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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

One of the key pillars of the football industry is its fans, who are considered the most important
stakeholders, as their presence makes this industry unique and sets it apart from others (Gutierrez,
2019). Sports fans are individuals who have strong emotional connections to their team, athlete, or
favorite sport (Kim et al., 2020). This psychological bond between fans and a sports team or athlete
is referred to as team identity (Theodorakis et al., 2016). It is important to recognize that team identity
is not fixed; it is flexible and can change over time (Delia, 2019). The concept of threats to team
identity is a relatively new area of research in sports management, which has recently garnered
increasing attention from scholars studying sports consumer behavior. In this context, the present
study aims to identify the factors that pose a threat to the team identity of football fans.

Methodology

Given that identity threats trigger deep psychological processes (Mansfield et al., 2020) and
considering the lack of comprehensive research on the threat to football fans' team identity, a
qualitative research method was deemed suitable for this study. The research was conducted using
content analysis, which is recognized as one of the most effective methods in qualitative research
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The study's statistical population comprised the fans of the Esteghlal Tehran
football team who followed the team's official Instagram page. The sampling method used was
purposive, where a call for participation was made from April 4 to September 12, 1400, in the
comments section of all posts on the official Instagram page of the Esteghlal team. Followers were
invited to participate in the interview if, during the past decade, they had ever felt discouraged from
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supporting the Esteghlal team and considered discontinuing their support. By the end of the specified
period, 96 individuals expressed their willingness to participate in the interview through the provided
contact channels. Based on criteria such as team identity level, support history, gender, age, and
province of residence, 31 individuals were selected as suitable for the interview. Finally, 28
individuals were selected as the statistical sample, and in-depth interviews were conducted through
the WhatsApp social network to collect data. The coding technique was employed for data analysis,
and NVivo software version 10 was used to classify and organize the data.

Findings

The results of examining the demographic characteristics of the interview participants revealed that
16 participants were male (57%) and 12 were female (43%). The average age of the participants was
31 years, and the average length of their support for the team was 17 years. The results of the research
indicate that the factors and conditions threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran football fans
can be categorized into two main themes: organizational factors and human factors. The
organizational factors consist of seven sub-themes:

Dysfunctional changes, poor performance in the transfer market, poor management performance in
relation to technical staff, poor meritocracy in club management, poor management in economic
activities, poor sports performance of the team, and inappropriate sponsor. The human factors consist
of five sub-themes: Unprofessional behavior of players, unprofessional behavior of technical staff,
disregard for fan position, poor communication and interaction from management, and unprofessional
behavior of veterans

Figure 1- Extraction model of factors threatening the team identity of fans
Conclusion

The results of this research provide significant contributions in both theoretical and practical areas
for sports management researchers and football officials. In the theoretical aspect, the findings of this
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study help to highlight the phenomenon and concept of team identity threat by analyzing the factors
that threaten the team identity of Esteghlal football fans. This research addresses a notable gap in both
domestic and international studies on team identity threat. Additionally, considering that this study is
one of the first to explore the threats to team identity of fans in the country, the importance of these
results is considerable. They contribute to bridging the scientific gap in the field of sports management
and marketing literature in the country. The study has also opened up a new, interesting, and practical
research avenue in the sports industry, offering valuable insights for future researchers.

In the practical part, the results of the present study offer a comprehensive understanding of the factors
threatening the team identity of football fans, providing valuable insights for sports organizations,
officials, and football managers in the country. Unfortunately, sports organizations and officials in
the country not only fail to effectively utilize the strong fan bases and supporter networks of the
millions of fans in national football league teams for sports marketing purposes, but also, through
unprofessional decisions, inappropriate behaviors, and inefficient actions, contribute to the
emergence of factors that threaten the team identity of fans. Based on the proposed research
framework, sports team officials and managers can implement effective solutions and strategies to
minimize the factors threatening team identity. By addressing these factors, they can not only protect
their team but also safeguard the players, sponsors, the country's Premier Football League, and the
mental well-being of fans, thereby preventing the negative consequences of team identity threats. In
this context, officials and managers can adjust team dynamics by applying the concepts, strategies,
and recommendations provided by researchers, thereby mitigating the overall impact of identity
threats. Utilizing the theory of crisis communication can also help improve team communication and
foster a more positive relationship between the team and its supporters.
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Table 1 - Demographic characteristics of research participants

