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Abstract
Objective: The present study investigated the motivational factors of sports fans
for participation in the virtual pages of football clubs.
Methodology: This research is an exploratory kind of mixed method that was
performed in two qualitative and quantitative parts. In the qualitative part, along
with the analysis of the existing literature, 20 interviews were conducted with
social media experts, sports marketers, and active sports fans on the clubs'
websites, Instagram pages, and the Telegram channel, which resulted in the
extraction of nine factors motivating virtual participation. In the quantitative part,
using interpretive-structural modeling, the levels and relationships between the
factors were determined and analyzed in an integrated manner. In this part, using
the pairwise comparison questionnaire, the opinions of 14 active fans on the
mentioned virtual pages were collected. These fans were selected by purposive
sampling.
Results: By analyzing the questionnaires, motives for fans’ participation in the
clbbs’ virtual pages g ere catecorided into six levels: )) entertainment; )) income
and reward; 3) empowerment; 4) identification, solidarity and social interaction,
and supporting the club; 5) brand interest and demanding; 6) gaining information.
Conclusion: Focusing on the virtual behavior of the fans, the present study shows
another way to develop the clubs' relationship with their fans and expand their fan
base, which is based on the importance and position of the fans' motivations for
participating in the virtual pages.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem

Virtual Internet pages are a platform or set of platforms that allow users to share
their interests, thoughts, and activities with others and for others to share these
thoughts and activities with them (Boyd and Ellison, 2007, 213). The use of
virtual pages and social media in societies has become widespread and continues
to grow (Oliveira et al., 2016, 56). In the sports industry, and especially football,
organizations and clubs have realized the capabilities of these media and use them
to publish information to promote their events, organizations, or products in the
form of blogs, photos, and videos. The relationship with virtual fans is one of the
important challenges for football managers in the present era, which requires
thoughtful measures. Overall, virtual media and club websites have allowed clubs
to continue their communication with their fans at times other than match days,
and in this way, they can influence the increase and retention of their fans in the
long term. The present study studied the motivating factors of sports fans to
participate in the virtual pages of football clubs to help manage virtual
relationships with fans.

Methodology

This research is a mixed exploratory type and includes two qualitative and
guantitative parts. In the qualitative part, through a review of the research
literature and conducting semi-structured interviews with 20 active fans on
Instagram, Telegram, and the websites of Premier League football clubs, as well
as experts and specialists in the field of sports and media, the motivating factors
for participation in virtual pages were identified. These people were recruited
purposefully. The research method in the qualitative part was a directed content
analysis type, which aims to complete, validate, and develop the existing
framework in the literature. When there are already studies and theories about the
phenomenon in question, however, these existing studies are incomplete and, in
other words, incomplete, further description and explanation of the phenomenon
in question is beneficial, we use directed content analysis. Due to the differences
in the role of theory, this type of content analysis is categorized as a deductive
method. The directed content analysis approach validates or develops the concept
of a theory and has a more structured process than the conventional approach.
The quantitative part of the research was conducted using the interpretive
structural modeling approach, which determined the levels and relationships
between the factors identified in the qualitative part and analyzed them in an
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integrated manner. The interpretive structural modeling approach is an interactive
learning process in which a set of different and directly related elements are
structured into a comprehensive systematic model. The main idea of the
interpretive structural modeling approach is to use practical experience and expert
knowledge to decompose a complex system into several subsystems (elements)
and build a multi-level structural model (Matiazhgan et al., 2013, 4). The method
of selecting participants in this part was also purposeful. The purposeful selection
criteria included experience in using social media, participation in virtual pages
of football clubs, and willingness to cooperate. In this part, a paired questionnaire
was used to collect data. This questionnaire included 9 factors identified in the
gualitative part. The questionnaire consisted of a 9 by 9 matrix in which the
identified variables were placed in rows and columns, respectively, and
participants had to complete it according to the principles of Table 1. In general,
to determine the priority and relationship of participation factors in virtual club
pages, the collected data were analyzed in seven stages: identifying participation
motivation factors, forming a structural self-interaction matrix, forming an initial
access matrix, creating a final access matrix, determining the level and
prioritization of factors, drawing a structural model, interpreting and analyzing
the power of influence and the degree of dependence (Mic-Mac analysis).
Results

Based on the content analysis, nine factors influencing participation in virtual
club pages were identified, which are: information acquisition, entertainment,
solidarity and social interaction, personal empowerment, income and reward,
interest in the brand, identity, demandingness, and club empowerment. In the next
stage, by summarizing the information obtained from paired questionnaires
consisting of nine factors, a structural matrix of the internal relationships of the
variables was formed. For this purpose, the mode index was used; in such a way
that among the four possible relationships between the factors (row-column
effect, column-row effect, two-way effect, no effect), the relationship that had the
highest frequency in the participants' opinion was included in the final table.
Then, the initial access matrix was formed based on these relationships, and after
that, the internal consistency of the matrix was established and the final structural
matrix was formed. In the next stage, by analyzing the questionnaires, the
motivations of fans' involvement in virtual club pages were categorized into six
levels, which are:1) entertainment; 2) income and reward; 3) empowerment; 4)
identification, solidarity and social interaction, and supporting the club; 5) brand
interest and demanding; 6) gaining information.
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Level 1 Entertainment
Level 2 Income and reward
Level 3
empowerment
Level 4 . L
supporting the  |q—pf ~ solidarityand (g ;4enrification

club social interaction

Level 5 . .
Demanding <> brand interest

Level 6

gaining information

Figure 1. Six leveles of motivations for fan involvement in the team pages

Discussion and Conclusion

The relationship with virtual fans is one of the major challenges for football
managers in the present era that require deliberate measures. In this study, the
motivations for fans’ participation in clubs’ virtual pages were categorized in a
six-level model. According to the findings, the motivation to obtain information
was at the lowest level of the model, which indicates a high level of influence and
low dependency in this factor. Information acquisition has been stated as one of
the most important reasons for fans to be present on virtual pages. Therefore,
football clubs need to respond to this need of fans with up-to-date information
and unique content on their virtual pages publish photos and news clips, and
provide the basis for satisfying other motivations affected by it. Furthermore, the
results showed that the two motivations of brand interest and demandingness
constitute the next level of the hierarchy of participation motivations; also, brand
interest was identified as a variable with high influence (independent) and
demandingness as a linked variable. According to the research results, interest in
the club brand, players, and other related factors is important for sports fans. The
results of the study also showed that the motives of solidarity and social
interaction, identification and supporting the club are at the same level and all
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three are in the connection area, which indicates the power of influence and the
high degree of dependence of these motives. Most of the research conducted has
considered interaction and communication with peers as an important motive in
attracting to virtual pages. Other results of the study showed that personal
empowerment, income, and entertainment constitute the next levels of the
hierarchy of motives for fan participation, respectively, and all three are
dependent variables and are affected by other motives. Some fans visit club
virtual pages intending to increase their capabilities, which are formed as a result
of acquiring knowledge and interacting with others. In general, marketers and
media managers can play an important role in attracting and bringing fans back
to the club's virtual pages by satisfying their various motivations, and in this
regard, paying attention to the role of each motivation and its impact and impact
ability can be important. All activities related to club virtual pages should be
based on the principle that fans can do something after the game ends.
Accordingly, it is suggested that sports management professionals and media
managers use the various motivations of fans to attract fans to the club's virtual
pages drag them from one game to another, and optimize the virtual pages, so that
they can influence their values and involve them in various club affairs - from
emotional support to commercial revenue generation.

Keywords: Motivation, Social network, Follower, Sports Fans
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