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Abstract:

The present study aimed to develop a paradigmatic model for increasing audience participation in sports television programs using a grounded
theory approach. This applied study employed a qualitative methodology based on the systematic grounded theory approach of Strauss and
Corbin. The participants consisted of 12 experts and professionals in sports media, television sports programming, communication, and sport-
related media production, including university faculty members and sports program producers. Participants were initially selected through
purposive sampling and subsequently through theoretical sampling, with data collection continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. After verbatim transcription, the interview data were analyzed through
open, axial, and selective coding. Constant comparison was used throughout the analytical process to refine codes, concepts, and categories.
The final relationships among the major categories were organized according to the Strauss and Corbin paradigm, including causal conditions,
the central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. The causal conditions included audience
orientation, interaction and loyalty-building, innovation and improvement of sports media content, and professional empowerment and
strategic development of sports television programs. The central phenomenon was identified as increasing active and reciprocal audience
participation. Contextual conditions comprised cultural-social characteristics of audiences, organizational, policy, economic, and
technological conditions of the media, and a competitive and transformed media environment. Intervening conditions included structural,
economic, managerial, technological, infrastructural, communicational, and competitive barriers. The principal strategies consisted of active
audience orientation and interaction, development of attractive and professional sports content, expansion of fan participation and loyalty,
and digital transformation and media integration. The major consequences included stronger audience loyalty and community development,
improved media quality and credibility, greater socio-economic value creation, and the formation of an integrated media ecosystem.
Sustainable audience participation in sports television programs requires the integrated management of audience knowledge, attractive
content, meaningful interaction, trust-building, digital transformation, organizational agility, and the reduction of structural and technological
barriers.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The contemporary sports media environment has undergone a fundamental transformation from a predominantly one-way
broadcasting system toward a multidimensional, interactive, data-driven, and platform-integrated communication ecosystem.
Television sports programs are no longer evaluated merely by audience size or viewing ratings; rather, their ability to generate
sustained audience engagement, participation, loyalty, interaction, and content circulation has become increasingly important.
Sports audiences today can simultaneously watch live programs, comment on events, participate in polls and competitions,
exchange opinions with other fans, redistribute media content, contribute user-generated content, and interact with athletes,
presenters, analysts, and broadcasters through multiple digital channels. Accordingly, audience participation should be
conceptualized as a multidimensional construct involving behavioral, cognitive, emotional, social, and technological
engagement rather than passive exposure to televised content. Research on sports television audiences has demonstrated that
the size and composition of viewership are influenced by characteristics of sporting events, viewing conditions, audience
preferences, and patterns of media consumption (Van Reeth, 2024). Likewise, factors associated with event attractiveness,
marketing conditions, and contextual characteristics can influence sports viewership and audience responses (Wang et al.,
2025). Within this environment, the strategic management of media organizations requires continuous alignment among

technological developments, audience expectations, organizational resources, and changing patterns of media consumption
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(Kiing, 2024). Content quality also remains central to this process. Previous research has emphasized the importance of
improving the quality of media programs in attracting adolescents and young people toward sport and physical activity (Abbasi
et al., 2023), while television sports programs have also been shown to contribute to awareness of physical health among
university students (Ahmad et al., 2023). Sports programs may therefore generate outcomes beyond entertainment and can
potentially affect knowledge, attitudes, behavioral tendencies, and patterns of participation. Consistent with this broader
interpretation, television sports programs have been associated with the promotion of active leisure among women (Diravi et
al., 2026), and media exposure has been linked with women's tendencies toward sport and physical activity (Moharramzadeh
etal., 2025). Media literacy can also influence how audiences understand and use sports-related content and has been associated
with the physical literacy of sports program audiences (Ferdowsi & Mousavi, 2024). These findings indicate that audience
participation should be examined not only in terms of media consumption but also in relation to the broader experiential and
social value generated by sports programming.