s Ol Ow Cogwda ST LA s Oliad Ou Cowada pAISES L
(Fandom) (Province) (Age) (Sex) (Participant) (Fandom) (Province) (Age) (Sex) (Participant)
25 Tehran 52 Male Pis 21 Tehran 36 Male P1
8 Kurdistan 20  Famle Pis 7 A?ﬁgfgﬂ]‘:‘” 18 Male P,
16 Hamedan 27  Male Py 11 Khorasan o, ko pe Py
Razavi
23 Hormozgan 37 Male Pis 15 Kerman 29 Famle P4
17 Bushehr 29 Male Pio 7 Sistan& 45 e P
Baluchestan
18 Yazd 30 Famle P2o 8 Hamedan 19 Male Ps
21 Mazndaran 41 Male P21 20 Tehran 41 Famle P7
7 Bushehr 18  Famle P2 9 Azgrr?;l?/bjian 21 Male Ps
14 Ardabil 25 Male Pas 21 Alborz 33 Famle P9
20 Guilan 36 Famle P24 10 Isfahan 18 Male P1o
35 Isfahan 53 Male Pos 30 Guilan 48 Male P11
30 Fars 50 Famle P26 13 Qazvin 26 Famle P12
16 Tehran 29 Famle P27 6 Lorstan 17 Male P13
22 Golestan 32 Male P2g 35 Khuzestan 54 Male P14
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Table 2 - Open coding of factors threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club

fans
o5 ! asbo 2olels |
Code Sorce References
Inadequate real and virtual communication ) LGk cobiul (il ¢ i Slbls )|
(of players 6 6
(Huge financial debt) JL cisin o, Kan 7 8
Improper real and virtual communication of ) s ;515 culiel ()b ¢ gini> olbls )| . "

(technical staff
Joint sponsor with a rival team) .3, v b S xie il 3 3
Selecting the wrong people at the ) s o5 ;o caslial Gloj yo comliali sl,31 Ol
(wrong time in the technical staff
(Late selection of head coach and technical staff) s o5 5 oy pKan po Sl 3 3
Improper treatment of players by ) .3, 5 o553 ws ol lslsn b bS5k coslinls 5,65 5

(fans of home and rival teams 4 4
Improper treatment of the technical ) .3, 5 co95 v olylolsa b (8 ,0l5 calials 95
(staff with the fans of the home S S
drregularity of team players) o ot 5k oolsi o 5 5
drregularity of team technical staffy s ol oLy o 4 4
Destroying and marginalizing the ) jbsSic S sow 3l o G0 adl> 4 g o5
(team by some of your veterans 3 8
(Many changes in the technical staffy s ,ol5 ob; ol i 5 5
(Many changes to the club board) ozl o pow cos ol ol s 4 4
(Non-professional changes) slaé,> & <l s 3 3
Attracting low quality domestic and foreign ) =, § Jsls cuiS o oS3k i
(players 4 4
The prominent role of brokers in the team ) oo <Yl 3 Ja& 5L o b Ys K5, 5 Lk
(transfer market > 6
(Transfer players to rival teams) c.3, w5 4 o uss;b Jal 3 3
(Attracting an unopposed and incompetent head coach) .l ¢ z faeyué (o oy i 5 6

ilos )87 0Ll dlgie o a4 45T (g0l 3l slass .
ol 0oy 1,85 dgie alan (yie ;o a5 Slads olass Y
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Table 2 - Open coding of factors threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club

fans
a5 ! 2o Zolels |
Code Sorce References
oBil o e ;0 cawlial Al b ol ,8 jg.>
(Presence of people with inappropriate background in club management) > 6
The presence of politicians in the management of ) Kby poe ;o (wbow o)l g
the club 4 4
Presence of inefficient managers in club ) olsl o e jo Wl 56 o e jga>

(management 6 8
(Unofficial sponsorship of rival teams) cu3; e 5l juilow! (comypué colo 4 4

Inadequate support for the retention of ) wel 5& 3 o5 5, Bwls ;0 b o slocole
(inefficient technical staff 4 4

Sponsor involvement in the selection of the head ) o Sl o jusilowl s
(coach S 6

Take the front of management ) s ol LS5k 4 Cod S pde 38,5 a5 65,0
(towards star players > 2

Take the management side against ) ;b gusiiy 4 Coms Co poe 33,5 4z 3 65,9
(your predecessors 4 4

Excessive intimacy of players ) ., o (bS5l b oS3l oo 5l G Coonono g (Swgd
with rival team players 4 4
(Financial scandals of team players) s USs5b Jb sla oo, 7 7

(Financial scandals of the technical staff of the team) .5 38 ;o5 Jb slo olgms,
(Defeat against a rival team) .3, vs plp ,0 cwXa 7 8

Defeat against teams at the bottom ) (Lules Slilasl) Jsoz b slapss plp 4o CeaSis
(of the table 6 6
(Inability to maintain a successful head coach) s 3se (o popw Lai> by poc 6 8
(nability to retain star players) ot LSy 5b bai> o bl poe 6 6

