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The research was conducted with the aim of compiling the marketing model of
sports celebrities in social networks. The research method is qualitative with
exploratory nature and the grounded theory strategy was used in it. The data
collection tool in this research was semi-structured interviews with university
professors in the fields of management and sports management as well as sports
celebrities. The sampling method was purposive and theoretical (based on the
purpose of the research) and the data obtained from the interviews were coded
and analyzed using the grounded theory method. From the analysis of 15
interviews, a total of 180 primary codes were identified. After extracting similar
codes and removing duplicates, 25 core codes were placed in the form of the
grounded theory paradigmatic model, including causal conditions, main
phenomenon, intervening conditions, contextual conditions, strategies, and
consequences, and 6 main components of the marketing model, which are: the
attractiveness and social base of sports celebrities, the amount of visits and
advertising in social networks, structural and technical factors, compliance with
regulations and culture-building, innovation and modern advertising, and users'
familiarity with social networks were identified. The results showed that in
today's competitive market, sports celebrity marketing in social networks can
be successful by relying on many followers and paying more attention to them.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sport has become one of the most influential social and economic sectors in contemporary
societies, and many countries regard sport development as a catalyst for economic growth, social progress,
and public welfare (Karimi et al., 2022; Najafnejad et al., 2022; Vakili et al., 2023). Alongside the
industrialization of sport, sports marketing has evolved into a major global industry that contributes to
revenue generation, employment opportunities, investment attraction, and the promotion of cultural and
social values (Annamalai et al., 2021; Khabiri et al., 2020; Shirvani et al., 2020). Consequently, organizations
increasingly seek innovative marketing approaches capable of influencing consumer attitudes and
purchase intentions.

Among contemporary marketing approaches, the use of sports celebrities has gained considerable
attention. Sports celebrities possess social recognition, popularity, expertise, and credibility, which enable
them to influence consumers’ perceptions and purchasing decisions (Clara, 2023; Deshbhag & Mohan, 2020;
Miiriitsoy & Toksar1, 2021). Previous studies have shown that celebrity characteristics such as attractiveness,
trustworthiness, expertise, and congruence with products positively affect consumer attitudes toward
advertisements and brands (Lazar, 2020; Qureshi & Malik, 2017). As digital technologies have transformed
communication channels, social media platforms have emerged as powerful environments for sports
marketing and celebrity endorsement activities (Bahrami & Kiani, 2023; lankova et al., 2019).

Social media marketing has become an essential strategy for organizations seeking profitable
relationships with consumers and broader market reach (Chen & Lin, 2019; Ismail, 2017; Sharma & Verma,
2018). The interactive nature of social media, combined with its capacity for content sharing, community
building, and rapid dissemination of information, creates unprecedented opportunities for organizations
to promote products and services (Hofer, 2022; Malarvizhi et al., 2022). The widespread adoption of social
media among consumers has also made these platforms a strategic priority for businesses and marketers
(Chung et al., 2017).

The increasing presence of consumers in social media environments has encouraged organizations
to expand their digital marketing efforts. Through social media, firms can access vast numbers of potential
customers while maintaining cost-effective communication and long-term customer relationships
(Ghorbani & Farzam, 2021; lankova et al., 2019). Sports celebrity marketing in social networks has therefore
emerged as a novel form of relationship marketing that integrates traditional promotional strategies with
social media technologies and facilitates more direct interactions between celebrities, brands, and
consumers (Filo et al., 2014; lankova et al., 2019; Sharma & Verma, 2018).

The theoretical foundations of sports celebrity marketing emphasize the importance of social
participation, social influence, and cultural power. Douglas et al. identified social participation as a key
component of successful social engagement and influence, while Centeno highlighted the role of
celebrities’ parasocial relationships in shaping cultural power and public behavior. Similarly, Nownes
demonstrated that endorsements by sports and entertainment celebrities can significantly influence
audience attitudes and decision-making processes (Centeno, 2015; Douglas et al., 2017; Nownes, 2012).

Empirical evidence further supports the effectiveness of sports celebrities in social media
marketing. Previous studies have shown that celebrity endorsements and social media activities contribute
to customer engagement, enhanced consumer experiences, increased sales, stronger customer loyalty, and
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improved brand communication (Benthaus, 2016; Castronovo, 2012; Christopher, 2015; Filo et al., 2014;
Hambrick et al., 2013; Hopkins, 2013; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Michaelidou et al., 2011; Peltekoglu Balta &
Hurmeric, 2012; Williams & Chinn, 2010). Research has also demonstrated the positive effects of social
media marketing on purchase intentions, brand equity, consumer participation, and behavioral outcomes
(Abasian et al., 2021). Moreover, celebrity endorsement and brand ambassadors have been found to
positively influence brand love and purchase intention in online marketplaces (Clara, 2023). Social media
advertising content also contributes to the development of attractive brand images that ultimately affect
consumer purchasing decisions (Tulipa et al., 2023).

Despite the growing significance of social media marketing and sports celebrity endorsements,
limited qualitative research has investigated the mechanisms and dimensions of sports celebrity marketing
within social networks, particularly in the Iranian sports context. Therefore, the present study aimed to
develop a paradigmatic model of sports celebrity marketing in social networks using a grounded theory
approach.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative exploratory design using the grounded theory methodology. The
research focused on developing a comprehensive understanding of sports celebrity marketing within social
networks and identifying the factors that shape this phenomenon.