At the same time, digital transformation has altered both the structure and meaning of audience engagement. Livestreaming
environments provide opportunities for immediate interaction among viewers and between viewers and media content, making
the social and technological environment surrounding a broadcast part of the viewing experience itself (Cao et al., 2025).
Emerging technologies are expected to further transform sports media production, distribution, and audience relationships
(Geissler et al., 2026). Intelligent automation and generative artificial intelligence, in particular, are increasingly capable of
supporting personalized content production, real-time interaction, automated summaries, audience analytics, and novel forms
of engagement (Galily, 2026). Artificial intelligence is also being incorporated into sports performance analysis within
television programming, potentially enriching the informational and analytical value available to audiences (Shadid & Jassim,
2025). Nevertheless, technological opportunities are accompanied by infrastructure, implementation, and accessibility
limitations that may constrain the effectiveness of advanced broadcasting systems (Mlouhi et al., 2026). Furthermore, audience
engagement cannot be reduced to technological availability. Trust, media ethics, professional credibility, transparency, and
perceived value remain critical dimensions of the relationship between broadcasters and audiences. Media ethics has been
identified as a central concern in television sports programming (Marefat & Sadeghi, 2024), while contemporary discussions
of media freedom highlight the broader institutional and ethical infrastructures necessary for responsible media practice
(Helberger, 2026). Audience perceptions of media value are also multidimensional and extend beyond simple content provision
to include social, cultural, informational, and public-service considerations (Barr, 2025). The growth of independent and fan-
driven sports media further demonstrates that audiences increasingly seek opportunities not only to consume content but also
to participate in shaping sports narratives and advocating for subjects insufficiently represented in mainstream media (Symons
et al., 2025). At the policy level, access to sports television content is also influenced by regulatory and public-policy
arrangements, demonstrating that participation takes place within broader institutional structures (Rowe et al., 2023). Finally,
research on flow creation in sports media suggests that deeper audience involvement emerges through the interaction of multiple
causal conditions, contextual factors, strategies, and consequences rather than a single isolated determinant (Rezaei et al., 2023).
Against this background, a comprehensive explanation of participation requires an integrated framework capable of identifying

how audience orientation, content innovation, digital transformation, organizational conditions, barriers, and engagement
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strategies interact. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop a paradigmatic model for increasing audience participation in
sports television programs using a grounded theory approach.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in purpose and qualitative in methodological orientation and was conducted using the systematic
grounded theory approach of Strauss and Corbin. The research population consisted of experts and professionals with relevant
knowledge and experience in sports media, television sports programming, sport management, communication, media studies,
and audience engagement. Participants included university faculty members and professionals directly involved in sports
program production. Purposive sampling was initially employed to identify information-rich participants who possessed
relevant scientific or professional expertise, and theoretical sampling subsequently guided participant selection as categories
emerged and required further development. Inclusion criteria consisted of relevant academic or professional experience,
familiarity with television sports programs and sports audiences, the ability to provide analytical and experience-based
perspectives, and willingness to participate in an in-depth interview. Sampling and data collection continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved, resulting in a final sample of 12 participants. Data were collected through individual semi-structured
interviews. The interview guide consisted of open-ended questions addressing audience needs and preferences, characteristics
of attractive sports programs, audience interaction, trust and credibility, digital platforms, technological developments,
organizational and environmental barriers, participation-enhancing strategies, and possible consequences of increased
engagement. Probing questions were used to explore emerging concepts in greater depth, and the interview guide evolved
throughout data collection in accordance with grounded theory principles. Interviews were recorded with participant consent,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed concurrently with data collection. Analysis proceeded through open, axial, and selective
coding. During open coding, meaningful units were identified, compared, labelled, and grouped into initial concepts and
categories. Axial coding was then used to establish relationships among categories according to the Strauss and Corbin
paradigm, including causal conditions, the central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. Finally, selective coding was employed to identify the core category and integrate the major categories into a
coherent explanatory framework. Constant comparison was applied throughout the analysis, while analytical memos and
repeated reviews of the transcripts were used to refine category properties, dimensions, and relationships.

Findings

The qualitative sample consisted of 12 experts. Ten participants were men, representing 83.3% of the sample, and two were
women, representing 16.7%. With respect to professional background, seven participants, or 58.3%, were university faculty
members, while five participants, or 41.7%, were sports program producers. Analysis of the interview data resulted in a
paradigmatic model composed of causal conditions, a central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions,
strategies, and consequences. Within the causal conditions, the analysis identified three major selective categories: audience
orientation, interaction, and audience loyalty; innovation and improvement of sports media content; and professional
empowerment and strategic development of television sports programs. These categories incorporated concepts such as
audience analysis, recognition of audience needs and interests, content personalization, diversity and credibility of sports
content, specialist analysis, timely news coverage, innovative formats, integration of expertise with entertainment and
storytelling, use of emerging technologies, digital interaction, media trust, professional production capabilities, event-oriented
programming, emotional engagement, fan identity, and easier multiscreen access. The central phenomenon was conceptualized

as increasing the rate of active and reciprocal participation of audiences in television sports programs. This participation
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extended beyond simple program viewing and included feedback, interaction, influence on content, participation in polls and
competitions, continued engagement, social media activities, and transformation of passive viewers into active participants.

The contextual conditions were organized into three selective categories: cultural-social context and audience
characteristics; organizational, policy, economic, and technological context of the media; and the competitive, event-oriented,
and transformed media environment. Relevant concepts included sports culture, fan culture, lifestyle, media and digital literacy,
demographic differences, media consumption patterns, organizational structures, institutional policies, technological
infrastructure, economic inequalities, digital access, social media integration, environmental competition, and temporal
flexibility in media consumption. Intervening conditions consisted of structural, economic, and managerial organizational
barriers; technological and infrastructural barriers to participation; and communicational, competitive, and environmental
media barriers. Financial constraints, organizational bureaucracy, resistance to change, weak digital infrastructure, unequal
technological access, limited organizational flexibility, declining audience trust, insufficient responsiveness to feedback,
scarcity of specialized human resources, rapid changes in audience preferences, intense competition with digital platforms, and
instability in the social and sporting environment were among the most prominent obstacles identified.