Management does not pay attention to ) .l lslsa slaaiulss @ olKil o pos a>gi pac
(the demands of fans 3 3
(Ethical scandals of the technical staff of the team) w5 8 o5 S slo oy, 8 8
(Lack of professionalism in financial contracts) Jl slasls |3 js 5,5 slas > pac 4 5

Absence of team veterans in the ) olKab o poe ;8 e bgasin jpa> pde
(management of the club 3 8
(Lack of financial support for injured players) ossscuw! oS3t 5l Jb colos poe 8 10
(Lack of attractive game style) _lix> 3L K pac

(Moral scandals of team players) o LSo3b SN sla olgm, 9 9
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Table 2 - Open coding of factors threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club

fans
a5 ! 2o Zolels |
Code Sorce References
oBal slaas o g baawl,e o Jb codlas pae
(Lack of financial transparency in the club's revenues and expenditures) 6 6
2 g sl sleoly 8 s (Jle codlad poe
(Lack of financial transparency in the contracts of players and technical staff) S 5
Improper indoresment and advertising of ) -SG5k cosliol Glis ¢ 5)ld8 a0
(players 6 !
(Excessive financial greed of the players) L,k o> 5l i Jbo ol carite 8
(Excessive financial greed of the technical staff) s o5 o> 5l io Jbo b crits 4 f
Inability to attract prominent players in ) oYl 5 Ja ,o zdas HLSS5b G jo Sl
(transfers S S
(Failure in the Asian Club Cup) LT sleolfil pl> il jo oSG
(Failure in Iranian Premier League matches) ./, 5, SJ lilus jo LG 8 9
(Failure in Iran National Cup matches) .l i> pl> KJ Slilus 0 ol56 3

Ol IOl JLi g oL (]yl0lgh (oo Cu 9o ouisT wied Jolge (55970 (5,10505 - Jguar
Table Y- Axial coding of factors threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club fans

=P Oyl &l olell
Sub-theme Sorce  References
(nappropriate SPoNSor) cebiel juilow! 12 13
gnoring the position of the fan) jlslss oKl> 4 =g o 12 20
dnefficient changes) w5t ol s 12 12
(Unprofessional behavior of players) ,us ;b laé,> . ks, 20 24
(Unprofessional behavior of technical staff) s ,sl5 glad,> e ks, 18 21
(Weak management in economic activities) slasl glacolled ;o co pae cand 19 37
(Poor team performance) s ciss o Slae 19 42
(Poor performance in the transfer market) =¥l 5 a5 5L 0 ciund o Slee 15 18
(Weak management in relation to the technical staff) s 85 b akul, ;o ¢y pow Gins 16 21
(Weak meritocracy in club management) ol%ab co powe s g Yloatusls cans 16 30
Poor communication and interaction of club ) oKsb cu pae Gxs Joles g olbls )|
(management 17 24
(Unprofessional behavior of your veterans) -bsuSiw glas,> & ks, 13 19
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Table 4- Selective coding of factors threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club fans

(Theme) Lol ygouio (Sorce) gt (References) wlels |
(Human Factors) L.l Jalse 26 88
(Organizational factors) le;le Jelse 25 170

Ol IOl JLi g8 oLl ol jloled (oo g ouiiSwyugd Jalge glouS guduasws -0 Jgux
Table 5 - Classification of codes threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club fans

. . . g
wedlae 25 Ogmde Ll
Concepts Sub-theme
Theme

S8, ol ol s
Many changes in the technical staff
ol 0 ke UL.Q 5o ok olyess
Many changes in the board of directors of the club
(rrore st o S48 > 28) Glad o e Dl pss
Non-professional changes (non-professional changes in head coach)
VSl g J& 59 ol LSk iz e Sl
Inability to attract prominent players in transfers
by e & oSl Jlis!
Transfer players to rival teams
o, OLSG3L L ys Sl pae 5 bk > el 2 See
Inability to retain star players oYLl
B BB eeas o sl o Poor performance in )
Attracting low quality domestic and foreign players (the transfer market ol
SVl 5 8 0 oxiy 5,50 b s il
Frequent closing of the transfer window Human )
2 Glray of oYLl g i L o b Ye STy il
The colorful role of brokers in the team transfer market
o Boe (g0 Lai> g5 poe
Inability to maintain a successful head coach
By 9 grhe gy 2O

KL ERENNE
(nefficient changes)

(Factors

B L akly o co pae ans

Attracting a non-prominent and famous head coach <
. - . Weak management )
LA OIS EED in relation to the
Late selection of head coach and technical staff el S
2,56 8 0l 5,50k jo b o slacule