The study population consisted of sports celebrities and university professors specializing in
management and sport management who possessed academic expertise and practical experience related
to sports marketing in social media. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling
techniques. Snowball sampling was subsequently utilized to identify additional qualified participants.
Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Saturation was reached after the
fourteenth interview, and an additional interview was conducted to ensure completeness, resulting in a
total of fifteen interviews.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted both face-to-face and by
telephone. The cumulative duration of interviews was approximately 1,050 minutes. Interview questions
explored causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, core phenomena, strategies, and
consequences associated with sports celebrity marketing in social networks.

Data analysis followed Strauss and Corbin’s systematic grounded theory approach. Open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding procedures were applied using MAXQDA 2020 software. Initially,
interview transcripts were examined line by line to extract meaningful concepts and primary codes.
Similar concepts were then grouped into categories through axial coding. Finally, selective coding was
employed to identify the central phenomenon and establish relationships among categories to construct
the final paradigmatic model.

To ensure rigor, the interview protocol underwent expert review for face and content validity.
Reliability was assessed through a test-—retest procedure. The resulting conceptual model was developed
entirely from interview data and subsequently refined through continuous comparison and theoretical
integration.

Findings

Analysis of the fifteen interviews resulted in the identification of 180 initial codes. After
eliminating duplicate and overlapping codes, 25 axial codes remained. These codes were organized within



the grounded theory paradigmatic framework consisting of causal conditions, the central phenomenon,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.

The demographic characteristics of participants indicated that 73.3% were male and 26.7% were
female. Most participants possessed between 11 and 20 years of educational experience, while the majority
had less than 10 years of experience in social media marketing activities.

The coding process identified six major dimensions of sports celebrity marketing in social
networks. The first dimension, attractiveness and social status of sports celebrities, included factors such
as consumer needs, organizational motivations, social standing, personal competencies, social influence,
emotional attachment of followers, and adherence to social and cultural norms. These elements
highlighted the significance of celebrity popularity, credibility, and emotional connections with audiences.

The second dimension, social media visibility and advertising exposure, encompassed widespread
access to social media platforms, large follower bases, and the extensive reach of online networks.
Participants emphasized that social media platforms provide an effective environment for communication
and promotional activities due to their accessibility and audience size.

The third dimension, structural and technical factors, included organizational support, institutional
involvement, technological capabilities, environmental adaptation, technical expertise, and regulatory
structures. Participants noted that successful sports celebrity marketing requires adequate technological
infrastructure, organizational commitment, and supportive institutional frameworks.

The fourth dimension, compliance with regulations and cultural development, involved attention
to legal requirements, ethical considerations, cultural appropriateness, and public education. Respondents
stressed the importance of aligning marketing activities with societal values and cultural expectations.

The fifth dimension, innovation and modern advertising, consisted of creativity, technological
advancement, innovative promotional strategies, and the utilization of contemporary marketing methods
such as viral marketing, guerrilla marketing, network marketing, and hidden marketing. These strategies
were considered essential for attracting audiences and maintaining competitive advantages.

The sixth dimension, user familiarity and awareness of social networks, focused on information
dissemination, consumer education, brand development, personal branding, and interactive
communication between celebrities and followers. Participants highlighted the role of knowledge sharing
and consumer awareness in enhancing marketing effectiveness.

The final paradigmatic model demonstrated that sports celebrity marketing in social networks is
influenced by multiple interconnected factors. The model illustrated how causal and contextual conditions
interact with intervening variables to shape marketing strategies, which subsequently generate outcomes
including social development, economic growth, technological advancement, cultural development,
ethical improvement, and personal brand enhancement.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that sports celebrity marketing in social networks represents a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by personal, social, organizational, technological, legal, and
cultural factors. The identified model reveals that successful marketing outcomes are not solely dependent
on celebrity popularity but also require the integration of structural support, technological capabilities,
regulatory compliance, innovative strategies, and audience engagement.

One of the most significant findings is the central role of sports celebrities’ attractiveness and
social status. Participants emphasized that consumers often perceive sports celebrities as trustworthy and
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influential figures whose endorsements reduce uncertainty and enhance confidence in products and
services. This suggests that the effectiveness of celebrity marketing extends beyond mere visibility and is
rooted in the emotional and social bonds established between celebrities and their followers.

The results also highlight the importance of social media platforms as powerful marketing
environments. The accessibility of social networks, combined with the presence of large follower
communities, provides organizations with unique opportunities to communicate directly with consumers.
As a result, sports celebrities can serve as strategic intermediaries between brands and audiences,
facilitating brand awareness, engagement, and loyalty.

Another important conclusion concerns the necessity of supportive organizational and
technological infrastructures. Effective sports celebrity marketing requires coordinated efforts among
organizations, policymakers, and technology providers. Without appropriate technical resources,
regulatory frameworks, and institutional support, marketing activities may fail to achieve their intended
outcomes.

The findings further emphasize the importance of cultural considerations and ethical
responsibility. Participants stressed that marketing activities should align with societal values, cultural
expectations, and legal regulations. Ethical and culturally sensitive marketing not only protects consumers
but also strengthens the long-term credibility of both celebrities and brands.

Innovation emerged as a critical driver of marketing success. Creative advertising approaches,
modern promotional techniques, and the continuous adoption of emerging technologies enable
organizations and celebrities to remain competitive in dynamic digital environments. Innovative
marketing strategies also enhance audience engagement and contribute to stronger brand positioning.

Overall, the developed paradigmatic model provides a comprehensive framework for
understanding sports celebrity marketing in social networks. The model demonstrates that successful
implementation requires the interaction of celebrity characteristics, social media capabilities,
organizational support, cultural alignment, regulatory compliance, and innovative marketing practices. By
leveraging these interconnected dimensions, organizations can enhance marketing effectiveness,
strengthen brand value, improve consumer relationships, and contribute to broader social and economic
development.
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