The strategic component of the model comprised four major categories: audience orientation and active interaction;
improvement of attractive and professional sports content; development of participation and loyalty within the fan ecosystem;
and digital transformation and media integration. Specific strategies included developing direct feedback tools, producing high-
quality and entertaining specialist content, expanding social media and complementary digital platforms, employing credible
athletes and experts, conducting audience analytics, personalizing content, organizing competitions and challenges, using
gamification, strengthening media transparency and trust, providing multiscreen access, offering interactive live event
coverage, establishing audience clubs, using artificial intelligence and interactive technologies, developing user-generated
content, empowering media personnel, protecting audience data, and integrating television with digital and social media
environments. Finally, the consequences were grouped into four selective categories: audience orientation, loyalty, and
expansion of the audience community; improvement of media quality, credibility, and social capital; development of
participation and socio-economic value creation; and technological transformation and the formation of an integrated media
ecosystem. These outcomes included stronger audience loyalty and retention, improved content quality based on feedback,
enhanced trust and media credibility, wider content circulation, expansion of social media communities, increased
entertainment and emotional involvement, enhanced advertising and sponsorship potential, greater financial sustainability,
stronger fan identity and social interaction, data-driven management, technological innovation, greater audience satisfaction
and perceived influence, and the emergence of an active and sustainable community around sports television programs.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that audience participation in sports television programs should not be treated as a discrete behavioral
outcome that can be increased through a single intervention. Rather, it represents the product of an interconnected system in
which content, audiences, technology, organizational capabilities, media credibility, and environmental conditions jointly
determine the quality and continuity of engagement. The central role of audience orientation demonstrates that participation
begins with understanding audiences as heterogeneous groups with different needs, interests, media habits, levels of expertise,
and motivational profiles. Accordingly, generic programming designed for an undifferentiated mass audience is increasingly
incompatible with the contemporary sports media environment. Programs are more likely to generate participation when they

offer relevant and personalized experiences while combining professional analysis, entertainment, narrative appeal, immediacy,
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and emotional involvement. The identified role of two-way interaction further suggests that audiences are more willing to
engage when they perceive their participation as visible and consequential. Receiving comments without responding to them
or offering nominal participation mechanisms without demonstrating their impact is unlikely to establish sustainable
engagement. Therefore, effective participation requires an organizational culture in which audience feedback becomes an input
for editorial, managerial, and production decisions.

Digital transformation emerged as another central dimension of the model. Television can no longer function as an isolated
screen in a media environment characterized by continuous mobility across platforms. The findings point toward an integrated
model in which television broadcasting, social media, online platforms, interactive tools, audience databases, and intelligent
technologies are connected within a unified engagement ecosystem. In such an environment, artificial intelligence and audience
analytics can improve personalization and responsiveness, but technological sophistication alone cannot guarantee engagement.
The model demonstrates that trust, professional credibility, ethical conduct, human expertise, and reliable infrastructure remain
indispensable. In particular, declining trust or the perception that participation has no meaningful effect can undermine even
technologically advanced engagement mechanisms. The intervening conditions identified in this study further reveal that many
barriers to participation are rooted within the media organization itself. Bureaucracy, weak managerial agility, limited
production resources, inadequate digital infrastructure, and shortages of technologically competent personnel can prevent
broadcasters from translating audience knowledge into timely action. Therefore, increasing audience participation requires
organizational transformation alongside content and technological innovation.

The consequences identified in the model demonstrate that audience participation can create multiple forms of value. At the
audience level, participation strengthens satisfaction, belonging, loyalty, retention, and the likelihood that viewers become
advocates for a program. At the content level, continuous feedback improves the broadcaster's ability to recognize emerging
needs and refine program quality. At the organizational and economic levels, a larger and more engaged audience can increase
the attractiveness of programming to advertisers and sponsors and contribute to financial sustainability. At the social level,
participation may strengthen fan communities, sports identity, social interaction, and the broader cultural role of sports media.
At the technological level, sustained engagement can accelerate the transition from fragmented broadcasting toward an
integrated and intelligent media ecosystem. Overall, the paradigmatic model developed in this study suggests that sustainable
audience participation emerges when audience orientation and high-quality sports content are combined with genuine two-way
communication, professional credibility, digital integration, technological innovation, organizational agility, and systematic
reduction of structural and infrastructural barriers. The study therefore concludes that increasing participation in sports
television programs should be approached as a strategic and organization-wide process in which audiences are recognized not

simply as viewers but as active partners in media value creation.
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