge and un-
derstanding of particular phenomena regarding sports events so that social me-
dia can be used wisely.

Conclusion

Social media has become an important platform for sports fans to engage,
interact and connect with their favorite idols and teams. It is a new means to
show fandom identity and obtain the latest information by following idols’ and
fans’ favorite teams’ social media accounts. The phenomenon of sports fans us-
ing social media can be explained by Uses and Gratifications theory. The use of
social media is chosen by sports fans because it has various perceived gratifica-
tions. The information obtained can be valid and provided directly because of
the existence of official social media accounts for idols and teams so that two-
way communication can occur between sports fans and their idols, as well as
creating a place for fellow fandoms to display their identity.

The use of social media by sports fans is not always viewed positively. Em-
barrassing criticism of idols and teams, withdrawals of endorsements, and ex-
pressions of disappointment can also occur on social media, as well as racist in-
cidents and brawls among sports fans. For this reason, further research is ex-
pected to provide knowledge and insight into the importance of being a healthy
sports fan. In other words, the study of social media literacy (Celik et al., 2021;
Festl, 2021; Nagle, 2018) must be realized by sports fans. The negative influence
of freedom of expression on social media that harms oneself and others should
be minimized. This literature study has weaknesses because the search for the
studies was limited to five databases and journal articles published before 2011
were not included in this study.
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