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ABSTRACT

The role of social networks in the team identity of fans of Iran's Premier
League football teams was examined considering the mediating role of
controlling team corruption. The study was carried out as a quantitative work
following a correlational method. The study population included all the fans
of the Iran Premier League football teams. The sample size was estimated
equal to 270 using Haier's approach, and to ensure reliability, 300
questionnaires were collected, out of which 272 questionnaires were fully
answered and analyzed. The participants were selected through a simple
random sampling method. The measurement tools included three
guestionnaires of social networks (Jahanbani, 2017), reduction of team
corruption (Zare et al., 2015) and team identity (Shojaei et al., 2016). The
content and form validity of the tools were confirmed. Frequency, mean,
standard deviation and multiple regression (structural equations) tests were
used for data analysis in SPSS and SmartPLS3. The results showed that
social networks (0.57) and team corruption control (0.42) had a significant
effect on the fans' team identity, and social networks (0.64) had a significant
effect on corruption control. The findings indicated that sports teams can
establish disciplinary systems to encourage or punish players, formulate
efficient rules and regulations in league transfers, prevent corruption in the
process of recruiting players, and provide transparent facilities to players and
team managers. Through this, they can provide the ground for team
identification of sports fans.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Expansion of the media and social networks has caused an unprecedented popularity of sport teams
in the society. On the other hand, it can be said that sports have increasingly used the media and
social networks. Sports, media, and social networks have many common characteristics. First, they
have become global phenomena and issues. Second, they are growing and profitable industries, and
third, considering sports and media in today's sense, they both are global phenomena. In addition,
both have wide and diverse dimensions including social, cultural, and political dimensions (Zare et
al., 2015). Social networks are one of the main and key factors of successful relationships with
fans, which play an important role in creating, developing and maintaining relationships. In order
to maintain relations with sport consumers in sports marketing, special social networks are formed
for sport organizations or clubs (Dis et al., 2021). Identity is formed by the connection between
practical experiences (offline) and non-practical experiences (online). Hence, the ongoing
formation, maintenance, and support of one's identity depends to a small extent on membership in a
group (McPherson & Kirer, 2021). Some researchers consider team identity as a variable that can
lead to fan satisfaction and their purchase decisions (Funk et al., 2022).

Social media as a marketing tool can inform, expand relationships, advertise and enrich consumer
experiences, create awareness, increase brand sales and increase customer loyalty, increase the
value of football star contracts, promote the organization's brand and promote sports, and develop
brand communication. During the last few seasons of the Iranian Premier League, many cases of
corruption in football have appeared and the team identity of many teams such as Mes Rafsanjan,
Sepahan, etc. has come under the spotlight. The media and social networks have a great impact on
the fight against corruption in the country's sport sector. The existence of social networks has
become more necessary and important to prevent corruption in Iranian football leagues. Given the
penetration and significance of social networks, as well as their impact on fan loyalty, team
identity, and the reduction of team-related corruption, this area has received relatively little
attention in the context of sports in the country, particularly among Iranian football clubs, despite
its critical role in mitigating corruption and enhancing the identity of Iranian football teams.

Methods

The present study is applied in terms of its objective and employs a field-based approach for data
collection. The statistical population consisted of all the fans of the football teams of the Premier
League or Iran. The statistical sample of the fans of the popular Premier League teams (Perspolis,
Esteghlal, Sepahan, and Traktor) was selected. A total of 283 questionnaires were returned, of
which 272 questionnaires were fully answered and were analyzed. The research tool included a 50-
item questionnaire for the three main variables and 10 of their dimensions designed based on a 5-
point Likert’s scale. The content and face validity of the tool was confirmed using the opinion of 13
experts, including five professors of sports management, four Phd students, and four coaches and
officials of sports teams. According to the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for the distribution of the
research data, the significance level of all components is less than a ,*,+©<so the distribution of all
data is abnormal. Considering the complex structure of the model, non-normal distribution of major
variables (SPSS software) and the default type of researcher analysis, SmartPLS software was used
for factor analysis and path analysis between variables.

Results

As listed in Table 2, the law effectiveness factors in the variable section of corruption control with
an average score of (3.91) had the highest mean score, and trust in users in the variable section of
social networks with an average score of (3.57) had the lowest mean score .Based on Table (6) and
Figure (2), the factor analysis revealed that among the dimensions of the variables, three factors—



type of use (0.95), level of trust in users (0.91), and frequency of use (0.87)—played significant
roles in explaining social networks. The effectiveness of laws (0.95) and regulatory factors, cultural
factors, economic factors (0.92) also explained the effectiveness of team corruption control. In
terms of fans' team identity, meeting needs (96) 0.0), social factor (0.94) and contextual
participation (0.85) had a significant role in explaining the fans' team identity. In the contextual
participation section, the dimensions of importance (0.84), nature (0.76) and ease (0.62) played a
significant role. In the supply sector, the dimensions of individual need (0.93), mental health need
(0.91), and sports need (0.89) had a significant role. Finally, in the social factor section, the
dimensions of social commitment (0.90), tribalism (0.89), and kinship (0.88) had a significant role
(Figure 2). Analysis of the path of direct relationships showed that social networks had a significant
effect on the fans' team identity and corruption control with coefficients of 0.57 and 0.64,
respectively. Corruption control had a significant effect on the fans' team identity with a coefficient
of 0.42. The results of the bootstrapping test to measure the mediating variable showed that the
mediating role of team corruption with a coefficient of 0.66 was significant in the effect of social
networks on the fans' team identity.

Conclusion

The role of social networks in the team identity of fans of Iran's Premier League of football,
assuming a mediating role for controlling team corruption, was examined. In general, it can be said
that if the football teams in the Premier League use social networks in a correct way, they can
better control the corruption of the team. This will also increase the strength of identity among the
fans. The results showed that the social networks create more transparency, better control of
corruption, and stronger identity. It is suggested to hold workshops and training courses in line with
the proper use of social networks for fans and club employees to strengthen the team identity of
fans and also to establish an efficient financial control system. Moreover, the development of
efficient laws and regulations provides a foundation for controlling corruption in sports teams,
enabling them to address club-related issues with greater transparency toward their fans.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of researc
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Table 1. Specifications of the research questionnaire
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Table 4. Divergent validity (Fronel and Locker criteria)
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Table 5. The results of fitting the structural model of the research
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Table 7. Software output results for testing the research model
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Figure 2. The tested research model (factor loadings and path
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