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Abstract
Objective: The aim of this research was identification of the challenges and
opportunities of social media marketing of Premier League Football Clubs.
Methodology: The research method was qualitative and was carried out
using a thematic approach. Research data were collected through semi-
structured interviews. The statistical population included 14 professors in the
field of sports marketing and social media experts. The sampling method
was purposive and interviews continued until the theoretical saturation was
reached. Thematic analysis method was used to revel the Basic theme,
Organizing theme, Global theme.
Results: The analysis of the interviews showed that Iranian football clubs
can use the potential capabilities of social media as communication and
marketing opportunities with their fans. Social media marketing
opportunities include: unique features of social media, club brand awareness
and promotion, social media business, fan engagement, online support and
protection of fans. In addition, the opportunities, football clubs face
challenges in using social media as a marketing tool.
Conclusion: According to the results, it is suggested to the managers of
football clubs to provide opportunities for increasing the activities of the fans
due to the interactive nature of social media. By increasing the involvement
of fans in social media, the commercial and advertising income of the club is
facilitated.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem

Today, social media channels have become an essential tool for communication
between organizations and their customers. Using social media as a marketing
tool to interact with customers also increases brand awareness and affects
consumer choices and satisfaction (Barreda, et al. 2015). Social media
marketing is a tool for relationship marketing those businesses need to change
from trying to sell to creating better relationships with customers (Williams &
Chinn, 2010). Sports organizations, like other organizations, use social media as
a new communication tool in interactions with their sports fans. The presence of
sports consumers on social media can be a potentially growing market for sports
organizations and teams. Social media can create more marketing opportunities
for sports organizations (Abeza et al. 2017). Iranian football clubs can use the
capabilities of social media to improve and manage their relationships with
sports fans. Social media marketing can provide a variety of revenue generating
methods for football clubs, so that clubs can cover their expenses.

Methodology

The present research method was qualitative and thematic analysis method was
used. Thematic analysis method is a qualitative research method that focuses on
identifying, analyzing and interpreting the meaning patterns of qualitative data.
The theme is the key element in this method. To analyze the data, Braun, &
Clarke (2006) six-step thematic analysis method was used. The three steps of
this model are: 1. Analyzing and describing the text (reading with the text,
coding, creating initial codes, and finally searching and recognizing the
themes). 2. Describing and interpreting the text (drawing the network of
themes) 3. Combining and integrating (analyzing the network of themes and
compiling a report).

In this research, a semi-structured interview was used to collect data. Data
analysis was done simultaneously and continuously with data collection. By
using the method of thematic analysis, the obvious and hidden concepts in the
interview text were identified. The statistical population includes all experts and
experts of social media and sports marketing. Sampling was purposeful and they
were selected from among the key statistical population. The sample size is
determined during data collection and the interview will continue until the data
reaches theoretical saturation. The interview with the 12th person reached
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theoretical saturation, and two more interviews were conducted to make sure.
The statistical sample of the current research includes 14 social media
marketing experts in two theoretical sections, including university professors
who have opinions and research on social media (5 people), social media
experts, public relations officers (4 people), and the executive department
includes people active in the field of sports business in social networks (5
people). In the qualitative method, the reliability criterion is used to evaluate the
quality of the results. In this research, member checking or respondent
credibility was used. Respondent credibility is a method by which the researcher
examines his findings with several experts. Member checking was used
throughout the collection process to confirm the truth value or accuracy of the
researcher's observations and interpretations.

Results

In the process of thematic analysis, basic themes, organizing themes, pervasive
themes in the form of social media marketing challenges and opportunities were
obtained. Different social media platforms provide different features. Football
clubs can turn the capabilities of social media into various communication
opportunities with their fans and reach their marketing goals. The results of the
analysis of the interviews showed that most of the opportunities available in
social media are due to the distinctive features of social media compared to
traditional media. In this research, 5 global themes were identified as social
media marketing opportunities. The first factor is the unique features of social
media that have developed due to the popularity of social media among sports
fans and the functions of social media among fans. Another opportunity of
social media is awareness and brand promotion of football clubs at the national
and international level. Social media business is formed by online marketing
and social media advertising. Another important opportunity of social media is
communication and interaction capabilities with fans. Also, the important
marketing opportunity in social media is the financial-social-emotional support
of fans to football clubs. Despite the opportunities in social media, clubs face
many challenges. 4 important challenges were identified in this research.
Football clubs face the risk of rumors and negative image in social media,
which lowers the reputation of the club. Also, in social media, it is not possible
to control the behavior of fans. Destructive behaviors increase due to the lack of
appropriate behavior patterns for players and fans. Another challenge of football
clubs is the lack of human resources specializing in content production. In
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addition, club managers do not have the necessary knowledge in the fields of
social media. This factor causes the challenge of media communication barriers.
Due to the lack of appropriate strategies in the field of content production and
the structural problems of social media, communication with fans is not formed

properly.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the research showed that social media provide many
opportunities and capabilities for communication, interaction, and marketing for
football clubs. Taking advantage of the potential opportunities in social media
can make the marketing strategies of football clubs more efficient. In the
following, the available social media opportunities for football clubs will be
examined. The unique features of social media include structural features and
functional features of social media. Easy access, lack of time and place
restrictions, quick information has led to fans becoming the first media to
communicate with football clubs. Using social media, football clubs are looking
to reach out to fans outside their geographical borders and are looking to reach
international markets by expanding their brand. Football clubs expand their fans
across transnational borders by improving their brand image (Fleischmann,
Fleischmann, 2019). One of the potential and unique opportunities of social
media is social media business. The increase in opportunities for word-of-mouth
advertising of clubs' products, the spread of viral marketing, has created direct
and online marketing methods for clubs, which through the advertising of
sponsors' products, the creation of online stores, and the production of club-
specific software. It provides a great opportunity for clubs. Animalia et al.
(2021) showed that social media pages are a powerful tool for increasing fan
engagement. The type of content published by sports clubs has a significant
impact on the level of fan interaction in terms of sharing, commenting, and
volume of comments and fans' responses to social media content. One of the
challenges that affect the brand image and image and reputation of clubs is
negative advertising and rumors and rumors of social media, which has turned
social media into a tool to serve the goals of certain groups and individuals. On
the other hand, the tool of negative emotions of the fans following the defeat of
the clubs in the matches, especially against the rival team, has negative effects
on the marketing activities of the clubs and leads to inappropriate behavior of
the fans. In addition, one of the problems of using social media is the lack of
security and trust. Cultural challenges and the lack of thinking and media
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literacy, the lack of proper understanding of social media and its marketing
capabilities by clubs and fans are among the reasons for the lack of growth in
social media marketing in the sports sector of the country, especially football as
the most popular sport and the first sport of the country Alam et al. (2017).
Considering the opportunities and potential capabilities of social media, clubs
need proper planning in order to use the existing opportunities and face the
challenges so that they can have an effective and positive presence in the social
media space just like in the real world. Able to achieve the club's marketing
goals and, on the other hand, create a strong fan base in the social media space
for the club.

Keywords Social media marketing, Football Clubs, Thematic analysis, Social
media.
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