Unnecessary support for the retention of inefficient technical staff
The presence of politicians in the management of the club 5 s ¥leatwls Gas
o8l o e j0 cawliol atlus b o8l g0

ook &g poe
Presence of people with inappropriate background in club management
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Table 5 - Classification of codes threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club fans

. . . Ogoade
reblio N L
Concepts Sub-theme
Theme
oKl o e ) o BgaSiday jpa> pac Weak meritocracy in )
Absence of team veterans in the management of the club club management
ol o e ,0 ael,5L oyl e g0
Presence of inefficient managers in club management
oyl G5 5l Jlo Colox pas
Lack of financial support for injured players
ast" [Oriers <$L°<5)L§“‘“‘f
Huge financial debts Slocallad ) e o
o8l glaaiy ;o 4 laael s o Jle codlads pac @oladl
Lack of financial transparency in the club's revenues and expenditures Weak management )
2 5ol 5 LSk slasls 3 je Jbe cudliss pae (in economic activities
Lack of financial transparency in the contracts of players and technical staff
o sladls)l 3,5 65514 > poe
Lack of professionalism in financial contracts
Lo (sloolfisl plo lisluns ,o (alST
Failure in the Asian Club Cup
Failure in Iranian Premier League matches
olnl i ple K Slislas o ST o G 3 5
Failure in Ir“an Nat‘lonal Cup matches Poor team )
] 5 S CanSls
T AT performance
Defeat against a rival team
(los Shlel) Joozr (b slaes ply 5o cwsis
Defeat against teams at the bottom of the table (critical points)
Sl 65k S pae
Lack of attractive game style
JPES OO EEC RN DU R E
Sponsor involvement in the selection of the head coach celials il
SRS BTN O ;
e o S|l (o Sl Inappropriate )
Unofficial sponsorship of rival teams SDONSOr
iy 5 b 5 e il P
Joint sponsor with a rival team
e 05l GGk 4 Sl o e 18T ez 9 65 0 s Jols g Skl Jolse
confrontation management towards the star players of the team Poor ) cu o Skl
L c communication and Human
5 g6 b A Cond Cu pde ) N
oo sl 5 Mgy 4 S Sopie (2T ez 5 6 management Factors

Conflict and confrontation management over your veterans and team myths

dnteraction
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Table 5 - Classification of codes threatening the team identity of Esteghlal Tehran Football Club fans

Concepts

=P (gmae 09
[6)
ol
Sub-theme
Theme

ObgmSiing (Fn o 5l s OO0 4Bl 4 g )5S
Destroying and marginalizing the team by some of your veterans
G loelfil clial glacwsliw b (BsuSiing 5l (S (p5mmen
Align some of your veterans with inappropriate club management policies
sl 5l plgeSiny jl (S n (BloF et 5 (bbb
The profit and contribution of some of your veterans from the club
ObgSiny 5l (S0 BB 5 o3l 5l sl Slsrs S
Trashy talking outside the literature and ethics of some of your veterans
e Ok eliis:
Irregularity of team players
OS5k cslial (g5lme g (i bl
Inadequate real and virtual communication of players
OLS3k camliol (Sbls g (6,105 4o slacodled
Inappropriate imdoresment and advertising of players
by el OESb b LSk x5l e Coerao 5 (Sigo
Excessive friendship and intimacy of the players with the players of the rival team
oSk v 5l e Jlo (eelbocaiie
Excessive financial greed of the players
o QLS (S sla gl
Moral scandals of team players
o oSt e oy,
Financial scandals of team players
S8, 0 bl loj o cewlial ol 31 Sl
Selecting the wrong people at the wrong time in the technical staff
3,00 g 5l (55lme (slad 4o ool BlbLs )|
Inadequate communication in cyberspace by the technical staff
BB
Technical staff irregularities
8, a5l s Jb odboasiie
Excessive financial greed of the technical staff
o 20 (S sl s,
Ethical scandals of the technical staff of the team
o (B Jb o olge
Financial scandals of the technical staff of the team
oy 55095 e Ohblea b (28 ol el 095
Improper treatment of the technical staff with the fans of the home team and the
rival
Sglie jgel jo oylolsa laaiulgs 4 o pas 4z i pac

U Sy sla8,> s LS,
Unprofessional )

behavior of your
(veterans

OLS5L (slad o e )L,
Unprofessional )
(behavior of players

Bl glad >l L
Unprofessional )

behavior of technical
(staff

Blse ol 4 (25 (o
Ignoring the position )
(of the fan
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Figure 1- Extraction model of factors threatening the team identity of fans
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